
DERIVATION: EXCERPTS FROM A NOVEL 

Matthew Davis 

Dissertation Prepared for the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 

August 2015 

APPROVED: 

Miroslav Penkov, Major Professor 
John Tait, Committee Member 
Walton Muyumba, Committee Member 
Robert Upchurch, Chair of the Department 
           of English
David Holdeman, Dean of the College of 
           Arts and Sciences 
Costas Tsatsoulis, Interim Dean of the 
           Toulouse Graduate School 



Davis, Matthew. "Derivation": Excerpts from a Novel. Doctor of Philosophy (English), 

August 2015, 220 pp., bibliography, 15 titles. 

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

preface details how the novel Derivation explores the tension between the artist and the academy 

in the university, as well as the role memory plays in the construction of fictional narratives. The 

preface also details how narrative voice is used to expand the scope of Derivation, and ends with 

a discussion of masculine tropes in the novel. 

Derivation traces the path of a woman trying to rebuild her life in the wake of the 2008 

financial crisis, returning first to her blue collar roots before pursuing a career as an academic. 



ii 

Copyright 2015 

by 

Matthew Davis



iii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 
PART I: CRITICAL PREFACE ..................................................................................................... 1 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 2 

The Artist and the Academy ........................................................................................................... 5 

Memory and Narrative .................................................................................................................. 11 

Scope and Voice  ........................................................................................................................... 17 

The Conception of Masculinity .................................................................................................... 21 

Works Cited  ................................................................................................................................. 25 

PART II: DERIVATION: EXCERPTS FROM A NOVEL  ........................................................ 26 

Chapter One .................................................................................................................................. 27 

Chapter Three ................................................................................................................................ 87 

Chapter Five ................................................................................................................................ 113 

Chapter Six .................................................................................................................................. 142 



 1 

PART I 

CRITICAL PREFACE



 2 

Introduction 

I have spent a lot of time in the last few years thinking about the peculiar blend of 

scholarly and creative work required for a PhD in creative writing. I wrote in my competency 

exams about the period of tension between artists and academics after World War II, a tension 

best summarized by Roman Jakobson, a professor who compared Harvard’s decision to hire 

Vladimir Nabokov to appointing an elephant to teach zoology. Over the subsequent decades, that 

antagonism has been mollified (mostly, or, at least, somewhat) by the expansion of creative 

writing programs, but the fusion of literary analysis and creative writing that each student must 

perform en route to a graduate degree remains as volatile as ever.  

This dissertation explores that volatility. Derivation, the novel that makes up the bulk of 

my dissertation, is about the inimitable route each writer follows in pursuit of their craft. I begin 

from the perspective of Cota Farrow, an aspiring memoirist, then switch to the perspective of 

Eliot Taylor, who has recently published a memoir. Cota and Eliot come from wildly dissimilar 

backgrounds. Eliot is the son of a professor and activist in Oakland, and spent his twenties 

pursuing a PhD in contemporary American literature. A professor at Texas Tech University, 

Eliot has spent his entire adult life in academia. Cota is the daughter of Oklahoma farmers, and 

dropped out of college when she became pregnant. She returned to school only after the housing 

crash destroyed the life she had built in Florida. Despite their divergent backgrounds, Cota and 

Eliot eventually find themselves at the same university, each trying to distill the complexity of 

their lived experience into concise pieces of narrative. 

Derivation argues that, despite the proliferation of creative writing programs and 

conferences and instructional books, the question of how one becomes a writer remains 

unanswerable. Eliot decides to pen a memoir after he befriends a creative writing professor at his 
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university who encourages him to write up the stories he tells at dinner parties. He decides to 

begin a second memoir about the secret correspondence he discovers between his father, who 

was disowned by his family after he married a black woman, and his father’s mother. Cota only 

begins to write after squatting in an abandoned house with her two children in Florida, where she 

has been forced to gut foreclosed houses for money, working from dawn to dusk for a year until 

she collapses from exhaustion and is carried back to Oklahoma by her father, and even then she 

has no plan to publish what she has written about her experience until a professor suggests it. For 

Cota and Eliot, then, the answer to the question of how each became a writer is through some 

combination of misfortune and luck. Both suffered enough misfortune to provide them with 

material, and both were lucky enough to meet someone who encouraged them at the right 

moment to transform that material into art. This is not a imitable career path. The professor who 

encourages Cota to pursue a graduate degree in creative writing tells her that no one can learn to 

become a writer, that you either have what it takes or you don’t, and that is the argument 

presented by Derivation. 

The preface I have paired with Derivation, however, argues exactly the opposite by 

deconstructing the novel, exposing the deliberate structures undergirding the narrative, 

explaining the careful reasons for decisions that novel itself would claim as inexplicable. The 

preface demonstrates that Cota’s path to becoming a writer, what Derivation presents as luck and 

innate talent, is actually a study in the use of memory as a narrative device in the novel, as well 

as an experiment in voice. Likewise, Eliot’s accidental memoir is revealed as a way of 

examining both the relationship between the academic and the artist within the university and 

evolving conceptions of masculinity in American fiction.  
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The analysis contained in the preface is not a refutation of the argument presented in 

Derivation. It is a counterpoint. I do not claim that one is more correct or incorrect than the 

other. Instead, I present the novel and preface together as a way of emphasizing the contradiction 

that lies at the heart of my dissertation. A PhD in creative writing requires a peculiar blend of 

scholarly and creative work, but the two elements can never be fully integrated, never brought 

into stasis, nor should they be. The volatility of the mixture is more productive than settling on 

an answer. 
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The Artist and The Academy 

By inhabiting the perspectives of both a writer and a scholar Derivation attempts to 

challenge the false opposition between these two academic pursuits. I show that each of the 

characters possesses the archetypal characteristics of an artist and an academic as they are 

succinctly drawn by James Baldwin in “Sonny’s Blues.” The narrator of Baldwin’s story 

represents the academic type: a studious and reflective man, deliberate and cautious, an educator 

by profession. This narrator is the antithesis of his brother, Sonny, an itinerant and drug addicted 

jazz musician, but also a man of the world. Baldwin captures the difference between the two 

brothers during a scene in which the narrator looks down from his window on a street revival 

meeting, observing, interpreting, but never participating. After a few minutes, the narrator 

recognizes Sonny in the crowd. Unlike his brother, Sonny is a part of the activity below, 

experiencing life rather than merely looking on. In this scene, the two brothers physically 

embody the archetypal positions of the artist and the academic within society. The academic 

watches the world from afar, while the artist participates. The two brothers also encapsulate the 

argument about creative writing programs in academia, which is that an aspiring artist, like 

Sonny, ought to be out in the world, gaining experience, not cloistered inside a university talking 

about what makes for great art. But the solution to this argument also lies in Baldwin’s 

formulation of the archetypes. The artist and the academic are brothers in “Sonny’s Blues,” 

meaning that they are more alike than different, that they share much of the same DNA, that 

either could have walked the other’s path if only one or two details in his life had changed. 

The opposing archetypes that Baldwin shows sprouting from the same seed continued to 

evolve in the decades after “Sonny’s Blues.” By the time the story appeared in Baldwin’s 

collection Going to Meet the Man, the Iowa Writer’s Workshop had been training creative 
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writers for twenty years, and the number of creative writing programs in the United States had 

surpassed four dozen. The number of writing students passing each year through the graduate 

school began to collapse the distinction between the artist and the academic, which brought 

about a change in the fiction that emerged from the university-trained writers: professors began 

to behave like Sonny and writers began to behave like his brother. 

In his novel Stoner, John Williams strips the academic and artist identifiers from the 

opposition that Baldwin defined and applies the archetypes to a pair of students pursuing their 

PhDs in the English department at the University of Missouri. William Stoner is a scholar in the 

mold of the narrator of “Sonny’s Blues.” Stoner is cerebral, studious, more comfortable inside 

the university, bent over a book, than out in the world. He chose an academic life over the 

manual labor of the farm where he was raised, believing academia would provide him with a 

haven where he can quietly study, a “bright and certain and unchanging” future (25). Instead, he 

is confronted by David Masters, a student whom Williams assigns the archetype of Baldwin’s 

Sonny. Masters develops “a reputation for arrogance and impertinence” within the department, 

which, as we see in the conversations between Stoner and Masters, is the result of his refusal to 

treat the university and its professors with the level of respect to which they are accustomed (28). 

Masters describes academia as “an asylum” and “a hovel…for the dispossessed of the world” 

(30, 31). He also accuses Stoner of being “bright enough—and just bright enough—to realize 

what would happen to [him] in the world” and of being  “cut out for failure” (30). Masters 

condemnation of Stoner and the university reads as a justification for the life of an artist willing 

to risk everything in the pursuit of art, the kind of impassioned speech that someone like Sonny 

would deliver. And then Masters pivots, trains the critical lens on himself. Based on his own 

accounting, Masters belongs in academia because he is “too bright for the world” and “won’t 
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keep [his] mouth shut about it,” so he “must be locked up, where [he] can be safely irresponsible, 

where [he] can do no harm” (31). In these lines Williams, a PhD in English Literature who 

served for many years as the director of creative writing at the University of Denver, reveals the 

shift in thinking that graduate writing programs engendered. No longer is the artist a figure who 

belongs in the world, stifled by the safety and security of the university. Although Williams 

applies the oppositional archetypes established in “Sonny’s Blues,” he draws the artist and the 

academic even closer together than Baldwin. Stoner is not looking down on Masters in the street 

from the safety of his apartment; instead, Stoner and Masters are looking down from the window 

together.  

Writing from the perspective of the writer rather than the academic, Raymond Carver 

echoes Williams’s claim that the artist type can exist within the academic world, but he also goes 

a step further, using several stories from his first collection, Will You Please Be Quiet, Please, to 

show that the artist actually belongs in the university. In “What Do You Do in San Francisco?”, 

Carver models the antagonism that an artist faces from people outside the academy. He uses a 

postman’s point of view to provide an everyman’s perspective on a young artistic couple. The 

wife is identified as a painter, and although the postman does not label him as such, the 

husband’s behavior suggests that he is a writer, as he spends his days at home and anxiously 

awaits the mail as though awaiting a response from a literary journal. These artists are feared and 

maligned by the postman and the community he represents. Discounting their creative work, the 

postman suggests that the couple cannot go out and work like other people because the wife is a 

dope addict and the husband is an ex-con. “What have you got against work?” he eventually asks 

the husband, discounting the time a writer is required to put in day and night in order to perfect 

his craft as something less than real labor (92). In this story, Carver applies the outsider 
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archetype represented by the narrator of “Sonny’s Blues” from the academic to the artist. 

Although Carver’s artists, like Baldwin’s Sonny, live among the common man, they are refused 

entry into the community. In an era in which the artist can find both training and employment 

through academia, Carver suggests that it is within the university, rather than outside in the 

world, that the artist is at home. 

In Derivation, I argue that the opposition between the academic and artist identified by 

Baldwin and modified by both Williams and Carver has collapsed in the era of the creative 

writing PhD. I use Cota Farrow to demonstrate that one cannot choose to become either a scholar 

or a writer, that creative writing programs now press students to inhabit both roles 

simultaneously.  

Like Baldwin’s Sonny, Cota begins the novel outside the university, dropping out of 

school when she becomes pregnant at twenty. The type of person that many people in the 

popular press would call “a creative,” does not decide to embark on a career as a writer until she 

returns to the university almost a decade later, and it is only the representatives of the university 

in Derivation, Matt Davis and Eliot Taylor, who encourage Cota along her way. Like the artists 

in Carver’s “What Do You Do in San Francisco?”, Cota faces only hostility and suspicion from 

the people in her non-academic community. Her father pressures her to take a job that will allow 

her to support her children, and when she insists on completing her undergraduate education, he 

harangues her for not studying something that will lead to practical employment. Her old college 

roommate, Pepper, discourages her more subtly. When Cota tells Pepper of the praise she 

received for one of her essays, Pepper’s immediate response is, “Sounds like this guy is trying to 

fuck you” (101). In the same way that Carver’s postman suggests that the married couple are 

actually a drug addict and criminal posing as artists, Pepper refuses to accept Cota’s artistic 
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ambition, implying instead that she is relying on her looks to ingratiate herself with her 

professors. 

Faced with this hostility, Cota chooses to pursue a graduate degree in creative writing 

although Matt and Eliot both advise her against it. Echoing Masters’s characterization of the 

university as “an asylum” in Stoner, Matt compares a creative writing program to a basketball 

camp that promises to train players who lack height, athleticism, and talent for a career in the 

NBA that they will never achieve. It is only the few innately gifted writers, like Cota, who stand 

to benefit from the experience, and so, he pushes graduate school on Cota as the best of a number 

of bad options. Eliot takes an even more extreme position. After affirming Matt’s opinion about 

Cota’s talent as a writer and her intelligence, he tells Cota that she has too much potential to 

squander it in a creative writing program. He warns Cota that a graduate writing degree will only 

train her to become a member of academia, training that will take up all of her time and actually 

interfere with her writing. He advises her to find some other way to earn a living if all she wants 

to do is write. 

A scholar of contemporary American literature who writes non-fiction on the side, Eliot 

is the example that Derivation puts forth of the writer within the university in an era of creative 

writing PhDs. He is a melding of the archetypes that Baldwin placed in opposition to one 

another, embodying characteristics of both the artist and the academic. As seen through his 

participation in the Cincinnati race riots, Eliot prefers to take action, rather than observe from a 

distance, but he is also studious, willing to engage in careful literary study of the books given to 

him by his father as a teenager. Building off of John Williams in Stoner, I align Cota and Eliot in 

temperament and behavior in support of the idea that the scholar and the writer are more alike 

than different. They are so alike that Cota and Eliot began an affair that quickly develops into a 
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serious relationship. But they are not a perfect match. Their relationship embodies the volatility 

that results from the merger of artist and academic PhD programs with a creative emphasis. The 

two types are no longer in opposition, but neither are they wholly compatible. Each writing 

student must ultimately prioritize one focus over the other. Ultimately, Cota chooses the life of 

the artist, Eliot chooses to preserve the life he has built for himself as a scholar, and Derivation 

ends with the dissolution of their involvement.  
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Memory and Narrative 

In Derivation, I also explore the way that memory operates in the novel, the way that it 

can build or order the world of a novel, the way, also, that it can complicate or interrupt that 

same world. Broadly, there are only two ways that memory functions within the novel. The first 

is what I call narrative memory, a designation that comes from the notion that what we have 

commonly thought of as our memory is nothing more than a story we have pieced together about 

our life, integrating specific details with generalizations that ring true. The second function of 

memory in the novel is spontaneous, and it is through spontaneous memory that I will enter the 

discussion before returning to narrative memory. 

When we talk about memory in fiction, we are most often talking about the spontaneous 

function, the process of discovery, a moment like that in A Thousand Acres when Ginny lays 

down in her childhood bed and suddenly recalls the long suppressed images of the nights she was 

raped by her father. This memory has been withheld from the narrative, saved for a moment of 

heightened effect, an interruption that changes our understanding of everything we had been led 

to believe. In this capacity, memory is like a childhood memento, an item stashed away in a box 

in the attic, waiting to be discovered again. The most famous example of spontaneous memory in 

fiction occurs near the beginning of Swann’s Way when Proust’s narrator bites into the grooved 

scallop shell of a petite madeleine, which rushes the vivid memory of his childhood in Combray 

to the surface of his conscious mind. One of the most famous moments in Twentieth-Century 

literature, it is also one of the most misunderstood. The madeleine has come to symbolize a kind 

of epiphanic memory device, the idea that some place or person left in the past can be reclaimed 

through a forgotten detail, but this conception of the relationship between the past and present in 
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Proust’s novel is incorrect. Swann’s Way does not treat memory as something that can be lost 

and regained, but as something that is always with us, hidden but not gone. 

Before Marcel sits down to tea and a madeleine, the novel begins with a description of 

memory as a collection of places, people, and time that all exist simultaneously within the 

unconscious mind of his narrator. Waking up, Marcel must sift through the memories of the 

many places “where [he] had lived and where [he] might have been” until, through “the direction 

of the wall, the placement of the furniture,” he is able to identify his current location (5-6). In the 

few moments before Marcel recognizes the arrangement of his current bedroom in the morning 

light, he passes briefly through memories of the other bedrooms he has occupied in his life, 

sometimes triggering “long reveries” about a specific place and time that he still carries within 

himself (7). Until he tastes the madeleine, Marcel can only access the memories submerged in 

the dark water of his unconscious as he passes from sleep to wakefulness. When he bites into the 

madeleine, for the first time Marcel is able to shift into a different time and place deliberately, 

concentrating on the taste of each mouthful until he is able to unlock the memory of Combray. 

Just as with Ginny’s memory of her father, Marcel has been carrying the memory of his 

grandparents’ old house with him, locked away in an inaccessible corner of his mind until some 

rediscovered detail connects the past with the present. 

 Contemporary research into the structure and function of the brain supports a Proustian 

rendering of memory. As Nicholas Carr details in The Shallows, the conception of the brain as 

stable and computer-like has recently been replaced by an emphasis on neuroplasticity, the idea 

that our brain is constantly adapting, strengthening the neural pathways we most often use, and 

allowing those that we do not to wither. From this perspective, then, learning to read is a process 

of establishing and then reinforcing synaptic connections, building pathways that, with enough 
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practice, will make Proust seem as simple and straightforward as a Hemingway story. Repetition 

makes neural pathways stronger, but the opposite is also true: a lack of repetition causes the 

pathways to deteriorate. This is the experience that Proust attempts to capture in Swann’s Way. 

With his attention called away to other things as he grows older, he does not spend time thinking 

about each of the bedrooms he slept in as a child, and slowly the pathways that connect those 

places to specific details that call up each memory collapse. The bedrooms are not forgotten. The 

memory of each one still exists in his mind, all but inaccessible, waiting for the moment when 

the taste of the madeleine will cause the correct synapses to fire together, restoring suddenly the 

pathway that will lead him back to Combray.  

 In Swann’s Way, as in the novel more generally, the spontaneous memory serves as the 

beginning to a narrative. The madeleine restores Marcel with the memory of Combray, a 

spontaneous intrusion that interrupts the otherwise orderly process of his thoughts. He is 

compelled by this memory to return, to tell the story of his grandparents and his aunts and 

Monsieur Swann, whom he meets for the first time in Combray. It is as if “instead of recapturing 

time past,” Marcel has “been captured by it in the present,” as Philip Roth writes to explain the 

impact that a forty-fifth high school reunion has on Nathan Zuckerman in American Pastoral 

(45). Roth not only borrows the device of spontaneous memory from Swann’s Way, he opens a 

dialogue with Proust by quoting Marcel directly.1 As with Marcel, Zuckerman finds the world of 

his childhood, a world dominated by the Swede, spontaneously returned to him by the taste of 

rugelach, and the music of Nat “King” Cole, Frankie Lane, and Sinatra, a dance with Joy 

                                                
1 Actually, Roth misquotes Proust, changing the first-person narrative to third, and claiming that after Marcel tastes 
the madeleine “‘the word ‘death’…[has]…no meaning for him’” (American Pastoral 47). In fact, the closest Marcel 
comes to expressing the words Roth has ascribed to him is when he claims that he “ceased to feel mediocre, 
contingent, mortal” after consuming the madeleine, an accurate translation of the original French: J’avais cessé de 
me sentir mediocre, contingent, mortel (Swann’s Way 45).  
2 Zuckerman acknowledges that his story of the Swede is invented and almost certainly flawed, but Zuckerman does 
claim that with the Swede he “dreamed a realistic chronicle” and “began gazing into his life…as an assailable man” 
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Helpern. His mind flooded with images of his childhood, and learning from Jerry Levov that the 

Swede has died, Zuckerman suddenly finds himself, like Marcel, compelled to return to the New 

Jersey of previous decades and tell the story of Seymour Levov. 

 The stories that Marcel and Zuckerman tell are examples of what I characterize as 

narrative memory, a designation that comes from recent research about the unreliability of 

narrative. James McGaugh, a professor at the Center for the Neurobiology of Learning at UC 

Irvine, has shown that when a person remembers they are “telling a story about 

themselves…integrating things they really do remember in detail with things that are generally 

true” (qtd. in Hayasaki). Rephrased in the terms of this discussion, what we call our memory is 

actually a narrative that each of us has constructed about our life in the same way that an author 

constructs the narrative of a novel—blending generalizations with specific details that make a 

story seem true. In this context, Marcel and Zuckerman are not simply unreliable narrators. They 

are not deliberately slanting a narrative in order to manipulate the reader; rather, they are 

delivering a narrative they believe to be an accurate representation of the truth, blind to the same 

inaccuracies as the reader.2  

 In Derivation, I use these ideas about spontaneous and narrative memory to destabilize 

the relationship between narrator and character. The respective narrators of both Swann’s Way 

and American Pastoral use spontaneous memory to introduce the narrative memory that will 

carry the rest of the novel, but once that narrative begins, neither Zuckerman nor Marcel intrude 

again. In a novel with the opposite construction like A Thousand Acres, where the memory of 

childhood rape interrupts rather than primes the narrative memory, Ginny does nothing to 

                                                
2 Zuckerman acknowledges that his story of the Swede is invented and almost certainly flawed, but Zuckerman does 
claim that with the Swede he “dreamed a realistic chronicle” and “began gazing into his life…as an assailable man” 
(89). Put a different way, Zuckerman acknowledges that his account of the Swede is fiction, and then immediately 
begins to convince the reader that it is the truth. 
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suggest that the story she tells about her life is anything but accurate. In its mixture of 

spontaneous and narrative memory, Derivation more closely resembles Mrs. Dalloway than the 

previous novels discussed in this section. Like Virginia Woolf, I am interested in the collision of 

the present with the future, the collision of spontaneous memories with the narrative a character 

tells herself about her life. 

I collide spontaneous and narrative again and again in Derivation to create an instability 

that encourages the reader to look into and around the narrative memory that Cota and Eliot 

present as the truth. The narrative memory presented as an accurate account of Cota’s experience 

in Florida, for example, portrays her husband as weak-willed, a man who would rather walk 

away from the trouble they’ve gotten themselves into with NINA loans than fight to salvage their 

investment. She has been so convincing that when she tries to accept some of the blame for the 

financial calamity, Pepper defends the version of events Cota has fed her: “Did you put a gun to 

his head?” she says, “Of course fucking not. He’s just trying to dodge his own responsibility in 

the decision” (64). This situation repeats with Cota’s father, who asks Cota to tell him “what her 

two-bit son-of-a-bitch husband has been up to while we’ve been cleaning up the mess he made,” 

as if Cota were nothing but a helpless bystander in Florida (71). This narrative is contradicted, 

however, by the spontaneous memory that Cota experiences while working the pecan harvest on 

her father’s orchard. These spontaneous memories reveal that Cota pushed her husband into the 

borrowing more money than they would ever be able to repay, that their entire relationship was 

predicated on a lie she told him in college. Again, later, the spontaneous memory brought on by 

an email from her husband leads Cota to reveal that she chose to remain in Florida and steal from 

foreclosed houses rather than leave with her husband. 
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 Eliot presents an even more complex interweaving of narrative and spontaneous memory. 

He has turned his narrative memory into a memoir that Cota has read and that is presented to the 

reader in chunks, often alongside an analysis by Cota that probes for gaps and weaknesses in the 

account Eliot has published. When he and Cota are on their way to Iowa, for example, a woman 

outside a rest stop shields her child from Eliot, afraid of his dark skin. This triggers a 

spontaneous memory of the day ten years before that Eliot stood waiting outside a dentist’s 

office for his girlfriend in an upper-class neighborhood in Cincinnati and a woman in the 

neighboring flower shop call the police to report a suspicious black man loitering on the street. 

Eliot shares this memory with Cota, who immediately asks why Eliot did not include the story in 

his memoir. Eliot lies, tells her that there was not enough room, but the reader is given the truth. 

The humiliating episode Eliot suffered at the hands of the police is not a part of his narrative 

memory. This, and other, spontaneous memories reveal the deliberate construction of what Eliot 

calls his memory, showcasing the way that tries to control and spin the facts of his life into the 

story that he wants to tell about himself, a story that he calls memory.  

  



 

 17 

Scope and Voice 

I wanted Derivation to contain as much of American society in the first decade of the 

twenty-first century as the novel could hold, while still capturing the intense interiority of 

modern novels like A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and Mrs. Dalloway. To provide 

scope, I invented characters from disparate backgrounds and locations, then I moved those 

characters across the country, bringing them into contact with people from circumstances unlike 

their own. To maintain the interiority I desired, I exploited the tension between the objective 

narrative voice and the subjective voices of each character, a technique borrowed from the short 

fiction of Raymond Carver and George Saunders. 

 Carver, particularly in his early work, relies on a command of voice to create conflict and 

build character. This is true even of a story like “Put Yourself in My Shoes,” a third person 

account of a man named Myers who pays a visit with his wife to a couple named the Morgans. 

When the Morgans learn that Myers is a writer, they begin to tell him anecdotes about a recent 

trip to Germany, suggesting that he harvest them for material in his work. The story proceeds as 

a conversation Carver uses to render each character through their distinct vocabularies, their 

manner of speech, and their interests in specific subjects. The dispassionate voice of the third-

person narrator acts as a kind of elastic barrier for the voices of Carver’s characters, who are 

often allowed to carry on at length, briefly making the point of view of the story their own, only 

to be eventually reined in by the impersonal narrative persona so that someone else may have the 

chance to speak. Mrs. Morgan, for example, launches into a long story about an old woman who 

died suddenly while visiting them in their rented flat, a story that Carver tells by assuming the 

voice of Mrs. Morgan: “There was a Bauhaus exhibit that fall, and Edgar said the heck with it, 

let’s take a day off—he was doing his research, you see—the heck with it, let’s take a day off” 
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(111; emphasis in original). She continues in this way for two pages, giving “Put Yourself in My 

Shoes” the slant and bias of the voice-driven story, and culminating in the pronouncement that 

“Fate sent her to die on the couch in our living room in Germany” (112). It is at this point that 

the dispassionate narrative reasserts control: “Myers began to laugh…He kept laughing. He 

wiped his eyes on his shirt sleeve” (112). The imprecise and melodramatic language of Mrs. 

Morgan is immediately checked by the precise controlled language of Carver’s narrator, 

restoring order to the story.  

Unlike in “Put Yourself in my Shoes,” Derivations is not guided by an assertive 

dispassionate narrator, but a third-person voice that attempts to capture and mimic the point of 

view and speech rhythms of the focal character. By applying the narrative intrusion techniques 

demonstrated by Carver, then, I am allowing smaller characters to challenge and temporary 

replace the dominant idiom of the novel. This expands the scope of the novel, but it also creates 

interesting juxtapositions that result in conflicts that drive the narrative forward. In the Cota 

section, for example, I allow Cota’s husband, Virgil, to speak at length, like Mrs. Morgan, about 

his worldview, and he lectures Cota about art and politics and economics. This expands the 

scope of the novel, adding new depth to Cota’s story by forcing her to grapple with subjects that 

she knows little about. It also creates an opportunity to expand and grow the character as she 

assimilates Virgil’s perspective into her own, allowing her incorporate the ideas that appeal to 

her and discard the rest. But Virgil is not the only character allowed to temporarily seize control 

of the narrative voice. At a different point, Cota finds herself walking home with a musician, 

who, like Virgil, begins to talk at length about his fixation on the intersection of history and 

popular music, a view that Cota immediately recognizes as in conflict with the view put forth by 

Virgil. In this moment, Cota must not only seize control of the narrative back from the musician, 
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she must also integrate this new view with a perspective already informed by the contradictory 

voice of Virgil. It is a scene that shows Cota grappling in real-time with the process of 

establishing and burnishing her identity. 

The downside of this approach, however, is the risk of the focal character’s point of view 

becoming overrun or obscured by a charismatic and persuasive minor character. To counter this, 

I adopted an approach employed with great success by George Saunders in a story from 

Pastoralia called “Winky.” Saunders creates a conflict similar to that in “Put Yourself in My 

Shoes,” emphasizing the tension between the dispassionate third-person voice of his narrator and 

the particularized voice of his focal character, but unlike Carver, Saunders focuses on the 

interiority of the character rather than spoken dialogue. In “Winky,” Neil Yaniky seeks out the 

resolve to force his sister from his house at a Personal Change Center. Saunders filters the voice-

driven narrative of Neil’s perspective through a dispassionate point of view, but whereas the 

narrative voice of Mrs. Morgan exists in controlled space within the story—blocks of quotation 

that the dispassionate narrator can and does eventually interrupt—the voice of Neil threatens the 

actual narrative space of the story occupied by Saunders’s dispassionate narrative persona:  

Neil Yaniky rose with the rest and checked his Line Assignment and joined his Assigned 
Line. He was a tiny man, nearly thirty, balding on top and balding on the sides, and was 
still chewing on his mustache and wondering if anyone or everyone else at the Seminar 
could tell that he was a big stupid faker, because he had no career, really, and no 
business, but only soldered little triangular things in his basement, for forty-seven cents a 
little triangular thing, for CompuParts, although he had high hopes for something better, 
which was why he was here. (74) 
 

After the controlled first sentence of this paragraph, Neil’s voice intrudes upon and overruns the 

second sentence, seizing control of the narrator’s attempt to describe the character. Saunders 

signals the transition from narrative persona to character by allowing what begins as a 

straightforward piece of description to run on and on, following the meandering non sequiturs of 
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Neil’s thoughts. This transition reveals the inner turmoil and anxiety of the character’s mind in a 

way that the dispassionate narrator would not otherwise be able to render, but it also cedes 

control of the story to an even greater extent than what Carver allotted to Mrs. Morgan. Neil’s 

thoughts are not restricted to easily contained dialogue; rather, they subsume the narrative voice, 

and ultimately replace it as the story draws to its conclusion. 

 I apply the same strategy in order to maintain the interiority of my focal characters in 

Derivation. Like Saunders, I employ a dispassionate third-person narrator who quickly and easily 

subsumed by the interior discourse of Cota and then Eliot. When Cota pieces together everything 

that Eliot has told her about his father’s death to guess at his motivations for pursuing her, the 

narrator provides only a brief stopover in the shift from Cota’s voice to Eliot’s. Cota challenges 

Eliot to contradict the ideas she has just laid out, and the narrator provides a pivot point: 

Eliot could not. He knew she wasn’t wrong. The only time he had wept since his father 
died was the day after he searched through his father’s house, when in the bright light of 
a rare sunny morning in the Iowa winter, he had walked back through the house while he 
drank his coffee. It all looked so pathetic. (45) 
 

Here as in “Winky,” the narrative voice begins the paragraph with short, controlled sentences, 

which are then taken over by the running thoughts of the character. Eliot’s memory of the place 

and his reaction to what he saw replace the matter of fact statements that transitions the reader 

from Cota to Eliot. Like Saunders, I allow my focal characters to seize control of the narrative 

and guide the way forward. Unlike Carver, I do not attempt to contain the intrusions of my 

characters into the narrative voice of the novel. Rather, the narrator serves to further the 

characters, operating as a kind of mediator between the competing voices 
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The Conception of Masculinity 

In the process of researching my competency exams, I developed a conception of 

masculinity based on opposition, borrowing heavily from Toni Morrison, who argues in Playing 

in the Dark that foundational texts of American literature defined masculinity as “autonomy, 

authority, newness and difference, absolute power” (42). To expand the scope of my definition 

of masculinity, I pivoted away from Morrison’s focus on race and broadened my discussion to 

include several of the institutions within society that came to define the struggle for autonomy in 

American fiction after World War II. In Randle Patrick McMurphy’s One Flew Over the 

Cuckoo’s Nest and Robert Prewitt’s From Here to Eternity, I identified a mid-century masculine 

archetype of a character who finds autonomy via an unceasing resistance to an indifferent 

institution. I also demonstrated the counterintuitive reliance that these two characters had on the 

institutions that ultimately destroy them—McMurphy turns down the opportunity to escape his 

asylum, and Prewitt returns to the army only weeks after going AWOL. What Prewitt discovers, 

and what McMurphy already understands, is that, without an institution to resist, his life will lack 

purpose. He will no longer have a context in which to define his masculinity.  

Moving forward from these early texts, I traced the evolution of masculinity in American 

fiction in a contemporary novel like Freedom, which rejects the archetype established by 

McMurphy and Prewitt. In Freedom, Walter Berglund does not find himself struggling against 

an institution but instead striking a strategic partnership. Rather than continue to fight the coal 

industry, Walter accepts a position running an environmental trust funded by the very companies 

he once opposed, believing that he can do more good from within than without. Walter’s 

decision suggests that the contemporary male protagonist has learned to accept the inevitable 

institutionalization that McMurphy futilely resisted. It also suggests a new kind of pragmatism. 
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Walter willingly exchanges part of his autonomy for an opportunity from the coal industry that 

will make his environmental work easier, a deal that benefits both parties, a deal not unlike the 

one offered to Prewitt in From Here to Eternity—join the boxing team and avoid the grunt work 

assigned to every other soldier. Unlike his literary precedents, Walter also seeks out rather than 

flees from the institution of marriage, splitting from his wife, Patty, only after the record of her 

past transgression is presented so glaringly that he has no choice, and even then he goes back to 

her before the novel concludes.  

In Derivation, I explore the opposition between the conceptions of masculinity embodied 

by McMurphy and Prewitt on the one hand and Walter Berglund on the other by applying these 

archetypes to the heroine of my novel, Cota Farrow. To depict a woman struggling against an 

institution is nothing new, of course. Anna Karenina, Madame Bovary, and Mrs. Dalloway all 

center on women who resist the strictures placed on them by their husbands and society. But 

their resistance is also limited. Each of these women want more from marriage than their current 

husband can provide and so turn their attention to another man. In this way, they are not 

challenging the institution in order to break free, but, rather, in order to get the most that they 

possibly can out of their position as a wife, an approach that has more in common with the 

strategic compromises of Walter Berglund than the outright resistance of McMurphy and 

Prewitt.3  

Cota Farrow also struggles against the institution of marriage. After the birth of her first 

son, Cota finds herself trapped in a marriage to a man who she feels is limited by his principals, 

more concerned about the good of humanity than about lifting his family out of poverty. Like 

Emma Bovary, she pushes her husband to be more ambitious, to apply his skill in a way that will 

                                                
3 Although I suspect that, like Prewitt, if the heroines of these novels did manage to escape from the institution that 
oppressed them, they would very soon return. 
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allow them to live comfortably, and as with Emma, this leads to bankruptcy and the destruction 

of her family. But unlike Emma, Cota is able to move into the public sphere after the dissolution 

of her marriage. Rather than pursuing another husband, Cota is able to strike out in the world like 

the archetypes of masculinity in contemporary American fiction, and, like Prewitt, she quickly 

discovers that her life lacks purpose outside of the institution she sought to escape, rendering her 

without an identity. Unlike Prewitt, however, Cota does not immediately attempt to return to her 

marriage. Instead, she submits herself to a new institution—the university, where she resumes 

her fight against the powers that be once again. 

 After applying the midcentury archetypes of McMurphy and Prewitt to Cota, I use Eliot 

to explore the contemporary conception of masculinity represented by Walter Berglund.4 Eliot, 

like Walter, does not fight against the institution in his life so much as try to find strategic 

compromises that will allow him to carve out enough freedom within the institution to pursue his 

goals. As with Walter, also, Eliot’s perceived freedom is illusory. The academy has dominated 

Eliot’s life since he was a child, but the advantages he has received from aligning himself with 

this institution are accompanied with steep costs that he does not realize until it is too late, the 

most obvious of which is his personal life. When Eliot and Cota begin their relationship, he tells 

her that he has never even been close to marriage, a fact that he realizes only after the death of 

his father is the direct result of his place within the university system. Eliot realizes that the 

devotion to research and teaching that his father is praised for at his funeral is also the reason the 

his father did not have another serious romantic relationship in the thirty years after Eliot’s 

                                                
4 There is also a discussion to be had about the way that race informs Eliot’s identity and self-conception of 
masculinity. As in Invisible Man, Eliot is accepted by the university as Ellison’s narrator is accepted by the 
communist party—only as long as he serves the institutions purposes. When Eliot finds himself caught up in a riot 
following the shooting death of a young black man, the university pulls his funding. Eliot veers from the path 
followed Ellison’s narrator. Since he is more like Walter Berglund than Prewitt, Eliot attempts to reconcile with 
academia, completing his degree and securing a tenure-track job rather than blindly pursuing a fight with the 
institution that he cannot win. 
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mother left him. Once Eliot recognized the implications for his own life, he pursues Cota, which 

then immediately creates a conflict. He cannot devote his life to academy and to the institution of 

marriage that Cota represents for him, fact that dooms his relationship with her to failure from 

the start.  
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Chapter One 

After the collapse, after the financial ruin that crushed down on her life in Florida until 

there was nothing left, after her husband left, after she was forced to squat in an abandoned 

house with her children, after exhaustion settled into her body like a disease, after her mouth 

filled with sores and a fever set in, after she could no longer lift herself off the mattress on the 

floor where she’d slept uneasily for months, after all of this, Cota Farrow decided to reverse the 

course of her life. She returned to Oklahoma, to her childhood room where the walls were still 

the soft pink she’d selected as a girl, glow-in-the-dark stars still fixed to the ceiling in patterns 

meant to resemble the major constellations but which, she realized now, resembled nothing at all. 

For an entire summer she did little more than watch her mother dig in the garden and play board 

games with her two boys on the living room floor. She spent most of her time in her brass bed, 

where she kept a box of books within arm’s reach on the floor—poetry collections, history, 

novels, exhaustively researched biographies of artists and writers, notebooks filled with her own 

heavily edited verse. It was in one of these notebooks that Cota began a long rambling chronicle 

of her experiences in Florida. She wrote only at night, when there was no one around to knock at 

her door, to ask what she was up to. The notebook was only for her, a place where she could 

remind herself what had happened and what it all meant. 

 Cota began with the image of herself standing on the beach less than a hundred yards 

from her backdoor. The sun was rising out of the Atlantic. Standing just far enough out that the 

foamy edge of the tide could wash over her feet, Cota burrowed into the wet sand with her toes, 

drew the fluttering ends of her robe tight around her body. She had never been to the ocean 

before she arrived in Florida with Virgil, already growing heavy with their first son. In those first 

months, Cota would get up in the dark with Virgil, eat the eggs he scrambled for her before 
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heading off to the jobsite, and every few days, she would drive across the bridge from the 

mainland, a way of forcing herself to get out of the house, of combating her loneliness. After 

they moved out to the barrier island, when Ethan was only just beginning to speak in complete 

sentences, she would cut through the seashore elder and bitter panicum that grew thick on the 

dune out their backdoor and stand on the water’s edge every morning, thinking about how it 

would still be dark on the campus of the university she’d left after she became pregnant, how 

there would be just enough light in her father’s orchard to make out the shapes of the pecans 

sprouting from the branches of the trees. Time passed. A few years later, pregnant with her 

second son, Cota no longer thought about her life back in Oklahoma. She and Virgil had moved 

into real estate by then, had already flipped one house for a small profit and purchased three 

more in the developments west of town. Looking out at the pink and orange bands above the 

horizon, she thought about the incredible success they had made of their life and of the work that 

still lay ahead of her. The decline had already begun, only she didn’t know that then. Before she 

began to show with her second son, the mortgage bank where Virgil worked would be driven out 

of business, and they would be sixty days delinquent on all three of their mortgages by the time 

Charlie was born in the fall of 2007. 

 The morning that Cota described in her journal came later still. Virgil was gone, back to 

Texas to chase work. She had seen him off, and then walked around the house to the beach.  

Looking out over the empty water to the horizon, she thought about what had been lost—the 

small fortune devoured by the mortgage payments they continued to make after Virgil lost his 

job, the few months before housing prices collapsed when they could’ve sold everything and at 

least broken even, her chance to stay with Virgil. Her husband had pushed to leave Florida since 

the he lost his job. He’d explained to her that the money they’d sunk into their investment 
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properties was gone. The upswing was over, and they’d entered a downturn that they would not 

be able to wait out. Cota refused to believe him, wanted to press on. They had taken the 

mortgages out in her name, which meant that it was her decision, and she wanted to hold on just 

a little longer, until the summer, when the sells always picked up.  

“That’s not going to happen,” Virgil said. “Prices will never return to what we paid. Not 

just this year, probably not ever again.” Cota tried to interrupt him, but Virgil talked over her. 

“And, okay, say we do find some poor fool willing to match our asking price, they would never 

be able to find the financing. The secondary market for mortgages is dead. The investment banks 

have all pulled back. Credit is bone dry. The plain fact is, we’re stuck.”  

But Cota would not be dissuaded. She screamed at Virgil, called him a coward, accused 

him of giving up on the future they’d built for their sons.  

“It’s a dead end,” he shouted back. “And you’re the one who’s going burn up everything 

we have left trying to chase some fantasy that’s already dead in the ground.” 

For weeks they went back and forth like this, until late one night Virgil turned to her in 

the middle of the diatribe she had made countless times to him about how the banks were going 

to force them out at the bottom of the market and then sell the house themselves when things 

turned around. “Enough,” he said, “I’m through with this. You can do whatever you like.”  

He never brought it up again, even as she sent the last of the money they’d saved off, 

even as he prepared to leave. He did not ask her to go with him, only told her that he’d decided 

to go back to Texas, where his friends had promised him he could still find construction work.  

“I’m not crawling back home without a cent to my name,” she told him, although he had 

said nothing about her leaving. They’d made it through the year, Charlie was healthy, sleeping 

all night. In another month she was going to start work on their houses again, clean up in time for 
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the summer. They had not made a payment in months, but no foreclosure notices had come, so 

there was still time, with any luck she could find the right buyer and come out ahead. Virgil did 

not try to dissuade her of this notion, even as he sat in his Range Rover on the morning he left, 

the back filled with suitcases of shirts and shoes and ties he’d bought for his old job, suits hung 

in garment bags on a rope that he’d strung up. He would try to sell it all, including the car, when 

he reached Dallas. The boys were asleep in the condo. Virgil had said goodbye the night before. 

Cota stood on the crushed coral of their driveway, holding his hand through the open window. 

For the first time, she said, “I wish you weren’t leaving.”  

“I know,” he said, and then, “I’ll send what I can to help you out when I start working.”  

She raised his hand to her mouth, kissed the knuckle above his wedding ring, and then he 

shifted the truck into gear. Cota followed him out into the road, watched him pull away, then she 

walked around their condo, the last on the row, to the beach. 

 Cota stopped here and filled the space between the next two lines with a crosshatching 

pattern, a definite break. She was not ready to narrate the experiences leading up to that morning 

and unspooling out into the days and weeks that followed. She needed to work her way up to the 

moment. She began again with an idea that would give shape to what she wanted to say.  

When she was a girl, eleven years old, in her first year at the magnet school that had been 

built outside her hometown for kids in southeastern Oklahoma with an aptitude for math and 

science, Cota’s teacher began their unit about the origins of the universe by declaring, “There is 

no God.” Accustomed to the softened discourse of the classroom and the religious feeling that 

was as common as cattle in their part of the country, the students burst out in a nervous laughter 

that the teacher allowed to run its course. For her part, Cota had never heard anyone say anything 



 

 31 

like this out loud—her parents did not even take the Lord’s name in vain—and she was too 

stunned to make a sound.  

“But it is easy understand why the idea persists, even in our advanced age,” the teacher 

continued. “The notion that everything we see around us is the result of an infinite number of 

variables falling exactly into place is so fantastical that people have a hard time accepting it as 

fact. I have a hard time accepting it myself. To begin, let’s all take a moment to think about the 

chain of coincidences that resulted in each of us being who we are today. Think about the story 

of how your parents got married,” her teacher commanded, and in the silence that followed Cota 

recalled the story her mother had told her only just the previous summer. Her father had walked 

out of school one day rather than put up with the rebukes of his English teacher any longer, then 

lied about his age in order to join the army. That was in 1968, and only a few months after he’d 

turned seventeen, he found himself in Vietnam. The families of Cota’s parents both attended the 

same church, and at her own mother’s behest, Cota’s mother began to write letters to her father, 

who had no one he could talk to back home. The correspondence blossomed, and a few years 

after her father returned, her parents ended up married.  

“Think about all the little things that had to happen just so,” the teacher said, “all the 

details that had to fall into place for each of those stories to come together. And think about how 

easily the story could fall apart by changing any number of details.”  

Again, Cota did as she was told, imaging a letter going missing, or an inadvertent offense 

being given, or her mother deciding she didn’t have time to write to some strange soldier on the 

other side of the world.  

“Our existence in the universe,” her teacher resumed, “is just as precarious. Everything 

that has occurred since the moment of the Big Bang had to happen as it did in order for our world 
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to exist as we know it, for life to have evolved. Change one thing here or there in the last eight 

billion years and the chain is broken. If we don’t have a giant planet like Jupiter sitting out in our 

solar system, Earth would be constantly bombarded with asteroids. If a giant star had not 

exploded billions of years ago, the raw materials that formed our solar system would not exist. If 

the balance of matter and anti-matter were not just so, every molecule would’ve zapped out of 

existence before the first star was born. So in light of the infinitely complex chain of events that 

led to our existence, it is only logical for a person to look at it all and conclude that the whole 

thing is just too much of a coincidence, that there is no way everything could’ve happened 

exactly right by luck, someone had to be there pulling the strings. But it was luck and 

coincidence, and that’s what I want you to keep in mind as we begin to study the intricate 

functioning of our universe.” 

This idea lit Cota up in a way that she had not experienced before in her young life. A 

tingling sensation started at the top of her head and worked its way down her neck and out to her 

fingers, an electric kind of energy that made it difficult for her to remain in her seat, something 

that had only happened to her twice since. Once when she discovered she was pregnant for the 

first time, and the jolt sent her running out the front door and down the street until she collapsed, 

exhausted, on a parking block a mile later, gulping air and looking at the ragged edge of the 

university where she’d spent two years with a sharp-eyed clarity that revealed the shabbiness of 

the campus to her suddenly. The next time was in Florida, when she woke up to the knock of a 

sheriff’s deputy, the lights of a squad card flashing on the wall above her head, then the sound of 

the door of the foreclosed house where she’d been squatting being forced open, and too 

exhausted to stand, mouth too painful to call out, she’d waited with my boys in my arms for the 

trash out crew to find her on our mattress in the master bedroom, knowing that she now had no 
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choice but to call her father in Oklahoma. This was how significant that day in science class was 

to her life. A turning point. A moment she recalled with crystal clarity in her journal almost 

twenty years later. 

Cota began to see every moment in her life as a link in a stunningly delicate chain of 

events, began to think of each choice she faced as a possible turning point, a moment that would 

steer her towards, or deflect her away forever, from the adult life she had imagined for herself. 

She began to obsess over every decision—should she wear pants or skirts to school, bows or 

barrettes, should she put on a serious face or smile at everyone she met. She tried to manufacture 

the coincidences that would bend the chain of events in her life to match her own fantasies. A 

few nights each week, she would walk along the creek that marked the northern border of the 

pasture behind her parents house with the hope of meeting a young man who had left behind 

society for a life in the woods, a plot she’d lifted from a book. When she and her brother drove 

with their mother to visit their aunt in Oklahoma City each month, Cota would spend the 

previous evening meticulously constructing her outfit with an eye to a random meeting with a 

future husband in her aunt’s front yard, or in one of the stores where her mother would stop on 

the way out of town for a few things that could not be found in Ardmore.  

But as Cota grew older, this way of living drifted away. She began to focus on the larger 

choices that faced her, the pieces of her life that she could control. Despite her father’s protests, 

she joined the basketball and track team when she reached high school, which would keep her on 

campus well into the evening, cutting into the time she could spend cleaning pecans with the rest 

of the family in the winter and keeping her away from the work her mother’s garden required in 

the spring. Standing up to her father for the first time, Cota pointed out that her brother—who 

had already graduated and moved out on his own by then—had played baseball since he was old 
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enough to hold a bat. She called her a misogynist, accused him of forcing her into a life 

housewifery. Her father began to shout. He threatened her with his belt, and Cota laughed in his 

face. Already tall enough to look her father in the eye, she told him to give it a try. He did, but 

Cota was too strong already for him to pin her down. The scuffle that ensued was broken up by 

Cota’s brother, who came running at the sound of glass shattering on the tile floor after Cota 

knocked her father into the counter, upsetting the dishes her mother had left out to dry. Her 

father did not speak to her again until, at her mother’s suggestions, Cota apologized to her father, 

assuring him that she would wake up early before school to do her homework so that she would 

have time to continue helping out around the farm when she came home in the evening. 

Her father agreed, but he remained opposed to Cota’s athletic career, even after it 

immediately became clear that her background had crafted her long body for basketball. Farm 

work had given her the endurance to play for hours without wearing down. She was the tallest 

girl at her high school, so it did not matter that she had never learned to shoot. Years spent 

picking out rotted pecans among the good that rolled past on the conveyor belt had honed the 

hand-eye coordination needed to keep her dribble alive in the crowd of bodies beneath the 

basket. Squatting in her mother’s garden had made her legs strong enough to push her way 

through defenders, and lifting feedbags out of her father’s truck had thickened her shoulders so 

that she could absorb contact on her way to the hoop. Cota opened her first season on the varsity 

team, and, in her game, she caught an opponent in the mouth with her elbow, sliced open the 

girl’s lip on her braces, and left her crying on her hands and knees while Cota took a rebound the 

other way for a lay up that the other team did not even bother contesting. Two weeks later, she 

broke the tailbone of a girl who tried to draw a charge on one of Cota’s drives. After that, the 

sports writer for the local newspaper began to call Cota “the bull.” By her second season, the 
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nickname was firmly lodged. Her mother installed a hoop in the barn, and Cota spent a few hours 

every day, winter and summer, practicing. The team won the state tournament for their small-

school division in her junior and senior year. People began to talk of Cota playing at Oklahoma 

or O.K. State, but only one school offered her a scholarship—The University of North Texas, an 

hour south of Ardmore across the border. 

Her father never believed that she would go, had said whenever the subject came up that 

he was confident that Cota would not be able to leave behind her family, that she would meet 

some local boy and settle down. After she graduated high school, he switched tactics, warned 

Cota that she was making a mistake, and when she finally snapped, told him she’d heard enough, 

he stopped speaking to her altogether. Three weeks of silence, and then on the day she was to 

leave, he made an excuse about starting out for the north pasture early to check on a sick calf, 

and left her mother to drive Cota to the campus the sixty miles away with the few boxes of things 

she owned on the back of a flat-bed truck trailing hay along the highway. 

* * * 

Cota struggled in her journal to account for the change in perspective that set in during the years 

before she met Virgil. She filled pages trying to explain how the little girl who had locked on to 

the idea of randomness and chance failed to appreciate the series of decisions large and small 

that led her to drop out of college, marry, give birth to her first child before her twenty-first 

birthday. She crossed out whole paragraphs, rewrote sentences over and over, trying on different 

phrases, different points of emphasis, then, after days of going no where, the correct idea 

suddenly struck her while she sat in the sun watching her mother weed a row tomato plants in her 

garden, and after dinner she went back to bed and wrote out a whole page without changing a 

single word. Just like in Florida, it was the money that fooled her, made her believe she was in 
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control of her life. Before she was born, Cota’s mother had decided that her daughter would 

attend one of the small universities that dotted the countryside in southern Oklahoma and 

become a teacher. The following spring, and every spring after until the year Cota left home, she 

told her husband to set apart one of the calves born into his herd and deposit the money from the 

animal’s sale into a savings account for Cota’s education. Once a year, she would give Cota a 

statement from the bank, tell her to keep it in her desk to look at anytime she got stuck on some 

equation assigned for homework, or felt too tired after an evening cleaning pecans to keep 

studying, to put in the extra hour of work on a project that would make the difference between an 

A and a B. The money made her future specific, which made it real, a guarantee instead of 

possibility. Then she received a basketball scholarship on top of her savings, and college 

suddenly seemed like something she had been bound for all along, not the result of a string of 

coincidences that had pushed her in one direction. She began to think of all this money as a 

reward for the time she had put in studying day after day, for all the sacrifices she had made to 

fulfill her responsibilities at home and at school, for the hours in the heat and in the cold shooting 

baskets in the barn. Everything had gone right for so long that Cota had begun to mistake her 

luck for fate. She couldn’t see how precarious it all was, how fortunate she was to have a mother 

with ambitions for her and to have played for a high school coach who was friendly with the staff 

at UNT. She didn’t appreciate how easily her father could have denied his mother’s request, how 

some emergency could have forced her parents to crack into her savings, how unlikely it was for 

her not to sustain a single injury over four years with her physical style of play. She didn’t 

appreciate the gifts she had been given in the first two decades of her life. She mistakenly 

believed that she was in control. She lost her respect for the power of randomness and chance. 
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Cota skipped over her first two semesters in Texas and began with her second fall on 

campus, when she met a woman who called herself Pepper. There was no special housing for the 

student-athletes at UNT. During her first year Cota lived with a girl who spent her childhood on 

the Oklahoma border, an agriculture major whose family bred and bordered horses on one of the 

endless spreads that Cota had passed on her way down from Ardmore. In her second year, there 

was Pepper, who hung tapestries over the corkboard above her bed and read untranslated French 

poetry from the Nineteenth century and burned long sticks of incense that Cota could smell in the 

hallway coming back from class. She was older, twenty-one already, and on her third school 

after being kicked out of Southern Methodist and failing out of Texas Christian. UNT had 

accepted her on a probationary basis, she told Cota, because her father was a heavy-hitting 

alumnus, the kind of hombre who took meetings with the university president and cut checks that 

broke ground on new buildings. Cota, at first, did not believe her. Pepper had a closetful of used 

clothing, much of which did not fit—jeans that she had to leave unbuttoned, t-shirts that showed 

two inches of her stomach, gaping dresses that she cinched around her natural waist with frayed 

elastic belts. On a scuffed turntable with a built-in speaker that filled her desk space beside the 

window, she played records with sleeves faded over the decades, some by bands that Cota was 

dimly aware of—Janis Joplin, The Rolling Stones, Led Zeppelin—and others that were 

completely foreign—Jethro Tull, Mountain, Thirteenth Floor Elevator. She drove a twenty-year-

old hatchback that had no radio, no heat, no power steering, and was so loud that they had to 

shout to hear each other over the road noise above forty-miles-an-hour. But there was just too 

much about Pepper that said money to Cota for her to persist in her doubt for long, like the bag 

of weed that she stashed in a basal-wood box covered in leather on her bookshelf, where none of 

the inspecting R.A.’s gave it a second thought, and the ludicrous stacks of small bills, enough to 
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fill an empty cereal box that she left in plain sight on her dresser, enough that she invited Cota to 

help herself if she ever needed some cash. And then there was the way she would slip out of her 

robe after returning from the shower and dress in front of her closet without hurrying to cover 

herself, talking to Cota all the time, behavior Cota associated with someone who had grown up 

rich. The way she stood with her naked body half-covered by a dress she’d asked her to judge, 

Cota decided that Pepper had never lived in a house with a single bathroom she had to share with 

her brother and parents, hurrying up and down the hall with a towel wrapped around her body, 

dressing and undressing quickly in a bedroom before someone barged in through a door that did 

not lock. She decided that Pepper had never had to shower and change alongside a dozen other 

girls in a locker room, where Cota got the nickname chalk from her teammates, who said she was 

the whitest white girl they had ever seen. Then there was the night she brought a man to their 

dorm room. A month into the fall semester, Cota woke up to a gasping murmur, and opened her 

eyes to Pepper on her hands and knees in her bed. Through the haze of half-consciousness, Cota 

thought that Pepper was vomiting in her bed. She raised herself up on her elbows and asked if 

she was okay. Pepper’s answer was, “Yes, keep going.” Only then did Cota see the other figure 

in the dark behind Pepper, and she slid back down beneath her blanket, stuck her head under her 

pillow. But she could not go back to sleep, and a minute later she let the pillow up enough to see 

out again. This exhibitionism Cota somehow also associated with the wealthy. 

Pepper never mentioned what happened that night, but she spoke often and openly of sex. 

Cota’s only knowledge on the subject came from the Cosmo magazines that her teammates 

passed around the van on way to road games in high school and the encounters she had 

witnessed between bulls and heifers on her father’s land that had always left her feeling sick to 

her stomach. So she had no idea how to respond when Pepper told her that she’d hooked up with 
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a guy who had a pencil dick, or when, stretched out in her bed, which was always piled with 

pillows, always covered with unwashed clothes and magazines, Pepper said, “There’s nothing 

better than waking up the morning after you got fucked so good you feel like you went to the 

gym.” Cota had no choice but to agree or risk revealing an embarrassing degree of ignorance/ 

After a month or so of this, Pepper finally asked Cota straight out if she was a virgin. Cota didn’t 

answer so much as stammer until Pepper interrupted her: “Sit down and explain to me how you 

managed to keep the men at bay for so long with a body like the one you’ve got.” 

The answer was complicated. It wasn’t that Cota was uninterested in men. She had in fact 

had two boyfriends in high school, both more or less the same—handsome and athletic, quiet and 

polite, the kind of boys that turned away when she caught them watching her stretch her legs on 

the dirt track that encircled the field where the football team practiced in the slanting afternoon 

sun. Where her mother had interceded with her father on the issue of sports, her parents remained 

united against the idea of Cota “dating” before she turned sixteen, and even then they insisted on 

a ten o’clock curfew. So Cota’s first relationship was conducted entirely within the halls of her 

high school and large group outings and chaperoned parties. The furthest she and Josh were able 

to proceed under these limitations was to sloppily make out behind the portable buildings, hands 

on the other’s hips like they were dancing, stopping frequently to wipe away the saliva that 

dripped from her chin. This involvement ended in the spring when the new schedules began and 

Josh and Cota no longer shared a class. They began to go whole weeks without speaking. 

Recognizing the significance of their new reality first, Cota told Josh one cold afternoon that 

they should break up. He shrugged, said, “Sure.”  

A year later, in the spring of her junior year, she went on her real first date with a boy 

named Alex, which was a diner at one of the chain restaurants near the interstate. Between hello 
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and goodbye, Alex hardly said a word. Several inches taller than even Cota and solidly muscular 

in the way of kid who’d spent his entire life working, Alex moved as if afraid of his own 

strength. He held his glass delicately, as if he might accidently crush the plastic with his grip. He 

made each step with hesitation, as if he might crush some unseen thing under foot. Even his 

voice was soft, as though he might hurt someone with his words. He was the same with Cota. In 

his truck, Cota would lift up his heavy arm and slide underneath while they drove around town, 

but Alex would not let five minutes pass without asking if she was comfortable, if he was hurting 

her. When they parked, she would climb up onto his lap and nuzzle her face into his neck, and 

Alex would sit frozen. Cota had no idea what to do. Men were supposed to be sexual aggressors, 

hands always roving, a lie always on their lips trying to move you one step closer to doing 

something you weren’t sure you wanted to do. It had never occurred to her that she would have 

to make the first move. She lifted one of his thick hands and placed it on her hip, where it sat as 

though lifeless. Afterwards, on the way home, Alex would be all smiles, thrilled by the 

experience it seemed, rather than frustrated like Cota.  

Things went on this way for weeks until Cota finally pulled her t-shirt off over her head 

one afternoon after sitting parked for half an hour in an empty field. Turning to face Alex, she 

leaned against the door and stretched her legs across the seat, rest her bare feet in his lap, trying 

to effect the seductive pose of a model she had seen in a glossy magazine advertisement. Alex 

wore a confused expression, as though she had presented him with a particularly complex 

problem that he already knew he would ever be able to solve, so Cota hooked a thumb beneath 

the strap of her bra and asked if he wanted her to take it off. Alex nodded.  

“Tell me to,” she said. “I want to hear you say it.”  
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Alex did as he was told, his voice catching so that he had to clear his throat and start 

again. Cota undid the hooks in the back, instinctively covering herself with her forearm, but then 

she leaned back against the warm rubber of the armrest again and let her arm drop away. Alex’s 

expression did not change, but Cota did not notice. She was aware at first of nothing but the 

exhilaration of exposure. She looked out the windshield and then the window along the back of 

the cab. Not since she was a little girl swimming in the river that marked that northern border of 

her father’s land had she undressed out in the open, and even then her mother had rushed to 

cover her back up again. Her body had always been something that needed to be concealed, 

hidden from the open air, even in her own bedroom. Laying back now, allowing herself to 

remain uncovered, she a kind of ache in her arms and legs, a growing heat, an accumulation of 

energy that made her feel as though she were being pulled apart. She also felt herself grinning 

stupidly. She tried to stop, but could not.  

Then Alex spoke. “They’re so pale.”  

Up came an arm to cover herself again. “What could possibly possess you to say 

something like that to me?” She asked, groping with her free had for the shirt she’d tossed to the 

floorboard 

“Sorry, I know that’s the wrong thing to say, but it’s the first thing that came to mind.” 

“I mean, how did you think I would react?” 

Alex turned to the window, and the wind carried away his answer so that Cota had to ask 

him to repeat it. “It’s a fact,” he said again, his voice louder than she had ever heard it before. “I 

guess I didn’t think you’d get so upset about me saying something we both know is true.” Then 

he started up the truck, and Cota turned her back to him to put her clothes back on and stayed 
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that way the rest of the way home. After that, she told Pepper, she stopped paying attention to the 

boys in her high school and set her sights on college, only a few months away. 

But there was someone else that Cota didn’t tell Pepper about, someone who made her so 

nervous still, ten years since she had last seen him, that she left her journal untouched in its 

hiding spot between her bedframe and the wall for days before she worked up the nerve to write 

about him. His name was Shaun Price, and although she never exchanged more than a few words 

with him, their relationship was the most significant of her life before Virgil. Shaun was a 

superstar athlete at their small high school, an all-state point guard, sprinter, and option 

quarterback. Before the summer that bridged her sophomore and junior years, that was all Cota 

knew of Shaun. Then she spent the summer training in the new weight, a cinderblock building 

painted the school’s gold and royal blue, so that she would be stronger for her second season on 

the basketball team. Five days a week, she awoke without an alarm at half past five, dressed 

quickly in the dark, and left the house without eating breakfast. The only person who ever beat 

her there was Shaun. He was neither friendly nor unfriendly. He gave her a nod of 

acknowledgment, and then he went about his business silently except for the sharp exhalation of 

breath he released between each rep, and the music that thumped from headphones that ran to the 

yellow Walkman clipped on his waistband. He didn’t say a word to the other students who 

trickled in over the following two hours, students who spent as much time bullshitting as they 

did lifting, football players who were always offering to spot Cota, and whom she often caught 

eyeing her in the wall of mirrors above the squat racks.  

Shaun was not oblivious to her. Cota did catch him every so often watching her walk 

between his sets with the absent-minded attention that all men give to a woman who passes 

through their field of vision. It brought a smile to her lips, but she knew it was nothing more than 
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the brief moment of recognition that Cota had experienced with any number of guys in her 

school, a moment that passed and was soon forgotten. It was like this with Shaun too, until the 

last week of June. Outside of the weight room, she’d never thought of Shaun. He was handsome, 

sure, with a long, serious face that ended in a scrim of a goatee he kept as short as the hair on top 

of his head. They didn’t speak. Cota kept her distance, planning her workout around taking 

whichever station was furthest away from him when she finished an exercise, holding off on her 

laps until after he’d returned from the track. But then one day the timing of the routine broke 

down, and she found herself out on the track at the same time that Shaun was running sprints on 

the football field it circled. He’d peeled off his shirt and strapped on a harness connected to a 

small parachute that billowed out behind him as he crossed from sideline to sideline, his body 

angled forward against the resistance. Seeing him in motion like that, his torso long and lean 

where other football players were shapeless piles of muscle, the sun glinting off the sweat on his 

skin, a look of supreme concentration in his eyes, all of this stuck with her, and she found herself 

thinking about Shaun again later that afternoon, imaging herself saying something about the 

parachute sprints to him the next morning, then she imagined Shaun taking the headphones from 

his ears and saying something about getting her out there with him sometime, a smile on his lips. 

Of course, the next morning came and went like all the other mornings before it, except that Cota 

found herself fixated on Shaun every moment now. Always aware of where he was in the room, 

always sitting between sets on the bench so that she could watch him at an angle in one of the 

mirrors on the wall. Then in the evening, she lay in bed spinning out a hundred scenarios with 

them at the center, a whole relationship played out in her mind. Shaun was sweetly taking her on 

a date in one moment, and then the scene started over and he was aggressive, hostile. Cota would 

respond with anger, then she would try soothing him, then she would turn the whole thing into a 
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joke. She imagined all the branching possibilities of introducing him to her parents. Her favorite 

involved a declaration from her father that no daughter of his would be caught dead with a negro, 

followed by an impassioned speech from Shaun that concluded with him saying he did not want 

to be with a girl from such a close minded and racist family, then Cota chasing him out into the 

yard, professing love and telling Shaun to take her away from this place, and the two of them 

driving due north until they reached Canada, starting a life together. 

Cota did not fool herself into believing that these fantasies would help her build up the 

courage to talk to Shaun, that she was somehow preparing herself for the difficult path that lay 

ahead for the two of them. Cota knew enough even then to know that Ardmore, Oklahoma, was 

not the kind of place where someone like her would ever be allowed to date someone like Shaun, 

that there were more than a few people who would be disgusted if they found out that the two of 

them were working out in the same room without supervision. Ardmore was a town, like many in 

the south, where it was not uncommon to see confederate flags hung in the window of an 

apartment or painted on the tailgate of a pickup, but that was only an incidental piece of Cota’s 

conditioning as a child. There were also the signs that she would on the gates to property along 

the dirt road to her father’s orchard that said, Nigger, don’t let the sun set on you here. When she 

was only just learning how to read, Cota had asked her father what that word meant, and their 

exchange became the kind of story Cota’s mother told to show people what a sweet and innocent 

little girl she was. That Donna Farrow would describe that incident to her white friends with 

smile on her face—not omitting a single word, of course—was the kind of story Cota would tell 

to show people the kind of people her parents were. Her mother was also the kind of person who 

used to tell her daughter that the only thing she could do to disappoint the family was marry a 

jigaboo. When Cota was older, her mother even made her put her hand to her heart and promise. 
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Her mother would laugh it all off years later, but still. And it wasn’t only her parent’s generation. 

Only a few months before Cota became fixated on Shaun, a white girl on the basketball team 

named Stephanie got involved with one of the black students. She did not make it to the end of 

the spring semester. White guys shouted obscenities at her in the hall between classes. Black 

guys would croon, Oh Baby, you, you got what I need. The other white girls avoided her as 

though she carried an infectious disease, and the black girls never skipped an opportunity to call 

her a skank, a hoochie, a bitch. Cota had not been immune. Friendly with Stephanie before, she 

began to keep a distance, laughing along with the other girls whenever the seniors on the 

basketball team made jokes about Stephanie behind her back out of a fear of being lumped in 

with her. And then one day Stephanie broke. After the final bell had rung, when all of the 

students crowd into common area between the library and the cafeteria, one of the seniors from 

the team stuck Stephanie in the chest with her shoulder as they passed, knocked the books out of 

her hand. The older girl claimed it was an accident in a crowded area, but Cota was close enough 

to see that she had done it on purpose, close enough to see Stephanie turn and grab the other girl 

by her braids, swing her around into one of the windows to the library, hard enough that she 

cracked the glass with her head. Punches were thrown after that. The two of them ended up on 

the ground before the faculty could intervene. That was the last time Cota ever saw Stephanie, 

but it was Stephanie she thought of each time Shaun looked up from his workout and caught her 

staring at him from across the room. It was Stephanie who kept Cota from speaking to Shaun 

every morning, who resigned Cota to thin fantasies about taking Shaun out to her parents’ land, 

slipping her hand into his as they walked between the tire ruts that wound back to the fishing 

tank, coy smiles, awkward pauses.  
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And then the summer ended, and Cota’s fantasies slowly tapered off. She did not see 

Shaun except at the pep rallies before Friday night games. He graduated the following spring, 

and Cota did not see him again until many years later, when she spotted his picture in a 

newspaper left opened on the coffee table late one night while she sat nursing her son in the 

small first apartment Virgil had found for them in Florida. Shaun had grown his hair out into 

dreadlocks by then, but she immediately recognized his face next to an article about the contract 

he had signed to play professional football in Miami. Cota had lost track of him, but the 

newspaper detailed the injuries that had sidelined Shaun in the University of Oklahoma, and his 

rapid rise from the practice squad to starting wide receiver for the Dallas Cowboys after he went 

undrafted. Cota sat and stared at the picture for a long time after her son had fallen asleep, 

thinking back to the summer they had spent working out side by side, each in their own world. It 

was only then, five years after she had seen Shaun for the final time that Cota began to think of 

her completely imagined relationship with him as the most significant one she had experienced 

before she met Virgil. Her involvement with Shaun was more intense that anything she’d had 

with either of the boys she’d actually dated. Cota had never though about Alex or Josh when they 

weren’t around, never imagined introducing them to her parents, certainly never thought of 

running off with them to another countries. They were nice enough boys, but also middle of the 

road in every way, boring really. Talking with them had never left Cota anything else but 

annoyed, but every conversation she’d imagined with Shaun was interesting, fraught with 

tension, which increased the complexity and nuance of her world view. She began to try out 

these ideas on her family, challenging her father to detail exactly what he would do if she 

brought a black boyfriend home, and what if he was Hispanic or Asian? What if he was half-

black? What if instead she brought home a white woman? Was the coincidence of skin color 
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really his only concern? She got angry and self-righteous, refused to accept her father’s 

generalizations about only wanting to look out for her, make keep her life free of unnecessary 

hardship, lecturing her parents about equality and oppression as the sat silent and confused over 

their half-eaten dinners. The secret relationship she carried on with Shaun in her mind might as 

well have taken place in reality for the distance it created between Cota and her family. It was 

the first time she’d kept a secret from her parents that she considered serious. She began to pull 

away from her family that summer for the first time, turn insular, sitting alone in her room for 

hours after she left the gym, hours that she had once spent with her mother in the garden. Once 

she’d exhausted her indignation, Cota positioned herself in silent opposition to all the things her 

family took for granted, realizing for the first time that if they were wrong about basketball and 

wrong about Shaun, then they were likely wrong about everything else. Over the course a single 

summer, she began to see herself as apart, an outsider, someone born in the wrong place and 

circumstances. Shaun was her first step out the door. 

* * * 

In the spring of the year they lived as roommates, Pepper took Cota to a house outside of town to 

meet a couple of her friends. There was a transformation that Cota underwent between the early 

weeks of the fall and the beginning of the spring semester. She detailed how she began to join 

Pepper in taking hits of weed off the small glass pipe that she kept hidden in her hollow book. It 

was at first a way to relax in a tumultuous fall semester. Cota’s coursework had shifted an order 

of difficulty after what had been an easy freshman campaign. There was a section of statistics 

that had her staring at equations full of Greek letters she didn’t understand. There was an organic 

chemistry course that was known as a weed-out for science students who thought themselves 

headed for some kind of career in healthcare, like her. There was a literature survey that had her 
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reading epic poetry full of dreams and gods and battles that her professor expected her to 

translate into an essay about the way that ancient societies were structured. Even her geography 

course, which was supposed to be a break, had her studying for hours and hours each week. Her 

coursework was further complicated by a travel schedule with the basketball team that had her 

riding for eight or ten hours in a passenger van to play games in Arkansas and Texas and Kansas, 

driving home immediately after the match rather than stay in a hotel, then trudging back to her 

dorm in the middle of the night and collapsing in bed, only to wake a few hours later, nearly 

twenty years of rising at dawn on the farm now making it impossible for her to sleep later than 

nine in the morning. For weeks, Pepper offered to share her stash with Cota, telling her that what 

she needed was to relax, which is exactly what the green would do, and Cota resisted until the 

weekend that ended midterms. She traveled to Wichita Falls for a midseason tournament, and 

then spent a week sleeping no more than four hours a night studying for her exams. She emailed 

her paper to English professor after a marathon twelve-hour session in which she began without 

any idea what she would write about and ended with a five page paper that included two 

references that she had tracked down in the library stacks, and when she returned to her room 

where she found Pepper still in bed, exactly where she had been when Cota left that morning 

shortly after dawn. Cota was exhausted, her legs ached as though she’d spent the day running 

stairs, her eyes burned in her head, her mind was clouded as though she was half-asleep. And 

there was Pepper with her yellow pipe, sitting on the edge of the bed, caressing Cota’s arm, not 

even offering, then Cota sat up and reached for the pipe, and after a brief explanation of how to 

hold it and the lighter, she took one hit, coughed for a full minute, then took another. Her first 

words after that, of course, were that she didn’t think it was working, and even as she was saying 

this she could feel herself smiling. She thought, why am I smiling, then tried to make herself stop 
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and found that she couldn’t. The rest of the evening passed as these evenings do. Cota went to 

bed early, woke up late, still feeling the soft focus of her high, and after walking down to get 

something to eat and a cup of coffee that she brought back to her room and left untouched on the 

shelf, she went back to sleep. They smoked again that night, and by Monday morning Cota felt 

like the exhaustion of the previous two months had been pushed back. She was sold. 

 The changes to her physical appearance soon followed. Her hair, which for years she’d 

kept in elaborate braids that made it easier for her to work in the garden or sort pecans, then later 

to lift weights and play basketball, she let loose, a pile of black curls on top of her head that 

spilled down to her shoulders. She wore a hooded sweatshirt of Pepper’s so often that she had 

given it to Cota as a Christmas gift at the end of the previous semester, and she wore it the day 

Pepper took her to her friend’s house in the spring, black with a red star on her chest. There were 

a dozen people in the flat-roofed three-bedroom, and it was unclear to Cota who lived there and 

who did not. Everyone there was affiliated with the university in the loosest way. Some had 

taken a break from classes that had stretched from one semester to two or three. Some were 

entering a fifth or sixth year after having changed their major and then changed again. And then 

there was Virgil. Tall with thick shoulders and a haircut that made him look like a football coach 

in the middle of a group who all looked like Pepper and now Cota. An all-state football player in 

high school, he’d started at UNT as a scholarship athlete, then quit the team after he shattered his 

ankle as a freshman. He had a square chin with a scar like a lightening bolt where the crown of a 

helmet had slipped up beneath his facemask and split the skin, a story that Virgil had to be told 

later; the collision left him so concussed that he had no memory of it or of being helped to the 

sideline, where he sat shaking as with palsy. He had the thick shoulders and neck of a football 
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player even five years later. He also had a hitch to the way he walked on account of his ankle, 

which hadn’t healed correctly.  

 A garden had been planted in the backyard, only no one in the house knew what they 

were doing. They’d rolled black plastic sheeting out over the grass and covered it with a few 

inches of dirt gathered from an empty lot. A few sprouts had pushed their way up into the light, 

but not enough to matter. In Florida, when everything was looking up and then again when 

everything had fallen into pieces around her, Cota had wondered how her life would’ve been 

different if she had said nothing about the garden. She would’ve passed the rest of a pleasant 

afternoon in the warm sun at the house, then returned to campus and never seen Virgil again. 

And then what? She imagined that the rest of her college career would’ve passed without 

incident, and that two years later she would’ve graduated with her teaching certification and 

taken a job in a town like Comanche or Madill, where she would’ve met a man who worked for 

the local hospital or as an accountant for the small businesses and farmers in the area. But instead 

of looking on silently at the withered garden with everyone else, Cota said that she could help 

rescue the enterprise. Her mother had grown almost all the produce the family ate in quarter-acre 

garden she’d built up behind their house, and Cota had spent her childhood gathering manure 

from the field to build up the soil, and weeding, and gathering the crop off the vine. Cota went 

back a few days later, then began visiting the house a couple times of week to check up on 

things, spending whole afternoons with Virgil, who had come up with the idea for the garden in 

the first place. He drove her to a nearby horse farm to fill the bed of his pickup with manure. He 

worked with her on their knees in the dirt, an American flag bandanna on his head not six 

months after 9/11. Working, he asked Cota where she had been that morning, the question that 

everyone asked then whenever someone mentioned the day. Cota had an eight a.m. class on 
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Tuesdays. The professor had mentioned that she’d heard that a plane had crashed into one of the 

towers on the radio as she drove in, and operating under the impression that it was an accident, 

they continued on with class, then Cota walked back to her dorm, where she found Pepper sitting 

on her bed watching television and weeping. They spent the rest of the morning together on 

Pepper’s bed, the television running nonstop, each of them holding a blanket to their chin so that 

they could cover their eyes every time they replayed footage of someone jumping from one of 

the towers. “It’s so horrible,” was all Pepper said for hours, and then Cota got up and switched 

the television off, said they weren’t going to sit inside all day. It was a sunny afternoon, not a 

cloud anywhere. They tried to sit on the grass in the quad, but there were too many students who 

also wanted to get away from the television, but who still wanted to talk about what had 

happened and what would happen next, when the next attack would come, how long our gas 

supply would hold up, how many had died. They walked off campus, wandering dazed through 

Denton, not unlike Cota thought at one point, the people staggering around New York. After 

some time, they passed a golf course near the edge of town and hopped a barbed-wire fence that 

separated it from the road. Everyone who had planned to play that day had stayed home. Not a 

single person was anywhere in sight. They walked across the lush grass, an island of green 

bordered on three sides by a sea of yellowed grazing land, until they reached a man-made pond 

in the center, surrounded by reeds and occupied by a flock of ducks that did not pay them any 

attention. They lay beside each other in the taller grass near the water, passed a joint back and 

forth to free their minds from the loop of images playing in their heads, and stared up at the sky. 

There were no contrails anywhere, and Cota observed how strange it is that you never think 

about something like until you know that it’s gone, that all flights had been grounded. Except 

that she said pecan trails. Having spent her childhood surrounded by pecans, she’d always 
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misheard the word, and no one ever noticed until Pepper, who now laughed uncontrollably, and 

then Cota started to laugh, too, and it was like any other day.  

 Cota put the same question to Virgil. He’d driven to Florida with his brother to help him 

move, and left early that morning, missing the news. His truck didn’t have a working radio, he 

drove the whole way listening to a boom box that he’d outfitted so that he could plug it into a 

cigarette lighter. He had all the food he’d need in a cooler, didn’t talk to anyone when he stopped 

for gas, slept overnight in his truck on the side of the road, and then went to bed when he got 

back to his house without saying more than hello to his roommates. It wasn’t until the next 

morning, when one of the guys in the house said something about how it was lucky that he didn’t 

fly that Virgil learned for the first time what had happened, two full days after the first plane 

collided. He joked that he might have been the last person in the world to find out. He told all of 

this to her quickly and without interest. He didn’t care about the moment itself, he said, he’d 

never been to New York, he didn’t know anyone who had been affected. For us, he said, for most 

people the significance of that day is in what comes next, in what course of history we have all 

been set on now. Cota had heard a lot of this speculation in the previous months, but she had 

never heard anyone say what Virgil said to her while toiling in the dark soil that stained her arms 

up to the elbow. Virgil was optimistic. He believed that this event had reset everything that had 

gone wrong in the last fifty years. The Bay of Pigs, Vietnam, all the shit in South America, 

Desert Storm, sweatshops in east Asia, all of that had been erased now. America had a clean 

slate, a new start. When the world thinks of us now, they think of the tragedy wrought upon us, 

not the string of tragedies we’ve rained down on the rest of the world for decades. 

With his slow, deliberate movements and blonde hair that was just long enough to tuck 

behind his ears, Cota thought of Virgil then as a southern California type, a type she had 
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encountered only in movies and television. While they worked, he explained to her his 

philosophy, which centered on the idea, radical to Cota at the time, that work and financial 

success were burdens that limited the fulfillment during the amount brief time allotted for living. 

On one of their first afternoons together, Virgil told her that the thing he was most grateful for in 

his life was that he hadn’t been born into a rich family that would expect him to take over a farm 

or business, which he described like a punishment, a life sentence of soul and back crushing 

labor. No, he was glad that he came from the freedom of a family without material comfort and 

the expectations that come with it. That was why he quit football, he explained. When he was 

injured, he got away from the year-round commitment of the sport for the first time since he was 

a kid, and it was like he’d woken up from one of those dreams where you’re running around 

trying to escape a situation without any success for what seems like days, so that a few moments 

after you open your eyes a sense of relief settles over you like nothing you’ve ever felt. Suddenly 

his days were his for the first time in his life, and he was free to do whatever struck him at any 

moment. After a few months of this, the idea of going back to the regulated life of an athlete was 

laughable. He lost his scholarship, which meant that he had to quit school, but that was all for the 

better. A college degree was just another snare to tie you down, keep you from finding out what 

lies over that next hill. Now, he was in control of his life. He worked only enough to get by, a 

few days here or there when something fell his way, sometimes longer stretches when the money 

was right. Mostly construction, though there was the time when he’d traveled out to West Texas 

to roughneck for a three month stretch, and the time his buddy had turned him onto job sanding 

floors in the summer. Once a dealer had him to drive up to northern California and load his car 

up with shrink-wrapped bales of marijuana that he brought back to Texas on the two-lane scenic 

byways that web across the desert of the southwest, offering to pay him in weed, but Virgil took 
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cash. His dream was to get a gig on one of the commercial fishing boats out of Alaska. It was 

dangerous work, and you could make eighty-grand in a season up there, enough to set you up for 

years to come. 

Cota had never heard anything like this before, raised by a father who spent whole 

evenings complaining about the no-good layabouts he hired to mix mud on his tile jobs, or drive 

a sack of feed out to the cattle he kept on the north pasture, a job that his ten-year-old daughter 

could do if her leg was long enough to get the clutch all the way to the floor. It was barely even 

work. Where was their pride, their dignity? What kind of man would rather stay on the sofa than 

put in an honest day’s work when it was offered to him? Never, and I mean never, he’d told 

Cota, taking her shoulder in his strong hands, put up with a man who avoids work. 

Virgil didn’t avoid work. When he wasn’t in the garden, he was under the hood of the 

broken down Bronco he’d bought for nothing, or out on the river with a canoe, or he was 

prowling the back roads on the hunt for an old house or barn with a collapsed roof mile away 

from civilization, the kind of place that the current owner would have torn down if he had the 

time, or if there weren’t so many other things he could use the money for on his place. With the 

soil in the new garden plot tilled and built up with manure, the seeds planted and the placards put 

in place at the head of each row so that the other people living in the house would know what 

was growing where, Virgil had taken Cota out what he called a salvaging expedition. They drove 

for hours, turning down one unmarked road after another, straight lines that cut across the 

countryside between the fenced off expanses of land that extended, it seemed to Cota, from 

Denton all the way back to her parents land in Ardmore without interruption. They turned off 

onto gravel roads that wound back through the stubby trees only just starting to bud in the spring 

until they reached a gate, which was locked. They turned back, started down another gravel road 
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atop a rise that gave way out Cota’s window to a steep slope and then flattened out to grazing 

land that stretched to the horizon. There was not a gate on this road. They rumbled over a cattle 

guard, crossing a fence line, and then the road gave way to a parallel set of ruts that cut through 

the grass, which grew high enough to rub against the undercarriage of Virgil’s truck. Cota said 

nothing, but she rode with her hands clenched together and squeezed between her legs, thinking 

about what would happen when they came upon the man who owned this land around the next 

stand of trees or beneath the next hill. As if he could read her mind, Virgil said, “Nothing to 

worry about out here. If we run into anyone, I’ll just ask them if this is the Smith place, pretend 

we’re lost. I’ve done it before.” 

They eased their way through a creek and then up a hill into a thicket of trees that grew 

so close in on them that Cota could reach out the window and run her hand over the rough bark 

as they rolled along. After a few minutes, they emerged into a clearing and found before them a 

massive wooden barn with a rusted tin roof that had buckled in the middle and begun to collapse. 

The ground to the fallen fence was filled with grass. In the maze of wooden shoots that wound its 

way through the yard, a sapling had shot up, thick as a signpost already. Virgil backed up to the 

gaping opening of the barn, noting that the doors were missing, then concluding that they 

weren’t the first people to come here for raw materials. They walked around to the eastern and 

least weathered side of the building, Virgil leading the way, sweeping through the grass ahead of 

him with the long-handled crowbar, just in case. He showed her how to work her short crowbar 

into the seams and loosen the boards from the studs without the nails gouging and splintering the 

wood. They worked side-by-side, starting at eye-level and moving down to the ground where 

moisture from the dirt and grass had rotted the low boards. As they worked, Virgil explained that 

he was a builder. He often worked manual labor because he’d developed the skills of the trade in 
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the process of constructing his own creations. He could pour and smooth concrete, which fetched 

him a nice day’s pay when he went after it. He also knew his way around a saw, and could even 

spot weld when called upon. All this he’d picked up at one time or another in the process of 

building one of the strange things that came to his mind. There was no telling what he’d come up 

with. It depended on what he’d salvaged and what struck him while driving around in previous 

days. When he had accumulated enough material, he would go cruise the streets of town until 

everything came together. Sometimes he would wait for weeks, sometimes it would only take 

hours, but the feeling was always the same—like a voice in his head, he would spontaneously 

think you know what would look good right there?  

Did she recall the sculptures that appeared overnight on the campus of UNT just before 

Thanksgiving? Of course, Cota said. Square-headed stick figures constructed out of rebar painted 

white had been hung by a noose from five trees around campus. The symbolism was debated in 

class. Wild rumors spread. In the months after September 11th, the collective consciousness 

immediately thought of terrorism. The students who considered themselves pragmatic argued 

that an international terrorist organization committed to destroying the west would not bother 

with such a small gesture in a place like Denton. But that was just it, argued the students with a 

bent towards conspiracy theories. That was exactly what they would do. The next step in their 

plan. After making themselves known in New York, they now shifted to sleeper cells in the rural 

country, let everyone know that they were not safe. After a day, this speculation quickly gave 

way to other ideas. Some said that it was a warning for the white students, a threat by the 

disgruntled residents evicted from a block of frame houses that abutted the campus, forcefully 

purchased by the college via imminent domain laws. But the idea that stuck was that the 

spectacle was the work a lone madman. There were two versions. One described an alienated 
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student, a danger to himself and others, put under psych evaluation after he tried to buy a gun. 

He’d escaped but the college was burying the news while they searched for him to prevent panic, 

although everyone in the administration feared that they could have another Columbine on their 

hands. Word began to spread that the college knew of a date. A note had been found. It would go 

down on Thursday, exactly one week after the figures were found hanging in the trees. Everyone, 

it had seemed to Cota, was talking of skipping class that day. It was all probably bogus, but why 

take the risk? On that morning, Cota was one of a dozen students in a lecture hall that sat one 

hundred, listening to her political science professor explain how people become less risk averse 

the further they fall into the red. Nothing happened, of course, but the speculation did not end, 

only shifted. A new theory emerged, envisioning the psycho-killer as a local man, stalking the 

campus at night in search of victims. The description was not like something out of a movie. 

Instead of an imposing figure, a duster, the word went around that he was a normal looking guy, 

that he was attempting to blend in so you wouldn’t be suspicious until it was too late. This idea 

was as ridiculous to Cota as the others, yet she found herself for weeks afterwards inviting her 

dorm-mate to accompany her to the library in the evening, or hurrying the last hundred yards up 

to her dorm, eyes hard on the lobby for signs of movements. Then there was the media. 

Reporters had come from Oklahoma City and Dallas to write stories. Photographs of the hanging 

figures taken by a kid who worked for the school paper went viral on the Internet, then made 

their way over to the cable networks. A student breathlessly recounted the rumors on the air one 

night, and the president of UNT came on the following night to refute all of the allegations. With 

no fresh developments, the anchors turned to an abstract discussion about the risk of domestic 

terrorism on college campuses.  

And all of this was the result of Virgil. 
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“What made you think to do that?” Cota asked, stopping after they cleared their second 

column of boards. 

Virgil shrugged, then he explained that two of his roommates had stayed up late playing 

hangman one night, and when he woke up in the next morning the table was covered with loose 

pieces of paper with that stick figure hanging there. “I guess the image just stuck,” he said. 

“Then like a week later I found the rebar, and I took it home, and just started making those stick 

figures.” 

“But why hang them in the trees?” 

“It was like hangman. The game, you know?” 

“Sure. But why on campus?” 

“Because I knew it would piss off all the professors. They’re so worried about keeping 

everything clean there.” 

“And why did you paint them white?” 

“I had all this white paint laying around, and I didn’t anyone to misunderstand, think it 

was like a racial thing.” 

“So you weren’t trying to make any kind of statement?” 

“Well, see, that’s the thing about art, right? You just try to come up with something 

provocative. What people get out of it is just a reflection of their own fears or desires, you know? 

A place where people can project themselves, right?” 

At the time Cota thought this was one of the most profound things she’d ever heard. She 

had never known anyone with the gall to call themselves an artist, the intellectual curiosity to 

talk about something like aesthetics. It was thrilling. At that moment, she thought Virgil was the 

most intelligent person she’d ever met, a genius who understood the human condition on some 
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fundamental level. She wasn’t yet sophisticated enough to detect the bullshit in their 

conversation, to pick up on the deflections and give pursuit. Virgil gave Cota her first lesson in 

aesthetics, and also her first lesson in how fake artists present themselves. 

But all that came later. In the first months after they met, Cota continued to think of 

Virgil as the most fantastic person she was likely to ever meet. She was attracted to his freedom, 

his physicality, his rambling intellect. His room in the house with the garden was long and 

narrow, meant for a study, and filled with books. The only piece of furniture he owned was a 

twin bed, which was so short that Cota’s feet always stuck out beyond the bottom, knocking over 

books stacked on the floor. He had other stacks along the baseboards, each one no more than a 

couple feet high. Cota used to crawl along the walls, reading the titles printed on the spines. 

Paperback novels were mixed in with hard-edged science textbooks. Random volumes of the 

Great Books of the Western World series were scattered throughout, as were volumes of an 

encyclopedia. There were self-help books about maximizing happiness, about making extra 

money. Guide books for seldom-traveled countries around the Mediterranean. And it seemed that 

Virgil had read them all. Cota could pick out any one, and he would launch on an explanation of 

something interesting fact that he’d picked up, which then always pivoted into his own reflection 

on, say, the public’s obsessive search for ways to make money outside of whatever they did for a 

living, and why was it that people needed so much money. The answer, of course, was that they 

were materialistic, only happy when they were buying or spending, getting themselves into debt, 

but what he was asking, he said, was why so many people are like that. Had she ever considered 

such a question? Cota had not ever really thought about it. “One of the first things you’ll realize 

about the adult world is that everyone is in debt. Remember that. I used to look around and 

wonder how it was that everyone seemed to be living so well, people our age, people in middle 



 

 60 

age, and then I moved out of the dorm and started living with real people, and I learned. It’s all 

financed by credit card companies. And that of course begs another question, which is why so 

many companies are willing to give out so much money?” Virgil could carry on like this for 

hours, posing questions to Cota that she had never even thought to ask, then plunging into other 

questions, chasing a string of inquiry that would keep unfurling out in front of them. Pepper said 

she didn’t know how Cota was able to stand being around such a bloviater, but for Cota it was 

exhilarating. She’d spent her entire life up under the guidance of her parents, who talked about 

life and the world around in incontrovertible terms—there was the way things were and the way 

things weren’t. People worked hard, got married, found a job, took out a mortgage, and that’s 

just the way things were. It would never occur to them to question why everyone is so concerned 

about finding a job if, as Virgil argued, most people end each month with zero left over in their 

bank account. They would never wonder why it was that one person offered money to another 

person with interest, why that person has that money to begin with, why the other person has to 

pay them interest. If she posed such questions to her parents, they would simply tell her that was 

the way it was, and if she really pushed, as she would find out later in her life, they would ask 

here why she wanted to drive herself crazy asking such questions. “Things are the way they are,” 

her father would say. “You can ask everyone in the world why, but that doesn’t change the 

underlying facts of life.” 

To impress Virgil, Cota trotted out her childhood ideas about coincidence, the delicate 

chain of events, how it is always the small, inconsequential details that decide our fate. She’d 

never told anyone about this idea, which she had regarded as fact for so many years, and 

immediately she wished that she’d kept this childish notion to herself. Virgil knitted his 

eyebrows together, looking down at his hands, nodding and saying, yeah, right, sure. She had 
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spent enough time with him by that point to know this is how he reacted to something that he did 

not agree with, like when she had tried to convince him that sports were useful for building 

character in youth, or that someone could live on their own terms in Oklahoma. He let her finish, 

never interrupted, and then he said, “The one thing Ronald Regan ever said correctly is that the 

only kind of fate there is, is the fate that comes about from believing that you have no power to 

change your own circumstances.” He let that sit in the air until, Cota said, “But,” and then he 

started up again, cutting her off. This kind of thinking, to his mind, was the soul of the problem 

that he was always confronting, no one ever questioning their circumstances, accepting the 

arbitrary systems of power that we have inherited and that have been perpetuated by a small 

group of elites. Too many people thinking that it is only by coincidence that most have nothing 

and some hoard everything, only coincidence that one child is born into wealth and another in 

poverty. The children are born the same, he said, his voice rising now, taking on an unexpected 

passion even for someone like Virgil, who often worked himself up about one subject or another. 

And then they are taught that by coincidence one is bound for a life of wealth and comfort, the 

other poverty. That one person is bound to work in a sweatshop and another to wear the clothes 

that are made there because of a coincidence of birth. That some children crowd into a ghetto 

while others live in the suburbs. All that is mere coincidence. He checked himself now, 

apologizes, asks if he was shouting. He wraps his arms around Cota, holds her close, continues in 

a gentle voice now, explains that he just doesn’t want to hear her talk like that because he does 

not want to think about her giving herself over to any kind of helpless thinking, letting the world 

dictate to her instead of seizing agency. She is so intelligent, he tells her, so capable, beautiful, 

strong, and he doesn’t want her to ever let all that be blunted by the idea that coincidence will 

push her down one path or another. And Cota, she told him again what she had failed to make 
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clear. This idea was a vestige of her youth, from a time when she was a child who lacked all 

control of her life and was attracted the notion that some other force besides her parents or her 

teachers was guiding her forward. She told him about how she had stood up to her father and 

joined the basketball team, how she had worked so that she would be able to take the money her 

mother had saved for college, now superfluous with her basketball scholarship. She told him that 

she knew all of this wasn’t coincidence, that she had made it happen, and she believed in that 

moment more than ever that this was true. 

Pepper was unimpressed. When Cota returned to her dorm room after spending a whole 

day and a night and another day with Virgil, she would listen with a skeptical look, arms crossed 

over her chest, as Cota recounted a conversation she found particularly interesting, or the hours 

they spent working together on Virgil’s latest project. The siding they’d collected from the 

abandoned barn had inspired him to undertake a project he had been contemplating for some 

time, building a small house entirely on his own, something no larger than two-hundred square 

feet, where not only he but they could live without having to work jobs they hated to afford the 

bare necessities. The plural had made Cota swoon, but when she told Pepper what Virgil had 

said, she laughed out loud. “Please tell me,” she said, “that you aren’t buying the line this 

chucklehead is selling you.” Cota insisted it wasn’t a line. Virgil was earnest in everything he 

said. She did not doubt his sincerity for a moment, and again, Pepper laughed. “I forget that you 

haven’t had much experience with men,” she said, “but believe me when I tell you that this is 

nothing unusual. Every dude I’ve ever been involved with has said shit like that to me. I hooked 

up with this guy when I was home for Christmas break and he kept going on and on about this 

cabin his family has up in Taos and about how we could go up there some weekend, go skiing, 

hang out in their hot tub, and this was a guy I met at the bar at like midnight on Tuesday, all 
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right. There’s no secret about how things are going to turn out for us, and yet there he is selling 

me on some kind of life for us in the future. And then guess what, after I left his house the next 

morning, I never heard from him again.” 

“That’s different,” Cota protested. “These are promises. These are things we’re working 

on together.” 

Pepper started shaking her head before Cota finished. “It is all the same. That’s what you 

have to learn. Dudes have no shame. They’ll say whatever it is they think you want to hear in a 

given moment.” 

“I’m not with him because he promised me some dinky shack.” 

“That’s not the point. It’s not the thing he’s promising. It’s himself. He’s projecting the 

two of you into the future together.” 

“Well, I’m not taking it as a proposal, if that’s what you’re afraid of.” 

“You’re still not getting it,” Pepper said, her voice taking on an edge now. “Will you stop 

insisting that what I’m saying doesn’t apply to you before I even finish?” 

“I’m trying to, but I’m not going to sit here while you tell me that Virgil is an asshole.” 

“If you’d listen for a second instead of being so goddamned defensive you’d know that’s 

not what I’m trying to say.” 

“Okay, fine, I’m listening then.” 

Pepper smiled and shook her head, but she didn’t say anything. She got up, took her 

hollow book from the shelf and loaded her pipe with a pinch of weed that Cota could smell 

across the small room. Pepper sat back down on her bed across from Cota. She snapped her 

lighter on and took a hit, then offered the pipe to her. Cota refused. Virgil didn’t smoke or drink. 



 

 64 

He was straight-edge, which Cota had never heard of before. Of course, she didn’t tell Pepper 

about this, knowing already that it would only make her laugh. 

Pepper sat holding the smoke in her lungs for what seemed to Cota like several minutes, 

then she let it out in a long stream. “All I want to tell you,” she said at last, “is to keep your guard 

up when a guy talks about the things that the two of you are going to do in the future. And it’s 

not because he’s necessarily lying. When Virgil says that the two of you are going to live in that 

little house, I’m sure he believes it. But what he’s really thinking—and this is something I’ve 

learned through hard experience—is about the future in the present tense.” Here, Pepper leaned 

across the space between them and took Cota’s hand. She had one leg crossed over the other, one 

foot bouncing compulsively like it did when Pepper was really thinking, and that made Cota’s 

hand bounce in hers. “Virgil is thinking about that little place as though it’s already built, so 

when he talks about you two there, in his mind it’s like he’s inviting you to go there right now. 

Today. He’s not thinking about all the time between now and whenever it is actually built, and, 

you see, that’s the problem. He’s not promising you that you’re going to stick it out through all 

the complications and all the things that will go wrong. He’s making plans in the moment, as if 

nothing between you will ever change.” 

Pepper raised Cota’s hand to her lips and kissed each of her knuckles, then let her go and 

turned back to her pipe. She took another long hit and, after blowing the smoke up and away 

from Cota, she said, “Enough of that. Tell me about the sex.” 

Cota did not know what to say. She had no point of reference. No context. No way to 

know whether what was happening between she and Virgil was normal, let alone whether it 

qualified as good sex in Pepper’s mind. Cota thought that like her, Pepper would find what Virgil 

said about his plans for the salvaged lumber to be endearing, proof of his basic decency. So the 
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idea of telling her something about what she had done with Virgil was terrifying. So she told 

Pepper that the sex was good, and when she asked what good meant, Cota said, “It means better 

than most of the stuff I’ve heard you talk about,” which made Pepper laugh. 

Eventually she told Pepper most of what had happened between her and Virgil. Despite 

what Pepper had said about Virgil already and what Cota feared she might say about their sexual 

exploits, she was more afraid that there was something she was missing, some small but crucial 

nuance that would give away the lie she’d told Virgil, which is that she’d had several, though 

unsatisfying, encounters with other men before him. When Pepper asked why she would tell him 

this when it was so unlikely that she would be able to perform up to the reputation she’d set for 

herself, Cota told her only that she felt silly telling the truth and that Virgil had not questioned 

her. What she did not tell Pepper was that this lie had been followed by another. The first time 

she found herself on Virgil’s narrow bed, the television loud enough in the other room that she 

could hear the squealing tires and gunned engine noises from whatever videogame a roommate 

was playing, she had tried to keep her nerve as Virgil pulled her shirt off over her head, edged 

down her jeans, unsnapped the clasp on her bra so easily that for moment she thought it had 

broken, but ultimately she found herself grabbing a blanket to cover her body and saying in a 

voice that did not reflect the panic she felt that they better take it slow. Virgil smiled and said of 

course like the boys always did in every coming of age movie she’d ever seen. Then he stripped 

out of his clothes and lay down next to her and said, “Tell me about yourself getting fucked.” 

She knew he wasn’t joking, but she asked anyway, involuntarily. “I won’t get jealous,” he added. 

Cota could see out of the corner of her eye that he stroking himself now, and she concentrated 

very hard on his face to avoid looking down. “Tell me,” he said, “about the best fuck you’ve ever 

had.” As Cota saw it in that moment, she had only two choices, either go along or leave. There 
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was no way that she could now admit the truth with the situation as it was, and so she began to 

tell him about the easiest scenario to imagine. Instead of Alex saying something stupid and her 

dressing quickly in shame, she spun out a sexual fantasy that she had never contemplated before. 

The ease with which she did this, the details she devised, the thrill she took in speaking all of this 

out loud was one of the most startling experiences of her life. Before that night, she had not 

thought of herself as a sexual person. She had accepted without doubt her mother’s assertion that 

woman just weren’t as interested in sex as men. And then she found herself telling Virgil about 

how she had stripped out of her clothes, how she had—borrowing a detail from her immediate 

reality—made Alex sit back with both hands on the wheel while he watched her touch herself, 

toying with him. She found herself telling him that when Alex was so red in the face that he 

looked like he was about to burst, she reached over and unzipped his pants. She found herself 

speaking the word cock aloud for the first time in her life, and then, although she had never 

thought of Alex as a sexual person, especially after what actually happened, she found herself 

describing his cock, the word in her mouth giving her a thrill that she would not have thought 

possible before that very moment. The cock was a beer bottle, she said, borrowing the 

comparison from Pepper. Hard as glass. Scary, really. She didn’t let Alex undress further. She 

wanted it like that, fully clothed except for that monster fucking cock. The thrill of talking this 

way did not diminish with the repetition, and though it struck her as unusual, Virgil seemed as 

excited as her by the description of Alex’s physicality. His breathing was hot and loud in her ear. 

Surprising herself again, Cota reached down and took over for him now as she continued. She 

told him that she got on her hands and knees in the front seat of Alex’s truck, her head sticking 

out the open window, bracing herself with one arm against the door. They went at it like that 

until Cota had rug burn on her knees from the cheap seat cover. After that she got out of the 
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truck. She walked into the tall grass around the truck. She didn’t have to tell Alex to follow. He 

let her push him to the ground, and then she climbed on top of him so that if anyone was 

watching from afar, she appeared to be a naked woman in kneeling in the tall grass. This was as 

far as Virgil got into her fantasy. 

Over those first weeks, Cota continued to tell Virgil about her past exploits. She made up 

more stories about Alex, stretching out their involvement so that there was time for them to go 

camping, to slip into the bathroom at parties, to sneak her into Alex’s bedroom. She told stories 

about stealing off behind the portable buildings with Josh, about blowjobs in a bathroom stall on 

campus, about making out with another girl at a party to tease the poor kid. She left Shaun out, 

nervous and unsure of how Virgil would react. Despite Pepper’s warning, she liked to hear Virgil 

talk about what they would do together in the future. She even began to believe what he said. 

After all, they’d started work on the house that had prompted Pepper to warn her in the first 

place. Virgil’s idea had evolved from a small house built on some quiet piece of land to a house 

built on a trailer, which, he explained, was the picture of total freedom. Land cost money, 

upfront money and then tax money down the road, so instead of tying themselves to that kind of 

commitment, they would build a house that could be hooked up to the hitch on his trailer and 

moved whenever they felt like it. He designed the whole thing himself, drawing up plans on grid-

paper. The frame of the house would be welded to the metal base of a trailer and hidden by the 

barn wood they’d salvaged. There would be a refillable water tank hidden under a counter so 

they would have something to drink. Two electric burners, a collapsible table on the wall, a 

closet, shelves everywhere, windows on all sides, a loft bed above it all with a skylight so they 

could look up at the stars every night. He’d found a dilapidated trailer that someone let him have 

for nothing if he would only haul it off his property. Virgil sanded off the rust and began to weld 
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a frame. He’d installed a sub-floor and already had some laminate flooring he’d scrapped from a 

job to cover over once everything else was done. She’d pitched in on the project where she 

could, driving around with him on salvaging excursions, holding tools, double checking his plans 

before he fastened something into place. And then they’d started to talk about where they would 

go. Virgil wanted to go south, to the Gulf, where the weather would be warm and he could pick 

up odds jobs, or just fish for their food on his own. Cota wanted to go west, to the coast, 

California, Oregon, Washington. She wanted to visit the cities that she had seen in the 

background of movies all her life. They agreed to do both. The house would be mobile. They 

could pick up and move anytime they wanted.  

If they kept at it all year, Virgil told her, they could leave as soon as that winter, just in 

time to avoid the ice and snow of January. Cota told him she couldn’t do that. She had school. At 

the end of the year, she would only be three semesters away from graduating. Virgil was silent 

for a long time after that, and when he began to speak again, there was an edge to his voice.  

Virgil encouraged her to give up the bourgeois dream of education for the sake of a steady salary 

and the prospect of upward mobility. Once the house was finished, they wouldn’t need any more 

money than what either of them could earn in a few days of manual labor, and wasn’t that the 

whole point of the operation, to free themselves from a life spent working jobs they despised so 

they could buy things to fill up a house that had more room than they could ever need. That was 

all the university had to offer her, and whatever meager education she was receiving could be 

had for the price of a few dozen used books, not to mention the education she would receive out 

in the real world, the lessons to be had from working next to real people, seeing parts of the 

country that most of the people in her classes would never visit. Cota told him she agreed. She 

didn’t want to live the life he described, didn’t care about money or living up to some ideal 
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society put before her. And yet she wanted to finish her degree. It was important to her to 

complete what she started, to have the proof that she was able to do it, especially after she had 

already made it halfway through. And then there was her commitment to the basketball team. 

She laid it all out to him, explaining what she was doing at UNT in a level of detail that she had 

not articulated for herself before. What started out as a vague repulsion for the idea of quitting 

had assumed a definite shape in her mind by the time she was finished, something solid and firm 

that could withstand the assault of his reasoned argument. But Virgil didn’t even try. He let her 

finish, let her say everything that suddenly began to pour out of her, then he said, “Well, I don’t 

know what to say. I guess I didn’t realize you valued shit like that,” and before she could respond 

he got up and dressed, leaving her uncovered in his narrow bed with the door open as though he 

didn’t care whether his roommates looked in on her body or not. 

Pepper did not gloat, did not tell Cota that she could have saved herself the trouble if she 

had just listened to her in the first place. “Fuck that guy,” she said, packing the bowl of her pipe, 

preparing a welcome back for Cota after what she called her months abroad. “If he can’t get 

behind what you want to do, then he can go to hell.” 

It all came back quickly with Pepper. Cota discovered that she had missed the sanctuary 

of their tiny room, the small world that the two of them had created there. For days they smoked 

and listened to records between classes. Everything about the two months she’d spent with Virgil 

came pouring out, and Pepper picked up each item, examined it, broke it down to its constituent 

parts, and analyzed what she had laid bare. Their plan to travel around the country in that little 

house, she explained, was a means of control, a way of Virgil taking over. She told Cota that the 

dynamics governing a relationship are established in the first few months, after that you are just 

repeating the same pattern. This wasn’t only based off of her personal experience. Pepper was a 
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Psychology major, she’d seen studies that backed her opinions up. That’s what Virgil was after. 

He wanted to be in charge, not only that but he wanted to dictate to her. Think about it. If she had 

agreed to leave on that trip in the fall, she would’ve been completely reliant on him. They 

would’ve been driving around in a truck he owned, staying in a shack that he built. She wouldn’t 

have had any money of her own, and if she did work, she wouldn’t have been able to put away 

anything for herself. In short, she would’ve had no leverage. When things got tough, she would 

have no other options except to go along with what he says. And since by dropping out of school 

you’ve shown him you are willing to go against your own best interests to keep him happy, he 

knows that you’ll do it again. That’s what he was after with the move he pulled—the kind of 

absolute control that lets him know he can get away with anything he wants. And without that, 

he wasn’t really interested. He didn’t want to bother with an equal pairing, with a woman who 

had more education, and would therefore eventually be the one in control, the one with the kind 

of job that pays all the bills. He tried to prevent all that from coming to pass by shifting the 

balance of the relationship. 

 Not only did she accept everything Pepper had to say, Cota was fascinated. The insight 

was better than attending a week of lectures with a college professor. Her life was some difficult 

book, Gilgamesh say, that she had been slogging through, and suddenly it was like she was 

sitting in class and everything that had seemed nonsensical the week before was now explained 

to her in a perfectly rational way by the expert. Like an eager student, Cota began to put 

questions to professor Pepper, to seek an answer to the mystery of what she had just experienced, 

and the thing that Cota wanted to know about more than anything was why Virgil had wanted 

her to tell him about the things she’d done with other men, but she couldn’t bring herself to ask 

about it. Despite everything, she expected that Virgil would return, that he would call and 
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apologize, that she would find him waiting for her one day in the lobby with a gift in his lap, not 

flowers, which were too cliché, but the perfect thing to show her that he was sorry, the kind of 

item she could keep on a shelf in their tiny house to remind her of how close she’d come to 

missing out on everything she had.  

After two weeks of Cota asking every time she came in if Virgil had called, of her putting 

one question after another to her, Pepper finally said, “Enough is enough.” There was a party that 

night, some bands on tour from Austin in a house off campus, and they were going. “The best 

way to get over a dude, is to find another one. So tonight we’re going out and find someone for 

you to fuck.” 

“No, I told you I’m not interested in that.” 

“Fine miss prude. Then we’ll find someone for me to fuck. At least then we’ll have 

something new to talk about.” 

The weather was warm, so they set out walking after dark. Passing the bubbler back and 

forth in their room while they waited for the sun to set, Cota realized for the first time how much 

of the year had already passed. Soon it would be May, and then the summer would be over and 

she would be back in Ardmore, where Virgil had no way to reach her. For the first time, she 

recognized the limit to this relationship. If Virgil did not reappear in the next month, that would 

be the end. Even if she spent the summer holding onto his memory, keeping their relationship 

going in her imagination as she had with Shaun, by the time she returned in the fall, he would be 

gone. There would be a new basketball season and new classes to occupy her attention, a new 

roommate. Pepper had already told her that she was moving off campus the following year. 

She’d invited Cota to join her, but Cota could not stand to waste money on a rented room when 

her scholarship provided her with a place to stay on campus. 
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Cota could hear the party from a block away, a harsh melody carried on the breeze that 

she did not associate at first with the place that they were headed, and then the steady of snap of 

a snare drum that began to be filled out with the splash of symbols as they got closer, then the 

thump of the kick, and then they were in the front yard where the shrill wail of a singer could be 

only just heard over the noise coming from inside. They followed a few people around to the 

fenced in space in the back of the house, which was filled with students whose faces she couldn’t 

make out in the harsh light thrown off by the bulb mounted above the door. Cota held onto 

Pepper’s hand as they worked their way inside, afraid that if they were separated she wouldn’t be 

able to find her again in the crowd and the dark. There were so many people inside, they couldn’t 

move. The heat was something heavy that pressed on Cota’s skin. The noise of the band in the 

next room seemed to fill the air, make it difficult to breath. Pepper was leading them, shouting 

words that Cota couldn’t understand. Cota tried to pull her back outside into the cooler air, but 

Pepper seemed determined to keep moving forward, pressing herself in between groups of 

people Cota did not know, edging her way through people with her shoulder, sometimes shouting 

until a confused pair parted to let them go past. And all the time the noise was getting louder. 

The sounds were indistinct in the small space, reverberating off the walls and the floor until the 

guitar and drums and singer all merged into a single roar, and then as she adjusted she began to 

make out the individual parts again, the slight differences in the wall of sound, the inflection of 

the singer’s voice, a repetitive high note from the guitar. Pepper didn’t stop until they were at the 

front edge of the crowd, only feet from the musicians, and then she started to dance. Not like the 

other students in the crowd, nodding their heads along, maybe bouncing on the balls of their feet. 

Pepper put her entire body into it, swinging her ass around, bent at the waist so that she could 

thrash her hair, her hands working the air above her head as if molding something out of her 



 

 73 

imagination into existence. Like everyone else, Cota took a step away from Pepper at first and 

stood watching. The song ended and Pepper looked up, saw Cota standing there and reached for 

her with both hands. She said shouted something that Cota did not understand, pulling her out 

into the open. It was only after the band began another frenetic song and Pepper began to move 

again, without loosening her grip on Cota’s wrists, and Cota found herself looking over her 

shoulder at a roomful of strangers that her mind finally put together what Pepper had just said: 

“Don’t let these cocksuckers ruin our good time.” 

Cota let herself be jerked around by Pepper’s spasms of movements, but she held herself 

stiff, regretting the fact that she had not braided her hair instead of letting it erupt from the top of 

her head and making her tower even further above every other head in the room. But as the band 

shifted from one song into another without pause, she began to move along with Pepper. It was 

easier at first to give in than to resist, and then she found that she didn’t care about the people 

looking at her anymore. The movements came easily to her, the connection between the music 

and her body was as natural as the flow of a basketball game, which she understood at once like 

she’d been playing all her life. And once she began to think of what she was doing as an athletic 

feat, she found that she enjoyed the feeling of so many eyes on her, of exposing herself to the 

crowd instead of bottling herself up and blending in.  

And just as she began to enjoy herself, the music stopped. The singer thanked everyone, 

he introduced the band, said they had one more song to play since they were so close to 

Oklahoma, an homage to the great Woody Guthrie, and when they started up again, the music 

was slow. The singer had picked up an acoustic guitar and begun to sing with twang, something 

like what her father would listen to. Cota turned to Pepper, who shrugged and eased back into the 

now thinning crowd. Cota moved to follow her but then felt a hand on her shoulder. It was the 
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guitar player. Cota had noticed only the way his hair had whipped as he threw himself around to 

the music, dropping to his knees in front of his speaker during a solo, or leaping atop the kick 

drum, or the high leg kick of a stomp that he kept to the beat. He pulled her close to him now, his 

guitar slung over his shoulder so that the neck nearly touched the ground, and with a hand on her 

back, he began to guide her around in a tight circle, a two-step. She did not pull away from him, 

only leaned back so she could look at him now that he had tucked his hair behind his ears. He 

had high cheekbones and thick lips, not attractive, but interesting looking, she found herself 

thinking, which brought a smile to her face. When he asked what the smile was for, she told him, 

“I didn’t know anyone from our generation two-stepped anymore.”  

“Only the real gentlemen,” he replied, which was such a ridiculous thing to say that she 

laughed. He didn’t seem to mind. “I’m Tom,” he said and that was the last thing either of them 

said until the song was over. 

Pepper was wrong. Tom did not make Cota forget Virgil. He only made her think about 

him more. Close to Tom, all Cota could think about was how much more narrow he was than 

Virgil. How Virgil’s shoulders were thicker. How there was sort of this distance in Tom’s eyes, 

like he was thinking about something far away, not present like Virgil who always looked at her 

with the intensity of a hunter tracking his prey. And there was the way Tom smelled. Cota had 

never thought of the way Virgil smelled as exactly appealing, but then with her face in Tom’s 

neck, where she had no choice but to breath in the odor of his skin, she became aware of the 

difference. Tom was pungent, not quite sour, but not pleasant either. In her memory, Virgil had 

no odor, even on the days he spent in his sealed garage with her, bent over the welding torch. 

And then after their dance, all she could think about was what Virgil would do if he saw her with 

Tom’s arm draped over her shoulder. In the backyard, everyone’s face was in half-darkness. 
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People in the far corners were completely obscured by the dense pack of bodies between them 

and the light. It was a big party and Denton was a small town, and Cota looked around, thinking 

it was more likely that Virgil was at the party than that he was not. And then there he was. 

Out of the darkness near the low chain link fence that separated the alley Cota caught 

sight of his face. She had been seeing Virgil everywhere that night, and so she did not believe it 

was him at first glance. A minute later she turned to look again and was sure. He did not seem to 

be aware of her. Standing among a group of people who Cota had never seen before, holding a 

plastic cup of beer in each hand, his blond falling into his face on one side, refusing to stay 

tucked behind his ear. He seemed to find the people around him funny. Virgil did not laugh a lot, 

she knew, and he would not laugh at something foolish simply to ease the tension in a 

conversation. Cota tried not to stare. She stood very erectly under the weight of Tom’s arm 

across her shoulders. She reset the loose knot of hair on top of her head so that her face was 

exposed. She held her chin up, smiled. She wanted Virgil to see her having a good time, 

indifferent to him. Her mind drifting from the conversation of Tom and his bandmates, she began 

to imagine Virgil approaching, putting a hand on her arm, asking if he could speak to her for a 

moment. She imagined the kind words he would say to her, not angry at finding her there with 

some musician. She imagined him saying that she looked good and that he’d missed her and that 

maybe they could get together sometime so she could see the progress he was making on the 

trailer they’d started together. She imagined herself playing it cool, telling him that, perhaps, she 

could find the time, telling him to call her, as if she didn’t care one way or the other. But she 

could not wait for Virgil to take notice of her, could not stop looking over her shoulder at where 

he stood in the yard. Someone standing next to him noticed her first, then nudged Virgil, and 

after tilting their heads together, Virgil finally saw that it was her. Cota turned away, made sure 
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that she showed him the arm draped over her shoulder and the face of the guy the arm was 

attached to. When she glanced back a Virgil a few minutes later, he was waiting. He shouted 

something that made his acquaintances laugh but that Cota could not hear over the noise of the 

party. Beside her, Tom turned to see what the commotion was about, and Virgil repeated what he 

had said to the further delight of the people around him. 

“What’s he saying?” Tom asked. 

“I don’t know,” Cota said, which was a lie. She’d heard Virgil clearly the second time. Be 

sure to tell him about me when you’re stroking his cock. 

Although she hadn’t thought of doing so before that moment, she asked Tom without 

looking away from Virgil if he liked to smoke. “We have some good weed back in our room,” 

she said, turning now to Pepper who had not been able to find the guy who had invited her to the 

party and had gone after the singer of the band. She smiled at Cota. And led her dude by the hand 

to the side gate. Cota stopped before going through to look once more at Virgil who was trying 

to act as though he wasn’t watching her. 

Back out on the street, away from the noise and the large group of people that had 

crowded around the band, Tom began to talk, skipping from subject to subject for a block before 

finally settling on The Rolling Stones, about the way that a backup singer’s voice breaks during 

her solo. This, Tom claimed, was the epitome of what made the band so great. “The fuck are you 

talking about?” Pepper had asked. They were all laughing, everyone except Tom, who began to 

explain that when the singer’s voice breaks, you can hear Jagger whoop in the background. The 

woman who is supposed to carry the bridge of this song cracks, and the leader of the band loves 

it. Think about that, he said. It wasn’t a live recording. They could’ve done another take, but they 
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put the mistake on the album. That means something, something that goes beyond the lyrics or 

even what the band stands for on the surface.  

By that point, only Cota was listening. Pepper and her partner for the evening were 

falling further and further behind, stumbling up the street, laughing together at something that the 

singer had whispered into Pepper’s ear. Cota had never heard the song that Tom was talking 

about. She and Pepper had spent a night in the fall playing a game where Pepper would play a 

famous song from one of her records and Cota would guess which band it was, always confusing 

The Beatles with The Rolling Stones.  

“What does the cracked voice mean?” she asked, wanting to keep Tom talking, reduce 

the risk of her ignorance being exposed. “For you personally, I mean?”  

It was a dark time, he answered. The Stones recorded that song in ‘69, right as things 

were turning to shit. Both of the Kennedys had been assassinated, Nixon had been elected, the 

war in Vietnam had been going on for almost a decade, there was violence in the streets. Jagger 

has said that the song was about the feeling that the world was coming to an end, how everything 

was on track for the apocalypse. And so, in light of all that, Tom explained, the cracked voice is 

all about authenticity. This was the era of euphemism and lies. Bush has nothing on Nixon, a 

student imitating the master. He told her that Nixon invented the idea of the silent majority out of 

thin air, claimed that he represented an enormous group of people who did not express their view 

publically, and yet his administration was able to divine their will, essentially inventing a world 

that coincides with his ideology, then convincing the rest of the country that it was reality. And 

in the midst of all this, you have the Stones going in the opposite direction. Their job is to take 

people away from reality, create a comforting fiction. That’s what The Beatles were doing. They 

release Yellow Submarine at basically the same time. Race riots and assassinations and a war that 
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could properly be called genocide, and fucking John Lennon tells everyone that all you need is 

love. And that’s what The Rolling Stones are supposed to do as well, look at the world on fire 

and tell everyone not to worry, to just go back to partying and fucking and everything will be all 

right. Instead, they release a song with a chorus about rape and murder. And then the backup 

singer’s voice breaks and they leave it on the record to let everyone know that what they are 

hearing is authentic. They’re not out to make a buck of the fear and anger of their generation, not 

putting out a distraction to let people escape from the world, they’re confronting reality just like 

everyone else, and part of that confrontation is acknowledging imperfection. Their song, their 

band, is flawed just like everyone and everything else. They’re not Nixon, pretending that they 

are infallible, that defeat is victory, that their unpopular policies are actually popular. The 

cracked voice says that life is full of flaws, but it’s okay. It’s actually the flaws that make things 

good. 

Finally, he turned to Cota for a comment, and said, “Yes, you’re absolutely right.”  

The truth was she had started to think about Virgil again and stopped listening. There 

were no sidewalks on the streets that bordered the campus, so they walked along the yellow line 

painted on the asphalt. For blocks, Cota had been studying the houses they passed, and thinking 

again of Virgil. The streets were lined with small, sagging frame houses with screened in porches 

that allowed Cota to see the things people had allowed to clutter up their lives. Here and there 

people had set up a table and chairs under a ceiling fan, potted plants in the corner, some had put 

up screens so that she could see nothing but the warm glow of concealed lamps. But most of the 

spaces had been converted to storage rooms for castoffs or for items too derelict to make it 

inside, lumber for some abandoned project, bright plastic toy kitchens and disassembled forts, a 

refrigerator with a missing door, or simply stacks of cardboard boxes left to rot in the elements. 
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Seeing all of this go by, Cota had recalled riding around in Virgil’s truck on the lookout for 

something worth salvaging, about the way he railed against people who had let themselves be 

ensnared by the trap of homeownership. A conspiracy by the federal government, he called it, to 

subdue the masses, what other word is there for mortgages that requires people to pay out twice 

what their house cost over thirty years, so much debt it takes your entire life to pay it off, 

working a job you didn’t want in the first place just to keep up with the payments. “I’ll never let 

that happen to me,” he’d told her. “I’ll never let myself get tied down like that.” A sign, she 

realized only as she walked up the street with Tom, of where things had been headed with him, 

except she hadn’t been paying enough attention at the time to recognize it. And still she 

would’ve given anything at that moment to have Virgil’s hand in hers instead of that inane 

musician carrying on about some piece of pop culture from forty years before. Even then, she 

couldn’t believe how focused Tom was on the past instead of the present or the future. Virgil had 

never filled her ear with this kind of idle talk. She couldn’t spend an hour with him without 

coming across some idea she had taken for granted coming under examination. Like the idea that 

she would one day own a home. This had been such a basic assumption that she hadn’t even 

thought their was another way. It was as though Virgil had asked if she’d ever considered 

breathing water instead of air. Listening to Tom, reminded her of something Virgil used to say. If 

you can get someone to ask the wrong question, then it doesn’t matter what the answer is. 

By the time they reached the dorm, Pepper and the singer were nowhere to be seen. Cota 

led Tom up to her room, and they sat down on her bed, looking around as though trying to 

remember the pretense for coming there. Tom had fallen silent. He began to tease out the threads 

on the ragged cuff of his jacket. Cota watched him do this for a moment, then she grabbed him 

by the front of his shirt and pulled him close to her, pressed his face into her neck, reached for 
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his belt buckle. Tom pulled away, said something about turning off the light. Cota held her grip 

on his shirt, told him to leave it, but Tom jerked away, stood up. He kept his eyes averted from 

her before he switched off the overhead fluorescent.  

The floodlights above the entrances to the dorms made the blinds glow orange, bright 

enough that Cota could see the silhouette of Tom move slowly back to the bed. She reached 

again for his belt buckle, and Tom put his hand on top of hers. “What’s the rush?” he asked. Cota 

didn’t say anything. She pulled her shirt off over her head, then lay on her back and slithered out 

of her jeans. She hooked one ankle around his neck and pulled him down to her. Tom ducked 

away, raised himself above her, kissed her neck. Cota wrapped her legs around him, pulled him 

against her body. “Easy, killer,” Tom said. “We’ve got all night, right?” 

Cota didn’t answered. Once again, she missed Virgil. He had sparked something in Cota 

that she had not known existed. A hunger she had never known. After the first time she lay down 

on Virgil’s twin bed, something changed. She became the person she had described in the stories 

she invented for him. She asked Virgil to drive her out to a field, and shielded from the road by a 

line of trees but still close enough that she could hear an occasional truck pass by, she reenacted 

the story she’d made up about Alex and his truck, and for days after it was like she was walking 

around in a fog, missing chunks of lectures, starting out from the dorm and then arriving across 

campus a moment later as if she’d only blinked her eye, sitting on a bench and staring across the 

weight room until one of the baseball players came over to ask if she was all right. She would 

recall something from that afternoon—the scratch of the grass beneath her, say, or the sun 

glinting off the fender of Virgil’s truck, a crow that sat in the tree line calling out to them—and 

then her mind would disappear fully into the moment until something snapped her back out 

again. She felt an ache in her chest, a physical manifestation of the compulsion that pulled her 
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along in the cold early in the morning so that she could slip into Virgil’s house, which was 

always unlocked, and shed her clothes and slip into bed without waking him until she had his 

cock in her mouth. She jogged to his house straight from a workout to quickly fuck him without 

undressing and then hustled back to the dorm for a shower before her afternoon class. She would 

go straight back after class, striping out of her clothes as soon as she stepped through the door of 

his house—Virgil’s roommates worked evenings—and tackling Virgil onto the sofa, dragging 

him down onto the floor, easing him on to the corduroy recliner that collapsed under their weight 

so that she and Virgil had to haul it out to the garage where he repaired the broken spring. Cota 

fucked until her legs and arms were weak, until her body was slick with sweat, until her throat 

was raw, and when Virgil could not get it up again, she dragged one of the folding plastic chairs 

from the card table in the kitchen to his room and positioned it at the foot of his bed so that he 

could lay back and watch while she touched herself. It was a new way of being. Inside Virgil’s 

small room, anything was possible. For the first time in her life, she could do anything she 

wanted, say anything she wanted, and Virgil would not correct her, would not pull away, ask 

what she was doing. “How did I get so lucky?” he would say, tracing a finger from her 

breastbone to the soft tangle of her pubic hair as they lay beside each other on his narrow bed.  

Cota didn’t quite understand why he would say something like to her. She thought only 

that he was being nice, that it was a way to say that he loved her. She didn’t think that what they 

were doing was anything outside of the ordinary. She didn’t think of herself as different from 

anyone else, as more exciting, or adventurous, or less inhibited. Since she’d never had sex 

before, she assumed that this is what it did to everyone: put them into a trance, exposed some 

part of them that they couldn’t access any other way. This fit with what she knew. Sex was the 

secret that no one ever wanted to talk about when Cota was growing up either at home or at 



 

 82 

school, which suddenly made sense to her after she met Virgil. Why would anyone want to talk 

about the crazy things they did under this trance, admit to that kind of powerlessness to their 

student, their kid? Better to warn everyone away, act as though sex was dangerous, which, of 

course, it would be if everyone was like her. Cota felt a tremendous guilt at that time, not about 

the act itself but all the ways that it was interfering with the things she had to do. She’d started to 

skip readings, miss class, half-ass through workouts, or cut out early on her running because she 

was so tired from having been at Virgil’s all night. She couldn’t keep it up, she thought. 

Something would have to give if she was going to make it through the semester, through the 

basketball season in the fall. And when she thought back to high school from this perspective, 

Cota thought there was no way she would’ve been able to do everything she did if she’d been 

with someone like Virgil. It wasn’t until Tom that she began to realize my mistake. In the days 

after she talked through it all with Pepper, believing that something about her had been repulsive 

to Tom for him to not be as overcome she’d become accustomed to with Virgil. It was only after 

Tom that she finally understood why Virgil had felt so lucky. 

Cota let Tom work at her neck for a while, never venturing below her collarbone until she 

put her hands on his shoulders and gave him a gentle push. She waited until she felt like her skin 

was itching, and then she went again for Tom’s buckle. “Jesus, all right, let me do it,” he said, 

and Cota moved out from underneath him to get a condom from the drawer at her desk, but Tom 

was still in no rush. Cota pushed Tom onto his back and held him to the mattress when he tried 

to sit up again. She pulled hard on his jeans, but one tapered leg remained stuck on his ankle, so 

she left it and climbed on top of him. “Wait, wait,” Tom cried as she began to move. “Not too 

fast.” He grabbed her by the waist and held her still. “Give it just a second.” Cota couldn’t help 

but laugh. She raised herself up and pushed down again hard. “Easy,” Tom cried, and went tense 
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between her legs. Cota sat still for almost a full minute, until Tom said, “Well, now what do you 

want to do?” 

“Is that it?” 

“Appears that way.” 

Cota moved away from him and sat on the bed, knees drawn up beneath her chin, fists 

clenched, her body tense. She felt like with a push she could take off running down the hall, out 

the building, and all the way to Virgil’s house without burning off half the energy that buzzed in 

her head. 

“You know this is your fault.” Tom had gotten back into his jeans and was looking for his 

socks and shirt in the dark. 

“What is that supposed to mean?” 

She heard him sigh as though the answer was so obvious that only a fool would not 

understand. “You were the one raring to go. Rushing me and shit.” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” 

“Jesus Christ. You ever fucked before? I mean really fucked like an adult?” 

Cota didn’t answer. Tom sat on Pepper’s bed. It was too dark for her to make out his 

expression only a few feet way. 

“Yeah, I didn’t think so,” he said. “It’s some high school shit in here. Like you got to 

bang it out before your parents open the door. Not even trying to enjoy yourself.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said, the first thing that came to her mind. “I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t apologize,” he said. “It doesn’t do us any good now.” 

“I didn’t know. I thought, I don’t know. I didn’t mean to do anything wrong.” 

“Jesus. Will you stop apologizing.” 
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“I just…” Cota began, but she couldn’t finish.  

“Don’t get all weepy on me now,” Tom said. 

“I’m not,” she managed, but she couldn’t hide the emotion in her voice, couldn’t stifle the 

noise of the wet choke of a sob. 

“Save that shit,” Tom said. “I’ll be out of here as soon as I find my socks.” He was back 

on the floor, searching with his hands in the dark. 

Cota slid to the edge of the bed, draped herself in the sheet. “I want you to go,” she said, 

not bothering to conceal the emotion in her voice. When Tom didn’t respond, she put a foot on 

his hip and gave him a push. “Did you hear what I said?” 

“Jesus, yes. Take it easy. Why don’t you turn the light on so I can see.” 

“Fuck your socks,” Cota said now. “And fuck you.” The first time she’d ever said 

something like that to anyone. 

What happened next, Cota could only make sense of with Pepper the next morning in 

terms of basketball. She tried to describe moments in a game when time seems to be moving at 

two speeds, when your brain is processing everything as though it were at half-speed, but your 

body is still moving quickly, precisely. You see where the other players are heading and are 

strike to counter before they get there. You receive the ball and make your move, redirect before 

the defender even knows that they’ve shifted their weight, left themselves flat-footed. You go up 

with the ball and have time to contemplate the angles off the backboard, adjust the ball. It’s like 

watching film of yourself after the fact. You know where everyone is headed before they arrive, 

know how the play is going to unfold before it happens. You have time to comprehend what 

you’re doing as you’re doing.  
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It was like that with Tom. He laughed like hear Cota curse was the funniest thing he’d 

ever heard, and Cota was immediately on her feet. I’m going to throw this guy out on his head, 

she thought even as she hooked her arm beneath his shoulders and sent him tumbling into the 

sink beside the door. She hauled him up again by the arm, moved him out of the way so that she 

could swing the door open. She thought, I’m stronger than he is. I could take him in a fight, as 

she jerked Tom back and swung him forward to the harsh light of the fluorescents in the hallway. 

He went tumbling into the door across from her, one shoe on, one foot bare. She could see now 

how thin he was. The knobs of his shoulders pressed against the thin fabric of his shirt. His hip 

bones stuck out above his jeans. His elbows were the largest part of his arm. Tom was still 

smiling, and she knew what he was going to say before he even opened his mouth, had already 

taken one step out into the hall by the time he managed to call her a crazy fucking bitch. She 

grabbed a handful of his shirt and lifted him off the ground, struck him with the back of her 

hand. He was still smiling so she hit him again. This is absurd, she thought. Then: someone will 

see. The sheet had slipped from her shoulders and that she was naked in the hall outside her 

room, and she decided that she didn’t care. She closed her fist. She knew that she was going to 

hurt her hand, and she did it anyway. She landed a blow across his jaw once without much 

strength behind it, then she twisted her body, raised her arm high above her head and swung 

through using her hips like she’d learned to do when she wanted to whip a pass the length of the 

basketball court. She felt something in his nose snap under her fist, and then a knot of pain 

exploded in her hand. That snapped her out of her trance. She suddenly became aware of her 

nakedness, of the people at the end of the hall, rushing towards her. It was Pepper running now 

and bending over to pick up her sheet, asking if she was hurt.  

“My hand,” she answered. 
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“Did you cut it?” 

“I don’t know, I just—” Cota began and then stopped when she looked down and realized 

for the first time that she’d smeared the blood on her fist across her breasts as she clutched her 

injured hand to her chest. “Jesus,” she said turning over her hand, believing somehow that a bone 

had pierced her skin, then that somehow she had cut her chest. Pepper tried to get her to look at 

her, told her to calm down, but Cota’s eyes were unfocused by panic. She couldn’t hear Pepper, 

let alone Tom, who was shouting about how his father was a lawyer and he was going to sue her 

for assault as the singer pulled him down the hallway. Cota began to weep. Her shoulders shook 

as Pepper opened the door and led her back into their room. She helped her lay down, and then 

Pepper climbed into Cota’s bed and held her close until Cota stopped convulsing, saying over 

and over again softly into her ear that everything was going to be all right. 
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Chapter Three 

In January, seven years after she left, Cota resumed her career at UNT. There was still 

work to be done in Oklahoma: twenty bags lined up behind the barn that needed to be cleaned. 

She had walked the orchard with her father on New Year’s day, and they agreed that there were 

enough lingering pecans to justify raking all the trees a second time. Cota stacked her five 

classes on Tuesday and Thursday, from eight in the morning to a marathon three hour class that 

ended just before nine in the evening, so that she could put in five days of work on the harvest 

each week. On the days she traveled to Denton, she rose in the dark just as she did every other 

morning and returned up the long gravel drive that led from the highway to her parents’ house 

sixteen hours later.  

She’d planned her schedule to so that she would have breaks throughout the day, which 

she spent in the library, reading back over the assigned texts she’d already been through once 

before. When she felt listless, she got up and walked the stacks on the top floor, running her 

hands along the wall of books to either side of her. Back at her carousel, she tried to write out the 

feeling that she had among all these books. It was something like security, a sense that 

everything was as it should be. She tried to write about the order of the university, the inflexible 

progression of classes, the rigor of assignments, the numbers that showed how many students 

made it and how many dropped out. All of this added up to an education. You either achieved it, 

or you didn’t. There was no gray area. Although she set out to describe this feeling that welled 

up in her, she found herself quickly writing about Florida. What started as a juxtaposition, an 

explanation of the uncertainty that filled her life before her return to school, soon became a scene 

of her waiting in the railroad apartment in the one-story complex that she and Virgil had rented 

when they first arrived in Melbourne, Florida. It was quiet, late enough that the neighbors had 
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turned off the televisions that boomed through the thin walls from the time they got up in the 

morning until the time they went to sleep. Virgil was hours late and not answering his phone. It 

had been raining steadily since the afternoon, and the apartment was thick with humidity, so 

Cota had gone to sit beneath the overhang that covered half of a square concrete patio 

surrounded by three cinderblock walls just outside the back door, which opened off their 

bedroom. Ethan was asleep in the crib at the foot of their bed. He was a year old. They had been 

in this shoebox apartment for eighteen months already, a time that had seemed to drag as the 

hours passed, but looked at in the rearview, now flashed by at a terrifying speed. Before long 

their son would turn two, another year gone without moving closer to any kind of real life. “This 

is real life,” Virgil had said to her when she expressed these worries to him a few weeks before. 

“So then is this all there is?” she responded, and he put his arm, thickened from a year and a half 

of construction, around her shoulders and squeezed her closer to him. They were on the loveseat, 

the only piece of furniture that would fit across from the television cabinet in their living room. 

On the screen in front of them was a baseball game, just like her father. “Is this really that bad?” 

he asked. “Yes,” Cota said, and Virgil made no reply, only downed his beer and went for 

another. It was that night Cota thought back on while she sat under the overhang out her 

backdoor, the rain tapping on the concrete at her feet. There had been no outward change in 

Virgil since then, but perhaps he had only been holding it back, putting on a smile for her and 

Ethan at the end of a day spent stewing over a wife who complains about the life he worked ten 

hours a day to provide her with, the effort becoming more difficult day by day, until now, two 

months later, he can no longer stand the prospect of returning to this place. Or perhaps he had 

met someone else, someone young and fun, someone who wants nothing from him except to 

have her brains fucked out, someone like she used to be. Or perhaps he had been in an accident. 
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She was, in fact, holding the phone in her hand, contemplating whether to start calling hospitals 

when she heard Virgil come through the front door. He was drunk, drunker than she’d ever seen 

him before, slipping on the linoleum, falling into the wall to catch his balance, leaving a wet 

streak on the yellow paint. His shirt was soaked through, as though he had walked home in the 

downpour. Virgil could not account for it, hadn’t even known he was wet until she pointed it out 

to him. He had life-changing, paradigm-shifting news, he bellowed while she brought him fresh 

clothes to change into in the kitchen. She tried to quiet him, but it was no use. The baby started 

to cry, and Cota told him to go lay down on the sofa, drink some water, while she put Ethan back 

down. Half-an-hour later, she found Virgil asleep on the sofa. She decided to let him alone until 

the morning, since it was a Tuesday and he would have to get up for work in a few hours. For 

Cota, this meant a night spent awake in the dark, wondering what Virgil could’ve possibly 

meant. Her mind ran away with possibilities both small and large. He was excited, so she 

doubted that the news was bad, although that did not stop her from imagining that perhaps he’d 

lost his job and reveled in the euphoria of the relief, turning back into a man who shunned the 

burden of work, as he had when they’d first met. This branched off into a dozen scenarios that 

played out in her head. She dozed off thinking about all the ways a conversation with her parents 

could go when she called to tell them that they were in trouble. Just before dawn she woke up at 

the sound of the flushing toilet, and then Virgil tried to carefully lay down beside her, still 

clumsy with alcohol. Cota let him know that she was awake, told him not to apologize, she’d 

been restless most of the night thinking about what he’d said to her. Virgil didn’t know what she 

was talking about, and she had to describe the whole scene of him arriving home only a few 

hours before. “Yes,” Virgil said. “The guy at the bar.” His voice changed. She could see him 

smiling in the thin ray of light seeping through the blinds above their bed. He’d forgotten and 
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was now recalling the evening again. “I’ve got a line on some better work.” She asked what that 

meant, and Virgil told her about the man in a shirt and tie that he and some of the guys from his 

site met at a bar when their foreman cut them out early because of the rain. He ran a mortgage 

brokerage, and they got to talking, and offered Virgil a job.  

“Just like that?”  

“It’s like the construction job my brother got me. That’s how the world works. You know 

someone, you meet someone, and that’s all that matters.”  

She asked what he would be doing now, and he told her that he didn’t know.  

“The guy gave me his card, told me to come in today. This morning.”  

“So you don’t actually have the job yet,” Cota said. “I mean, you could go in there and he 

might not remember talking to you.”  

“It’s not like that,” he protested. 

“You didn’t remember talking to me when you got home last night.”  

“Why do you have to shit all over this,” Virgil said.  

 “I’m only saying that if something is too good to be true, you know?” 

 “Sure, okay, yes, in the strictest sense, it’s possible that I could walk in with the guy’s 

card in my hand today and he has no idea how I got it, but if so then no harm. I miss out on a 

day’s pay, which is probably for the best. I wouldn’t be worth a shit swinging a hammer today 

anyway.” 

 The baby woke up soon after that. Cota took him to the front of the apartment and closed 

the door to the bedroom to let Virgil sleep. Two hours later he got up, showered and shaved, put 

on the blue suit he’d bought for their wedding and hadn’t worn since. He fried three eggs, drank 

two cups of coffee, one right after the other. He wouldn’t sit down with Cota and the baby on the 
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sofa, but also couldn’t stand in once place, shifting his weight from one foot to the other when he 

stood still, walking up down the hallway that ran from the front door to the back. A few minutes 

before nine he headed out, telling her he would either be back within the hour or at the end of the 

day. “Good luck,” Cota shouted, and then he was gone. Exhausted, Cota was as restless as Virgil. 

She went about cleaning the kitchen while Ethan bounced in the jumper mounted to the 

doorframe. By the time she finished scouring the walls and counters and refrigerator and sink, it 

was time for Ethan’s morning nap, and after putting him down she lay on her bed as well, eyes 

closed, concentrating very hard on the sounds outside, expecting at any moment to hear Virgil 

return. She drifted off and awoke to the babbling of Ethan, who stood in his crib looking at her. 

She called out to Virgil, but received no answer. She made lunch for her and Ethan, then packed 

him up to go out. It had been over a month since she’d traveled to Melbourne beach a few miles 

from their house. In the first weeks after they’d arrived, she’d driven almost every day to the 

barrier island that separated the mainland from the Atlantic Ocean to walk for an hour in the 

sand. Enormously pregnant, she couldn’t sit or lay out in the warm sun for fear that she might not 

be able to get back up again. She stayed away from the water. On her second day at the beach 

she’d walked out too far and the waves had rushed in up to her thighs, soaking the bottom of her 

dress and almost dragging her down under the surf. But with Ethan, now, over a year later, she 

was no longer afraid. Bent, she held both of her son’s hands as he tottered and hopped in the wet 

sand, then raised him high into the air over the rushing surf while Ethan screamed and laughed. 

They passed the afternoon together in this way, unaware that everything had completely 

changed.  

 Cota typed all of this up. The following week, she took what she had written to the 

professor who taught her introduction to creative writing course. Since the beginning of the 
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semester, they had been discussing creative non-fiction, a phrase that sounded to Cota like an 

oxymoron, a fact she had not concealed in class. They’d started with pieces from In Cold Blood, 

the book that invented the genre said her professor, a man who seemed younger than herself and 

who had the annoying habit of always asking questions, never providing a straight answer. For 

the better part of an hour, he’d let the students ramble about various scenes that “struck” them. It 

was only as he was wrapping up the discussion that he pushed the class to take a view that was in 

any way critical.  

“Let me ask you this,” he began. “There’s a problem with this text that we haven’t 

addressed. What is it?”  

Cota couldn’t keep herself from smiling, and when the professor saw that, he asked if she 

had any ideas she’d like to share with the class. “The scope of the question is a little broad,” she 

answered. “I mean, there are a lot of problems that I’m sure we haven’t addressed here.” 

“Sure,” he answered, smiling back at her. “How about this then.” He flipped through the 

pages of his copy of the book, and then directed them to a scene that depicted the father on the 

morning of his eventual murder walking out into the flat field behind his house, a scene where 

Capote dips into the mind of the man, providing the reader with a detailed account of his 

thoughts as he looks out over the field at the horizon. “Here, specifically, what is the problem?” 

The question was met by a silence that the professor seemed perfectly content to endure. 

Two minutes passed, maybe three, and then someone asked if he would repeat what he’d asked. 

“No, I will not,” he answered. “It’s not the kind of question that needs to be repeated.” 

Again there was silence. Finally, Cota said, “He’s making shit up.” 

“Good. Please say more.” 
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 “The author is in the head of a man that he never actually met only a few hours before he 

was killed. So, unless this guy went into town and told one of his buddies that he walked out into 

his field that morning to contemplate the nature of his existence, and then that buddy relayed this 

information to Capote, he’s just making it all up.” 

 “And do you think it’s likely that Capote got this insight second-hand?” 

 “I grew up around men like this,” Cota answered. “The closest they get to talking about 

the nature of existence is a discussion of the weather.” 

 This made the professor chuckle. It was that moment Cota tried to focus on as she 

climbed the stairs to the top of a squat building and opened the door that matched the office 

number on her syllabus to find a room the size of a basketball court and filled with a maze of 

cubicles. The place was empty and silent except for the buzz of the fluorescent lights. The smell 

of burnt popcorn was strong. Cota called hello. No one answered. Each desk was labeled with a 

handwritten sign, and Cota decided that she would find her professor’s desk and leave him a 

copy of the essay about the night Virgil met the man that would change their lives. She wasn’t 

sure that what she’d written would count for as the essay of original creative non-fiction that 

he’d assigned, the first piece of work due for the semester. Cota walked to the end of the room, 

and then there he was, sitting at the last desk, in the corner furthest from the door, beneath a 

fluorescent bank that had had its bulbs removed, bulbs that now sat on top of the shelf above the 

desk of her professor. He pulled the buds loose from his ears when he saw her there, put down 

the paperback book he’d been reading. 

 “Sorry, Mr. Davis.” 

 “No need to apologize,” he said, pushing out the chair at the empty desk next to him. 

“What can I do for you?” 
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 Cota sat and immediately launched into a rambling explanation about why she’d come. 

“Sure, I’d be glad to give it a look,” he interrupted, but she was reluctant to pass him the 

pages, so he leaned toward her and took them from her hand. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t 

laugh, even if it is shitty.” 

While he read through what she had written, Cota sat looking at him out of the corner of 

her eye while she faced the wall. In class, he presented an odd figure. He had trouble assigning 

names to faces,  deliberating over the stack of handwritten prompts he returned at the beginning 

of the class as though studying a complex puzzle, often calling one name and turning to a student 

only to have someone else on the other side of the room say, actually that’s me. He stroked his 

beard throughout class. He hummed to himself during the ten minutes he gave them to write 

every day, apologizing when he caught someone giving him a look, only to start up again soon 

after. Despite the January temperatures, he came to class every with the sleeves of his shirt rolled 

to the elbow. His hair stuck out wild from his head but was often pressed flat on one side, as 

though he’d just woken up before class began. Cota had thought he was young, but now that she 

was close to him she could see stray white hairs in his beard, a twist of gray hair among his curls 

as he tilted his head to read.  

He turned to her suddenly, caught her studying him, although he didn’t seem to notice. 

“This is great,” he said. “You have a compelling story. The sentences are interesting. You have a 

sort of intuitive sense of structure. It’s just really great.” 

Cota felt herself flushing, a stupid grin spreading across her face. He started to ask her a 

series of questions that she had not anticipated. Was this essay part of something larger? Had she 

given any thought to what she was going to do with it next? Was she a creative writing major? 

Was she at least planning on taking more workshops? How long until she graduated? What did 
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she plan on doing after that? Had she ever considered graduate school? Cota went along with 

everything he asked, pretending that she had considered each of these questions before, 

deflecting with a question of her own when she had no idea how to respond.  

“Do you think I could benefit from more workshops?” 

“That’s a complicated question,” he told her, and then after thinking for what seemed to 

her like a long time, he elaborated. He didn’t believe that you could teach people to write, he 

explained. Some people just innately are writers. When you read the work of someone like that, 

you can tell immediately that it’s there. There’s a spark. A sense that the person knows innately 

how to engage a reader, how to manage tension, how to convey image. Fundamentally this 

cannot be learned. Yes, of course, you can take someone without innate, let’s say talent and over 

the course of a few months make them a better writer, but the gulf between a good writer and a 

professional writer is so vast you couldn’t really even see the shore of one if you were standing 

on the other, and I say that as someone who is still in the middle of the process. But despite that 

reality, the workshop exists on the fundamental premise that it leads to mastery like any other 

college course. It’s a program of study that attracts students based on the fallacy that the person 

leading the group can instill the qualities that will allow a student to become a professional 

publishing writer. And people believe it, which is insane. I always use a basketball analogy to 

explain the problem. Imagine if you took fifteen people like me and put them in a gym with 

Michael Jordan for two or three years. Would they be better basketball players? Sure. But would 

they be ready for the NBA? Of course not, and anyone who would suggest otherwise would be 

laughed at. No matter how much coaching and guidance that Jordan gave to a student, if they 

didn’t have the innate talent of a professional basketball player, then they simply could not make 

the leap to the next level, no matter how much work they put in. Now, on the other hand, if you 
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put Jordan in a room full of kids that were all tall and athletic, he could in time guide all of them 

to varying levels of success on the professional level. The same is true of writing workshops. It 

can make the average person better, but there is a ceiling which they will never be able to break 

through because they lack the natural talent to do so. But if you are an innate writer, then a 

workshop will accelerate your progress towards better things. 

“Which side of the fence do I fall on?” 

He laughed. “Do you really think that I would go on a rant like that only to tell you that 

you don’t have any talent?” 

“I don’t know. I’ve never written anything before, so I’m just not sure what to think.” 

“That just proves what I was saying all the more. It’s innate for you.” 

“So you think I should take another workshop?” 

“I think that, if you wanted to, you could eventually publish this.” 

“You’re fucking with me now, aren’t you?” 

 “Not at all.” 

 Cota stammered for a moment, then finally managed to say. “I mean, how do you go 

about doing that? I don’t even know the first step.” 

 He asked what she knew about graduate writing programs, and Cota was forced to admit 

that she had not known that such programs existed before this moment, and so in the last half 

hour that remained before their class began, Professor Davis explained the whole process to her, 

from applications to coursework, publishing, what it would take to secure a teaching gig that 

would pay her a middle class wage. She tried to repeat it all to Pepper when she got her on the 

phone the next afternoon, and she listened patiently, though Cota knew she was rambling, 

probably not making much sense.  
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“Sounds like this guy is trying to fuck you,” was Pepper’s response when Cota finally 

asked her what she thought. 

“That’s a shit thing to say.” 

“I don’t mean it like that. I’m sure he believes all of the things he said to you. It’s just 

that as I’m listening to you, I can’t figure out what’s in it for him, right? Why is he taking such 

an interest?” 

“Well, for one, that’s what the university pays him to do.” 

“Okay, but do you think he would’ve given you the same attention if you were a dude?” 

“Would you still be accusing him of trying to sleep with me if I were?” 

“I don’t know. I guess it would depend on what you wearing at the time.” 

That made Cota laugh, then she admitted that, yes, of course, she had been reticent at 

first, made nervous by how seriously Professor Davis had taken something that she had spent so 

little time writing, how quickly he had pushed the conversation towards talk of graduate school 

and publishing, two things that she had never entertained among all the outlandish fantasies 

about where life would take her after graduation. But then she found herself telling him that the 

idea of a university giving her money to take classes and write a book about her life sounded 

amazing, that working as a professor sounded like a dream, and suddenly she found herself 

telling him the whole story from the semester she met Virgil to the day her father arrived in 

Melbourne to bundle her up in the back of a rented van and drive her and her kids back to 

Oklahoma. Then she was agreeing to bring him an expanded version of her essay in two weeks. 

She was writing down his suggestions about what she’d brought to him, where to expand, how to 

sustain tension, when to flesh out a scene. She said yes when he asked if she could write a 

companion piece to her first essay, something from later, focusing in on a single day that 
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captures the major currents of her life when times were good. A kind of before and after. Later 

she could add an essay about the fall, then another about her redemption. Tack on an essay or 

two about growing in Oklahoma and her experience in college and she would have enough for a 

book. All you have to do now is write, he said. 

 “But I guess it never struck me as creepy,” Cota said to Pepper, “because he never made 

me any promises. He had a lot of advice, but it was always you should consider this or you 

should to do that. He never said I can do this for you or we could this together. The whole 

conversation was him pointing me in the right direction, you know, not leading me by the hand.” 

 “Okay, yeah, he’s not going to whip his dick out the first time you sit down with him.” 

 “So I shouldn’t go back? Just assume that he’s stringing me along and never talk to him 

again. Is that what you’re saying?” 

 “Maybe, I don’t know. Probably not. All I’m saying is don’t too get carried away. Keep 

both feet on the ground.” 

 “All right, and I’m telling you to stop acting like every guy we come in contact with is 

trying to sleep with us.” 

“But the thing is that they are,” Pepper said. “Some dudes are just more subtle about it.” 

* * * 

Though a thief, I was not a criminal. That was how Cota began her second essay. She’d 

struggled to get started for one week and then two, finding it difficult to recreate on purpose what 

had come to her so naturally on accident. After she put her boys to bed in the room where her 

brother had spent his childhood and after she had finished the work from her other classes, Cota 

would sit on her brass bed with her notebook in her lap and try to write. Often she would stare at 

the blank page for half an hour, doodling in the margins, before giving up. On the nights she did 
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get something down, her thoughts were scattered. She described the work she had put in with her 

father on the pecan harvest. She wrote a summary of Thoreau’s arguments against material 

comfort at the beginning of Walden. She wrote about the Las Vegas billionaire who’d just 

abandoned construction on a 90,000 square foot house begun an hour and half to the west of 

where she and Virgil lived during their first year in Florida, a man who, in a newspaper article 

that Cota had read seven years before but still remembered, was quoted as saying that he’d built 

this house because wanted the same thing for his family that everyone else in Florida wanted—to 

live the American dream. 

  Out of desperation, she drove to the library one evening and emailed her professor. After 

apologizing for bothering him with such a petty problem after all the help he’d already offered 

her, she confessed that she was struggling mightily and asked if he had any advice about how to 

get started. There were only a half-dozen bags of pecans remaining outside the barn, and Cota 

had promised her father that she would be back early enough to spend a few hours cleaning, but 

instead of returning home she remained at the carousel in front of the computer. Virgil had sent 

her another message, and instead of moving it to the folder that she had titled V, she opened it 

and began to read. The letter was long, and for several paragraphs she felt as though she taken a 

novel at random from the shelf and opened it to the middle. He spent a lot of time talking about 

how much he regretted having to leave behind the fishing charter where he’d worked the 

previous summer with a man named Paul. He kept making references to the ferry ride up from a 

place called Bellingham, although he did not name his destination. Soon, it became clear to her 

that the story she had been telling her parents and her sons about Virgil heading for Alaska was 

true. He had made it to Anchorage, found work as a deckhand on a crabbing boat. The 

coincidence made her laugh out loud. There were paragraphs describing the routines of the boat, 
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the weather. It had been a poor season, but he’d made some money that he’d then deposited in 

their Paypal account, which, he observed, she still had not touched. He said that, as long as this 

money remained untouched, he would know that she had not read one of his letters, which was 

fine by him. He understood. It was a shitty thing he had done, cutting off contact like that. 

Despite having gone through it all before, he said, he wanted to apologize again. He didn’t think 

there was any way he could ever express just how sorry he was. Virgil continued on like this for 

several sentences, lamenting everything she’d been forced to endure because of his mistakes. 

Then he abruptly ended the letter with, “In short, I understand why you remain silent, and I 

accept the justice of this punishment.” 

 Cota opened up a reply to this message and began to type fast, hard. She wasn’t 

punishing him, and she did not appreciate him casting himself as the martyr here. Yes, perhaps 

she’d been wrong to remain in Florida, but he was the one who left, who then stopped answering 

her calls, who dropped off the face of the Earth while she got evicted from their condo and took 

the boys to squat in one of their abandoned houses. Where was his contrition then? Where was 

his fucking money? Did he not see that disappearing from her life and then popping back up as 

he saw fit was a choice that he had the luxury to make, and that he continued to make even as he 

presented himself as the outcast. If he really felt so guilty, then why was he still living out his 

goddamn fantasy in Alaska? Why hadn’t he tracked her down in Oklahoma? Why was he still 

gone? It was a nice story he had constructed about what he was doing up there, but it was also 

bullshit. Complete and total bullshit. 

 Cota stopped and read back through what she had just typed, then she added a postscript. 

“I don’t want you to get the wrong idea,” she wrote. “I am not asking for you to return. Exactly 

the opposite, in fact. I am glad you’re gone. I’m content to live with my parents for now, going 
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my own way. But me telling you to stay away is not the same as you being punished, at least not 

by me. Whatever penance you’re performing for your own guilt is your issue, not mine.” 

 She hit send before she had time to change her in mind, and when the message box closed 

there was already a response from Professor Davis waiting in her inbox. Just a quick note, he 

wrote, to say that I am often able to get myself going by focusing on a single image. Happy to 

talk more on Tuesday. 

 Cota cleaned one bag of pecans and made it through half of another with her mother and 

father when she returned home, then took a hot shower to warm up after three hours in the 

unheated barn, and finally, just before eleven, she sat down at the desk over her journal, a 

blanket draped across her shoulders. She’d known even before she left the library that she would 

begin with the image of herself in the cool sand of the beach. It was not the morning that Virgil 

left, but the morning that she moved out of their condo three months later. There was no money 

to pay rent. She’d pleaded on the phone with a woman who worked for the company that 

managed the unit, but she would not be swayed, only said, “I appreciate the difficulty of your 

situation, but it’s hard for everyone right now,” over and over. So Cota had started to box up 

their things. The furniture she put up for sale on the Internet, except for her mattress and the crib, 

everything else she packed away in boxes. She’d gone door to door, explaining that she had been 

evicted and that she needed to borrow a truck to move her kids to a new place a few miles away, 

until she met a friendly old man who agreed, even volunteered to help her load and unload. And 

so, with everything ready, she’d risen at the first sign of light and gone out to watch the sun rise 

out of the Atlantic Ocean. She didn’t know it then, but that was the last time she’d set foot on a 

beach in Florida.  
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After she loaded up the truck later that morning and drove over the bridge onto the 

mainland, the road lined with the kind of stores where tourists could buy t-shirts and seashells 

and shot glasses, which reminded her of something that Virgil had said—you always exit 

through the gift shop—that made her smile despite everything. Further inland, they passed the 

mall and Cineplex and country club, the neighborhood where she and Virgil had flipped their 

first house, and then they met up with the interstate and turned north for a few minutes until they 

reached the chain of newer developments around Washington Lake, where they had purchased 

one house at the height of the market and then two more in the early days of the decline, 

convinced that everything would bounce back within a year, make them look like geniuses. They 

passed the signs that marked the road into Flora Fauna Estates, The Willows, Chestnut Run, and 

kept going until they arrived at Woodshire Reserve, the frontline of Melbourne’s western 

expansion, now abandoned. Streets had been laid, fire hydrants spaced along the curb, but there 

was nothing else, only grass growing waist-high to the tree line. Three homes had been built on 

the 375 acre parcel, a model near the front gate, another that had been abandoned before the 

interior was finished, and the four-thousand square foot neo-Victorian that Cota and Virgil had 

bought for half of what the couple who financed the construction had borrowed. Their house was 

at the end of a cul-de-sac, hidden from the road by a thicket of flowering jacaranda trees and 

rainbow eucalyptus planted by the developers and since invaded by palmettos. Standing in the 

driveway, Cota felt as though she had left civilization behind. Before he lowered the tailgate of 

his truck, the old man asked if she was sure that she would be all right out here by herself. “I 

grew up in the country,” Cota answered. “I’ll be fine.” 

 And for a time she was. Ethan took to the empty house as though they had moved into an 

enormous playground, tearing off down the hall at full speed, sliding in his sock feet around the 
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empty boxes he had strewn about as a kind of obstacle course, laughing when he lost control and 

flattened the cardboard against a wall. She would follow him out to the manmade pond that 

bordered the northern edge of their lot, beating a path through grass that came up to her waist, 

Charlie, named after Cota’s father, strapped to her chest, head shielded from the sun. It did not 

occur to Cota then that there was any danger in letting Ethan run ahead in the grass, letting him 

wade up to his neck in the murky water. It was just like being back in Oklahoma, chasing her 

brother through the acres of hay that grew in the field behind her parents house, swimming in the 

river that marked one boundary of her father’s orchard, the water turned the color of rust by the 

soil, her father in his chest waders downstream in case one of them got caught up in the current. 

That all changed one night at the end of their second week in the house when Cota went to check 

the locks before climbing the stairs up to the master bedroom where her boys were already 

asleep, and, glancing out pane of glass in the front door, saw a pair of yellow eyes catch the glow 

of the downstairs windows. She hit the switch for the light above the porch, and opened the door 

just as the sandy coat of a panther darted into the grass on the opposite side of the cul-de-sac. She 

didn’t allow Ethan outside again after that until she had mowed the grass in their yard. 

 She acquired a lawnmower from another foreclosed house that she found empty in a 

neighboring development. A few days after she moved to Woodshire Reserve, she loaded her 

boys up in the car and went to check on the other two houses that she and Virgil had purchased 

eighteen months before. The first had been taken over, the locks changed, the interior cleaned up. 

There was a relator’s keybox hooked around the doorknob. The blinds were up, and she could 

see through the windows that all the work she had started before Charlie was born had been 

finished by someone else. She recognized the color she had picked out on the wall, the dark 

flooring she had bought to match it. But the second house was untouched, so she let herself in. 
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The kitchen appliances were still shrink-wrapped in the living room, boxes of laminate flooring 

and cans of paint stacked against the wall, rolled carpet still in the spot where she had abandoned 

it after dragging the load halfway across the yard. Grass had grown up all around the roll, which 

was covered in patches by some kind of moss that had given root to red flowers. Cota went back 

through the house and began collecting everything that she could sell and that was small enough 

to fit in the back of her car—a chop saw, a microwave still in its box, an uninstalled farmhouse 

sink that was so heavy she had to set it down halfway up the walk to rest. 

 It was while she was loading up her car that she was approached by a man who had been 

working as part of a three man crew at a house catty-corner from her own, filling the back of a 

pickup with molded dry wall and water-stained carpet padding. He offered her a bottle of water, 

commented on the heat, then asked if she was the owner of the house behind her. 

 “I was once,” she answered. “But not anymore, or at least not for long.” 

 “You got somewhere to go?” 

 “I appreciate you asking, but we’re fine really. My husband found something temporary 

for us,” she quickly added, not wanting to reveal too much about her situation. 

“Good, I’m glad to hear it. I’ve seen so many people get thrown out on the street with 

nowhere to go recently I’ve started to carry these.” He showed her a stack of flyers in his hand 

with information about a local shelter.  

 “Is that what you guys are up to across the way?” 

 “Yeah, a trash out job.” He turned and looked back over his shoulder. His two 

companions were siting in the shade, drinking beer, pretending not to watch their conversation. 

“It’s shit work, but construction work is so scarce I can’t afford to turn them down.” 

 “I know about that. My husband worked construction for a long time.” 
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 “Yeah, well, if he’s in the market I could always use an extra set of hands. The banks 

have so much inventory coming in that I can barely keep up working dawn to dusk.” 

 “Actually, my husband left,” she admitted. “Back to Texas looking for work.”  

 “That’s tough. I’m sorry to hear it.” 

 “What about me?” 

 “I’m sorry, I don’t understand what you mean.” 

 “You said you need a set of hands. Are you willing to hire a woman?” 

 He smiled, glanced over his shoulder at the men under the tree again. “I need help, but I 

can’t really afford to bring on any greenhorns.” 

 “I was renovating houses full-time when the market caved.” 

 “Yeah, no, I understand, but I just don’t think it’s a good idea. I hate to say it, but this is a 

man’s job. We’re not doing detailed work. It’s all gutting. Tear everything out and drag it away.” 

 “I guarantee you I’m stronger than the two dudes drinking in the shade over there.” 

 “I’m sorry. I just don’t—” 

 “Okay, all right. You don’t want me around, that’s fine. I’m not interested in an 

apology.” 

 She went back in the house, collected the tools they had left scattered around in a plastic 

bag. When she came back out, the man was still in the same place. He’d taken the chop saw from 

her trunk and was inspecting the moving parts for rust. Ethan was watching from the edge of the 

yard, and she told him to go sit by his brother, then to the man, she said, “Is there something I 

can help you with?” 

 “I’m curious about what you’re going to do with a tool like this.” 

 “I guess that’s my business, isn’t it.” 
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 “Are you going to sell it?” 

 “Not to you.” 

 “That’s fine, I’m not interested,” he said. “But there is something else I think I could do 

for you.” 

 And that was how Cota began her career as a scavenger of abandoned houses awaiting 

foreclosure. The man, who introduced himself as Felix, told Cota that since he’d begun to trash 

out houses, he’d found all sorts of things left behind—flat screen televisions, appliances, even 

jewelry, cash. He and his crew weren’t allowed to keep any of it, technically. Everything they 

found was property of the bank foreclosing on the house, but of course they didn’t want it either, 

so anything that he and his men couldn’t slip into their pockets went into the trash heap along 

with the other trash. Felix could lose his contract if he were caught breaking the rules, but if 

someone were to know, say, where the empty houses were and get there before his crew, they 

could clean the place out and the banks wouldn’t be any wiser. If she was interested, he said, he 

could text her the addresses of the houses they had on their schedule for the week ahead, give her 

a few days to make her way over and see what she could find. Easy, risk-free scores. All he 

asked for was a small cut of what she brought home from the pawnshop. 

 Cota told him she wanted to think about it, but really what choice did she have. She had 

not heard from Virgil in months. After she paid the outstanding balance to get the utilities 

switched back on at the house in Woodshire Reserve, she barely had enough money left to buy 

food for the rest of the month. And so a few days later she drove back out to the barrier island 

and left her kids with a mother she had befriended on her old street, and then headed out to the 

address that Felix had sent her the night before. The first house was a breeze. She went around to 

a backdoor and tapped a long, flathead screwdriver into the crevice between the jamb and the 
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door with a hammer until the tip hit the latch and the door swung open. She wore a respirator 

over her face at Felix’s suggestion, but the house was clean, bright, a little stifling from the 

humidity and heat, but ready for whoever would move in next. Felix had warned her that she 

would encounter the occasional place like this. The banks were offering people who had stopped 

paying their mortgages cash to move out, provided they cleaned up before they went. Cota 

searched the closets and cabinets, all of which were empty. A few months later she would’ve 

turned off the water, crawled under the sink with a wrench and unhooked the faucet. She 

would’ve unhooked the gas range and pried it out of the countertop. She would’ve taken down 

the ceiling fans. This was the stuff that sold most reliably on the Internet, not the clothes and 

small appliances and videogame consoles that she was always after at first. And so she left her 

first house empty-handed. 

 The next address was more indicative of what was to come. The odor hung like a curtain 

in the doorway, something she had to push through, yanking her mask up over her nose. The air 

was sweet and sour like the smell that rose from her mother’s compost pile in the summer, but 

beneath that was something else, something rancid, something that made Cota recall the time 

from her childhood that an opossum had fallen from a tree in the yard and crawled under her 

parents’ house to die, filling the rooms above with the rot of carrion. Water seeped from the 

carpet beneath her feet with each step. Clothes were heaped in piles along the walls. The table in 

the dining room was covered with bills and unopened mail that had started to disintegrate back 

into pulp. A mold sprouting white hairs like the wisps of dandelions grew on the dishes piled in 

the sink. Cota moved gingerly in the house, calling out hello over and over, easing open each 

door she encountered as though she expected to find some grotesque scene on the other side, but 

instead she found only the ordinary debris of modern life. One small room was decorated with 
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the racecar wallpaper, another with pink polka dots. The master was painted tan. The sheets on 

all of the beds had been thrown back as if the family who lived here had been forced to leave 

suddenly in the morning. The drawers in the dressers had been left open. Cota could not bring 

herself to search through the children’s rooms that first day. She pocketed some cheap jewelry 

that had been left behind on a nightstand, and then in the master bathroom, she found the source 

of the smell—the corpse of a small dog on the white tile floor. At the sight of it, Cota ran out of 

the house and back to her car. She drove home with the windows down, sucking in the clean air. 

She went to the house in Woodshire Reserve and showered before she picked up her boys. 

 Cota continued to go back out. She bought herself more gear, thick rubber gloves, blue 

jumpsuits the zipped up the front, and over the next weeks she began to make money selling 

power tools and televisions and musical instruments to pawn shops. Quickly, though, she taught 

herself what was worth taking by scouring the ads posted online, focusing on what demanded the 

highest price—the appliances. She was able to trade her sedan for a truck straight up at a used 

car dealership, and then she began to pick kitchens clean, rolling out dishwashers and 

refrigerators. After a few months, Felix came to her with a way to improve their operation. The 

banks allotted him a few hundred dollars of petty cash to buy anything he deemed necessary for 

the cleanup of a house, which meant that he had been going to the bathroom wholesaler every 

day to buy sinks and faucets to replace what she had taken out, but there was no reason that 

money had to go to someone else when he could just as easily buy the very pieces that had been 

removed by her. Again, Cota hesitated. Surely, something like that had to be illegal. Felix’s 

answer was, “No more or less legal than forcing people out of their houses over a matter of a few 

thousand dollars.” Then he explained how to keep them both safe, which involved printing up 

receipt booklets with a made-up name, an address that didn’t exist, and a phone number linked to 
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a throwaway phone. All the transactions would be cash, and if the bank ever got suspicious, she 

could throw away the phone and there would be no way to track her. 

 The money came in steady after that. Cota was able to buy clothes for her boys, furniture 

for the house, a tree and gifts at Christmas. Still, she slept on a mattress on the floor next to 

Ethan, Charlie in his crib close enough that she could reach him without standing up. Since she 

began to spend her days searching through other people’s houses, she no longer felt entirely safe 

inside the enormous house in Woodshire Reserve. She had seen more than one truck over the tall 

grass, cruising the streets of this empty development, had stood at the window and looked down 

on a truck that pulled into her cul-de-sac and stopped, engine idling for a few minutes before it 

pulled away again. She began to have dreams about men breaking in to steal the things that she 

had salvaged and left in the garage, often waking up to walk the empty floors of the house in the 

dark, gun in hand.  

She’d found the pistol on one of her salvage runs, a .45 automatic just like the one that 

her father used to take hunting in case he needed to put an injured buck out of its misery. She 

bought bullets and a holster and a small lockbox that she stashed beneath the corner of her 

mattress. She no longer went anywhere without her gun. While Ethan played on the mowed grass 

behind their house, she carried the gun in a bag she kept slung over her shoulder. When she went 

into a house, she wore it on her belt underneath her jumpsuit. In all that time she only fired it 

once. Going into a house with windows that had been broken out, walls covered with graffiti, 

Cota opened the cabinet in the kitchen to loosen the screws that held the sink in place, and there, 

only two feet away, was a coiled python filling almost the entire space. Cota fell backwards, slid 

into the wall that was close behind, her feet pumping uselessly against the linoleum. Expecting 

she might find an unsavory character squatting inside this house, she already had her suit 



 

 110 

unzipped. Without thinking about it, the gun was in her hand. She emptied the entire clip into the 

space under the cabinet, where the snake began to thrash and flail before falling still. Afterwards, 

she was too shaken to stand up. The noise in the small space left her ears ringing. She had to lean 

against the wall on her way out, then clutch the chain link fence that ran around the edge of the 

property to stay upright on her way to the car. 

 Her encounter with the snake was the beginning of the end. She picked up her boys and 

went home, stripped down in front of the mirror in her bathroom, examined herself again to 

ensure she had not injured herself, then lay down on her mattress for a nap. Ethan woke her up 

sometime after the sun had set to tell her he was hungry, and Cota made a pot of macaroni and 

cheese on the stove, sitting on the counter while she waited for the water to boil, feeling more 

exhausted than she had at any time since she was pregnant. After her she fed Ethan and Charlie, 

she went back to bed and did not wake up again until late the next morning, her head tender and 

painful, a dull ache in her chest. Calling out to her oldest son from the mattress left her feeling 

depleted. She had been salvaging houses every day for nearly a year, rising at dawn, as she had 

for most of her life, to get her boys ready for the sitter, staying up until midnight taking care of 

all the things that needed to be done around the house, but she had always been able to summon 

the energy to get up, to work, to take care of what needed to be done. And then suddenly it was 

as if the fatigue that she had pushed back day after day had hit her all at once. She lacked the 

strength to lift herself off the mattress. Ethan reported that he had fed himself and Charlie cereal 

while she slept, and she asked him to bring her two of the hardboiled eggs from the bowl in the 

refrigerator, then she showed him how to peel them for her. After a day in bed, she managed to 

return to work, moving much slower, taking breaks every half hour to sit down outside, waiting 

until the end of the day to load everything into the back of her pickup, which now drained all of 
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her strength. She dragged herself through another month like this, before coming down with a 

fever one afternoon. It was low, nothing to worry about, but it had not broken by the next 

morning, and the morning after that she felt the first sores in her mouth, each white like a pimple, 

and so painful that she had to avoid the area when she brushed her teeth. By the fifth day of her 

fever, the sores had appeared along her gums, had filled the inside of her lips on the top and 

bottom, and appeared on her tongue. She was so tired that she could no longer cook. Instead she 

lay on the sofa and guided Ethan through the steps of lighting the gas burner and heating up 

canned pasta and soup, of frying hotdogs in a pan, of heating up frozen meals. Every night while 

she waited to fall asleep, she promised herself that if she was not better in the morning she would 

call her doctor or her parents, only to then push off the inevitable the next morning. The one 

person she did call was Virgil, but he had changed his number by then, and a man who spoke 

only Spanish answered instead. 

 On the morning that the sheriff’s deputy arrived with the trash out crew to empty her 

house in Woodshire Reserve, Cota awoke with the thought that the bank had uncovered her 

scheme and sent the police to arrest her. Still she was relieved. She called out once to answer the 

voice in the vestibule downstairs, which caused so much pain in her mouth that she decided to 

wait for them to find her. She shook Ethan awake and told him to take his brother out of the crib, 

give him to her, and then she lay back on the mattress with her boys on either side of her, 

whispering to them that everything would be okay, telling them that they were about to go visit 

their grandparents while she went away to get better.  

She heard a voice call out, “Anybody home,” on the landing.  

“No thanks, we don’t want any,” Ethan answered, which made her laugh despite 

everything.  
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A man opened the bedroom door, saying, “Sorry, ma’am, but we have orders to clear this 

place out.”  

He did not recognize Cota until she said, “What are you doing here, Felix?”  

“Shit, girl, are you living here,” he said, then added, “I wish I’d know. I could’ve given 

you a heads up.”  

“No, don’t worry,” Cota replied. “It was time for me to go anyway.” 
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Chapter Five 

It was a Thursday night in October on a stretch of straight, flat highway between 

Independence and Waterloo. A front had blown in around supper, and just like that warm 

afternoon was wiped away by a full on winter storm, road slick as snot, snow coming down 

heavy, kicked up by the wind so that you couldn’t see fence just beyond the edge of the road. Pat 

McKenzie was headed to Dubuque and still had a ways to go when he saw a pair of headlights 

come over the horizon. There was something off about them, that was his first thought, 

something about the way they were bouncing, the way they were pointing. It wasn’t until he got 

within a half-mile that he could see what was happening—the car had left the road and was 

blowing through the snow in the median, bounding over the uneven terrain, swinging back and 

forth between the east and westbound lanes like the driver didn’t know which way he needed to 

go. Pat McKenzie eased up on the accelerator, kept himself far to the right. No telling what was 

about to happen, a lot of trouble on those old roads, kids getting drunk, drug dealers coming in 

from Chicago just across the border. And then, just as he got within a few hundred yards, this 

madman came flying up onto his side of the road and tears ass off going against traffic, close 

enough that Pat could’ve reached out the window and run his hand over the body of the car as it 

went by. Now, normally, Pat didn’t like to put his nose where it didn’t belong, but in this case he 

knew something needed to be done, so he risked plunging into the snow to cross over to the other 

side, almost getting his truck stuck on account of not having anything in the bed to weigh down 

the back end, and gave pursuit. He could hardly see the taillights with the low visibility, and on 

account of the fact that the driver was going way too fast for this kind of weather. He was on the 

phone with a 911 operator, bent over his steering wheel to get a better look at the plates, when 
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the taillights suddenly rose up in the air and twisted over, then disappeared into the darkness. 

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Pat McKenzie said. “That drunk fool went and killed his self.” 

 Eliot Taylor was halfway through a stack of midterms put off for too long already when 

the phone on his desk began to ring. The clock on the wall by the door read half past two in the 

morning. A police officer on the other end of the line asked if he was the son of Professor 

Edmund Taylor at Grinnell College, and then, in the clipped speech of a man paid to have such 

conversations for a living, he explained what had happened, summarizing the statement given by 

a witness to the incident.  

 “My father doesn’t drink,” Eliot interrupted. He’d stood and begun to pace from one end 

of his office to the other when he realized what the call was about. Now, he was downstairs, 

circling the island in the dark kitchen. The essay he’d been reading was still in his hand, rolled 

up into a baton he jabbed into the air to punctuate his sentences.  

 “DWI is only the preliminary conclusion. Nothing will be decisive, of course, until after 

the autopsy.”  

 “We don’t need an autopsy. He wasn’t drunk. I can guarantee you that.” 

 “I’m sorry. It’s standard procedure in cases—” 

“I’ll bet you dollars to donuts there isn’t a drop of alcohol in his blood.” 

 There was a long pause on the other end. “Sir, I appreciate that this is a difficult time 

emotionally, but I resent your implication.” 

 “Listen, I’m not saying that you don’t know how to do your job, only that you’re wrong 

in this instance.” 

 “I was referring to your remark about the donuts, sir. It’s a gross stereotype about men of 

my profession, and I object to its use here.” 
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 “Let me rephrase then. You’re a fucking idiot.” Eliot hung up. He cocked his arm to whip 

the phone against the wall, then caught himself and crumpled his student’s essay into a ball and 

spiked it at his feet. Unsatisfied, he took a pot from the rack above the island and used it to 

hammer the wad of paper into the floor, dropping to his knees for better leverage, switching to 

his left hand when his right arm grew tired, pounding until the handle broke loose and the pot 

went bowling through a doorway and into the long hallway that led to the entryway. The violent 

energy was still coursing through his body, so he got to his feet and headed out to the small 

garage facing the alley, where he kept his bikes. 

 Eliot pumped hard, ignoring his cadence, hunched over the handlebars, standing on the 

pedals, wanting to burn every last drop of energy from his body. He caught air coming off the 

dip at 21st street. He didn’t slow down for the red light at 19th or at 18th, swerving around the 

backend of a car halfway through the intersection. He was on campus now, on the long curve of 

a road that stretched from the towering Architecture Building, which cast a shadow on the 

window in his office on the top of the squat English Building next door, past the Recreation 

Center with its acres of outdoor fields, around the townhouses the university had recently built 

on campus to capitalize on the developers knocking down the homes of the poor to build 

complexes with apartments that rented for more than his mortgage, then there were the older 

single-story buildings from the earliest decades of the university, and then the parking lots that 

lined the new interstate built to provide alumni more convenient access to the football stadium 

on six Saturdays a year. He coasted up to the hard right in the road at the southwest corner of the 

stadium, then began pumping again down the gradual slope of the road that wound past more 

dorms, through the main entrance to the campus, a circular patch of grass tended like fairway of 

a golf course behind a statue of Will Rogers riding a horse named Soapsuds, then past the 
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Administration Building and the Student Union. He carried a lot of speed into the wide curve 

that swung back around onto the straightaway that would take him back to where his lap began. 

His legs had begun to burn, there was a stitch in his side, but he wanted to finish strong before 

turning for home, so he stood again on his pedals and pushed down with all his weight, the wind 

whistling in his ears, the only sound around except for the smack of a geyser shooting up out of a 

broken sprinkler head outside the Education Building. He noted where the break had occurred so 

that he could put in a call to the maintenance department in the morning, have it fixed before the 

sprinklers started up again. He did not think anything of the water streaming across the road until 

his front wheel kicked up a spray against his legs. He felt the tire lose traction with the asphalt, 

and then he panicked, squeezed the break. It was a stupid move. He had enough momentum to 

carry him onto dry pavement again, but instead his back wheel skidded out to the side until the 

frame of his bike was parallel to the handlebars, and then went down, hitting the ground hard and 

sliding to a stop. 

 He had his left arm in a sling when he boarded a plane for Iowa a few days later. He’d 

dislocated his shoulder in the fall, given himself a patch of road rash that started on his shoulder 

and continued around onto his back, tracking the way he had rolled coming off his bike.  

“You were lucky,” his doctor told him. “You could’ve just as easily broken your neck, or 

landed on your face. I had a kid in here a few years ago, smashed his orbital bone so badly he 

had to have reconstructive surgery. What the shit were you thinking riding like without a 

helmet?” 

 “Just got carried away,” Eliot said. He did not want to tell his doctor—who always 

warned Eliot during his annual checkup that he was pushing himself too hard, that he needed to 

find ways to relax, that he shouldn’t go through life alone—about the death of his father. He 
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didn’t want to have a conversation about the amount of stress that a death creates, didn’t want to 

spend fifteen minutes convincing this man that he was fine, that they had never been close, that 

the other Dr. Taylor was more like a favorite professor than a father. He did not want to endure 

the offering of condolences, from his doctor or anyone else, so he didn’t explain why he would 

need his classes covered for the rest of the week. He ignored the secretary in the graduate 

offices—a conspicuously literary-looking undergraduate with black rimmed glasses that took up 

most of her face and a blouse with a lacy collar—when she asked where he would be that would 

leave him out of contact for three days. He spoke to no one except his mother and a man at a 

funeral home in Grinnell about his father, and then flew to Des Moines the afternoon before the 

funeral as though he were headed away to a conference. 

 His mother was waiting for him at the gate. The flight she booked from Oakland had 

been scheduled to arrive hours before he was able to get away, but she refused to change it, 

claiming that she would only fly in the morning, before the plane was junked up by hundreds of 

strangers, before the air began to get stale. Eliot had not told his mother about his accident when 

he spoke to her on the phone, and when she spotted him in the crowd, she let the trashy novel 

she’d been reading drop to the floor and hurried to him, mouth open, eyes wet. Olivia Howard 

had always responded best in moments of crisis. 

 “What happened to you, Eli? You look terrible.” 

 “Patch of turbulence over Kansas,” Eliot responded. “Rattled everyone in coach around 

like pennies in can.” 

 His mother did not laugh, didn’t even smile. “Just like your father,” she said. “Never can 

take anything seriously.” 
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 Grinnell was an hour’s drive from Des Moines. It was dark by the time they reached the 

interstate. The night was clear, moonless. The headlights illuminated the withered snow in the 

median and along the side of the road, the last traces of the storm that had struck almost a week 

ago now. Eliot had only been able to repeat for his mother what he had been told by the fool of a 

cop who had phoned him with the initial news, and just like Eliot, the first thing his mother had 

said was, “Edmund doesn’t drink.” He filled her in now with the news he had received a few 

days before. A woman had called from the coroner’s office to report that the autopsy had 

determined the actual cause of death to be carbon monoxide poisoning. A small leak in the 

exhaust system was probably to blame. In all likelihood, the interior of the car had slowly filled 

up during the long drive back from a colloquium his father had attended at the University of 

Wisconsin until he eventually succumbed and lost consciousness. There was no telling how long 

the cruise control had carried the car along through the snow before he drifted onto the median, a 

few miles at least, maybe more. The good news was that he almost definitely felt nothing more 

than a slight irritation in the back of his throat, a dull headache, before he drifted off to sleep. 

 Listening, his mother began to dab at her eyes with a neatly folded handkerchief. Eliot 

had not expected his mother to cry over his father. He hadn’t even expected her to attend the 

funeral. The last time the two of them had been in the same room together was the weekend they 

came to Cincinnati for his hooding ceremony, and then they had only spoken to one another in 

clipped sentences, exchanging hostile questions, his father asking how the enfranchisement 

business was going, his mother asking if he’d gotten a raise as well when they reduced his 

teaching load or if he was still having to get by on six-figures. That was eight years ago already, 

and as far as he knew they had not spoken to each other since. There was no sadness in his 

mother’s voice when he called her with the news. She responded to this latest crisis as she 
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always had, by discussing the steps he would have to take to resolve the situation, her voice as 

indifferent as a phone operator. Eliot let her explain to him the kind of decisions he would have 

to make with the undertaker, how he would go about executing his will. And when he asked how 

she could be so sure that his father had organized his affairs in the way she was describing, and 

she answered, “Because I know how your father is.”  

When she was finished, Eliot thanked her, promised that he would make it up to Oakland 

soon, a promise he rarely kept, and then said he had to get going, but his mother did not let him 

off the phone. 

“What about the funeral?” she asked. 

“You’re planning to come?” 

“Of course. He was the only husband I ever had.” 

“Sure, okay, I’ll book you a plane ticket.” 

“No thanks, I can take care of that myself.” 

“Fine,” he said. 

“Which hotel are you spending the night in.” 

“I’m staying at Edmund’s house.” 

“All right, I’ll find a place on my own then.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. There’s plenty of space. I’ll sleep in his room, and you can have my 

bed.” 

“No, I told your father when I left that I would never step foot in his house again, and I 

intended to keep that promise.” 

 “Well, I won’t tell him if you don’t,” Eliot said, but of course his mother did not laugh. 
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 There was not much to Grinnell, Iowa. A cluster of chain hotels stood at the interstate 

like a pack of feral dogs waiting to fight over the same scraps. After that came the tractor 

dealership with its combines and headers and tillers and bailers all lined up on the grass 

alongside the blacktop, then they passed the distribution center for a firearms manufacturer, lit up 

with orange light at night, a spotlight on the company’s logo—a ram perched atop an 

outcropping—painted on one the building’s high walls. The houses at the edge of town were 

small, widely spaced, dark. As a child, traveling from Oakland to Iowa to spend the summer 

months with his father, Eliot had always been struck by the darkness of Grinnell at night, the 

stillness. His father had been hired by the college when Eliot was a toddler, but his mother had 

not lasted two years. The place was too quiet for her, too static, too white. Less than a decade 

removed from the tumult of the sixties, the people of Grinnell still stared at his mother as she 

walked down the street, still fell silent when she entered a store or café, and when they did speak, 

they often asked which part of Africa she was from, or complemented her English. His mother 

had shown him a picture of herself from this time. She had not trimmed her afro yet. Over a 

black turtleneck, she wore an olive-colored fatigue shirt that her brother had brought back from 

Vietnam, the name Howard above one breast pocket, a patch of a snarling black panther against 

an orange background above the other. She did not smile. Before Eliot was old enough to enter 

school, she took him back to Oakland, to the same building in the same neighborhood where she 

had lived as a student. When he was older, he asked his mother how she had been able to afford 

law school on her own with a child, and she told him that his father had sent a part of his check 

each month to an account under her name. He pleaded with her to move inland to a safer 

neighborhood with better schools in Berkeley or Piedmont, but she refused to leave her people 

behind, didn’t want her child to grow up blind to the injustices of society, to allow herself to lose 
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touch with the squalor and strife she’d vowed to fight, so she spent what she called his father’s 

“guilt money” on a law degree that would allow her to accomplish what she wanted with her life, 

and stayed in the ground floor apartment with ornamented bars over the windows that cast the 

shadow of a cross on the floor of Eliot’s room at night. Because he was so young, Eliot did not 

think anything of the voices he heard outside while he lay in his bed, voices far enough away that 

he could not catch the words, only the rhythms of the speech. He did not think anything of the 

orange light from the streetlamp, which kept his room bright enough that he could read the titles 

of the books scattered on the floor. It wasn’t until he spent his first full summer in Grinnell, a 

town that he had completely forgotten in the six years he’d been away, that Eliot understood the 

appeal of rural America, the place his mother had always referred to as the fortified heart of 

fascism since before he understood what these words meant. His father lived in a neighborhood 

of two-story homes on wide lots west of the college, and the first night Eliot spent there, he was 

struck by the silence, the darkness. The only sounds were the creak of his father shifting in his 

chair in the office across the hall, the chime of the tall clock at the foot of the stairs marking 

every quarter hour, a dog barking somewhere far away. His door fit the frame so tightly that no 

light seeped in at the bottom, and there were thick curtains over the window, blacking out the 

contours of the room that his father had prepared for him, the unfamiliar furniture, the plush blue 

rug, which had struck him then as a fabulous luxury, a sign that his father was a rich man. The 

next day he rode the bike his father had bought him down the empty sidewalks, heading three 

blocks west to the edge of town, a street with houses to his right and a field to the left planted 

with green shoots that Eliot would not recognize until his time in Iowa was nearly over and the 

corn stalks began to sprout yellow tassels high in the air. Eliot had never seen a cornfield before, 

had thought of them as something no longer existed in the modern world, an artifact from the 
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time of the pilgrims. He left his bike on the strip of asphalt made soft by the August sun where 

his father’s street dead-ended at the field, then waded in with careful steps, mimicking the actors 

he’d seen on television lowering themselves gingerly from the ladder of a spaceship on a foreign 

world. He held his hands out at his sides, let his fingers run over the stiff leaves of the stalks as 

he walked. It was the end of the afternoon, the sun was setting, but he pressed on, carried by a 

desire to reach the opposite end of the field, to find out what was on the other side. And then the 

letdown. When the cornstalks ended, there was nothing but more of the flat empty land that he 

had seen from the window of the car on the drive from the airport. The sun had just touched the 

horizon, and, in a decision that he would almost immediately regret, Eliot decided to sit down 

and watch it disappear completely in the orange and pink haze of rain hanging like a torn sheet 

from a storm in the distance. A cornfield in the dark was a terrifying thing. The stalks had been 

planted along north-south lines, and Eliot had to push through each row of corn as he worked his 

way back the way he’d come, the wind kicking up behind him by the approaching front, a taste 

of moisture in the air that Eliot imagined not as rain but as a surging flood that would come 

streaming along the furrows, covering his feet and ankles, then his knees, and still keep rising. 

He imagined, too, that he was not alone, that at any moment he was going to push through the 

stalks and stumble into the middle of a group of men like the ones who stood on the corner near 

his mother’s apartment in Oakland, men who were taller than his father, with smoke streaming 

from each of their mouths as they laughed at the tears he could not hold back. Rather than go on 

and face the dangers that lurked ahead, Eliot sat, pulled his knees close to his chest, put his head 

down and waited in the dark for help to arrive. At the time it felt like he remained this way for 

hours, though in actuality it was probably no more than thirty minutes before Eliot heard a voice 

carried on the wind and looked up to see the beam of a light streaming through the rows of corn. 
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He jumped up and ran toward the voice. It was his father, carrying a flashlight that he turned on 

Eliot when he reached him, swatting him on his backside until the plastic broke and the batteries 

spilled out on the ground, plunging them into darkness. Back at home, his father sat down on 

Eliot’s bed and apologized for what he had done, explained that he’d been so worried when he 

found Eliot’s bike on the side of the road that he began to get angry at the people whom he 

imagined had taken him, and when he realized that it was Eliot himself that had made him feel 

this way, he could not help letting that anger out. He said he was ashamed, and asked if Eliot 

could understand, if he could forgive him. Thinking they might have shared the same vision of 

street men lurking in the dark, Eliot asked his father who he thought had taken him. He was too 

young to understand the imagery his disappearance had drudged up from his father’s childhood 

in Alabama, and his father had said only, “Just ghosts from my past. Nothing to worry about 

tonight.” 

 After Eliot dropped his mother off the hotel she had booked herself into at the southern 

edge of the college, he passed his father’s house and drove out to the same dead-end where he 

had left his bike thirty years before. The field was fallow. Snow had settled into the ruts between 

the lines of shorn stalks. Eliot walked out into the beams cast by the headlights of his rental car, 

trying to see to the opposite side of the field, but it was too far. The moon and stars were hidden 

by the clouds. The rows faded into the darkness without ending. He started to walk, the smooth 

soles of the shoes he would wear to the funeral in the morning slipping on the frozen ground, the 

wind cutting through a jacket that was not sturdy enough for a winter in Iowa. And so he decided 

to give up, turn back to the empty house that awaited him. 

 The next morning, he drove to his mother’s hotel, and they walked the third of a mile 

together to the chapel on Grinnell’s campus beneath clouds that hung like a low ceiling over the 
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plains. It was a Thursday morning, exactly one week since his father had died, and everywhere 

around them were students hurrying off to class in coats that reminded Eliot of sleeping bags, 

heads down, white chords hanging from a bud tucked in each ear.  

“I see it’s still a whitewash around here.” 

“That’s not true, Mom. You act like the first dozen kids you see are a representative 

sample of the entire student body.” 

“You’d find more diversity at the University of Mississippi than this college.” 

“Now you’re just storytelling.” 

“Sorry, that’s a fact. I looked it up when I first moved here with your father. I had a lot of 

time on my hands back then.” 

“Yes, well, things change in four decades.” 

“Not as much as you’d think.” The wind gusted up around them, and she clung tight to 

his arm, drawing them to a stop. They started walking again, and his mother started up again. 

“You know that’s the reason your father pushed so hard for you to enroll here.” 

“Really, I thought it was because he wanted to give me a first-rate education that he also 

didn’t have to pay for.” 

“What he wanted was to assimilate you into white society.” 

“There you go making up stories about him again. And on the way to his funeral no less.” 

“It’s true. It’s all true. Ed said so himself. He was afraid you’d get stuck in the ghetto. 

Those were his exact words.” 

“I went to a prep school. I wasn’t exactly at risk of dropping out and joining a gang.” 

“It was you turning out like me that he worried about. He was afraid that if you went to a 

school in Chicago, New York, San Francisco you would be unable to turn your back on the 
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plight of the urban poor. That was the phrase he used to try and keep race out of it, as if that was 

possible.” 

Eliot made no response. His mother had managed to silence him at last. He remembered 

the arguments between his parents then. The long distance phone calls from his father to discuss 

his college applications, his mother drying dishes at the sink, pretending not to listen, then 

crossing the kitchen while Eliot had his back turned and snatching the phone out his hand, 

holding the receiver upside down so that she could yell into the mouthpiece without being 

interrupted by his father, warning him against trying to indoctrinate her boy with lies about life 

in a pastoral America that had never existed. In all the years since, he’d only ever thought of this 

as a continuation of the same conflict that had always pitted his parents against one another—

Iowa against Oakland and everything the two places represented. 

“The way that man could talk sometimes. Like conversing with a speechwriter for 

Nixon,” his mother continued. “Always euphemism, truth buried under a pile of words. Always 

dancing around his meaning instead of just coming out and saying it. When we talked about 

college he would say that he was afraid you would misapply your talent, then I would ask what 

that was supposed to mean, and he would pretend to think, like he hadn’t worked it all out in his 

mind beforehand. He’d hem and haw for a minute, then finally tell me he was worried that since 

you had spent so many years in my world that he wanted you to come out to a nice liberal arts 

college like this, where you would be exposed to the more cultured aspects of society, where you 

could see what was out there in the world for you before you decided how to live your life.” 

“You know he tried to talk me out of going to graduate school, too, Olivia. Gave me a 

very similar speech about getting stuck in academia.” 
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“And then what did he do? He called one of his friends at Cincinnati to grease the skids 

for you.” 

“But he wasn’t thrilled about it.” 

“If you honestly believe that your father was not ecstatic about your decision,” his mother 

replied, “then you didn’t know him at all.” 

* * * 

The campus chapel looked like it had been constructed from the same plans as the barns that 

dotted the farms in the area, low and long with a raised gable like a hayloft running beneath the 

spine of the roof. The front doors opened wide enough for cattle to pass through two at a time, 

and the nave was broken up by pillars at intervals that seemed to suggest the dimensions of 

animal stalls. 

  Eliot sat holding his mother’s hand through the platitudes offered by the college president 

about the value Professor Edmund Taylor brought to Grinnell college over nearly thirty-five 

years of service and through the tearful account given by a young man in an oversized suit of the 

mentorship that Dr. Taylor had provided after naming him the chair of English, a position he’d 

held for two decades, a time in which he had shepherded the department from an afterthought at 

a tiny college into the intellectual powerhouse it was today. Then Eliot climbed the three steps up 

to the lectern and stood for a moment, looking down at his father in the open casket at the edge 

of the chancel. He had always insisted that he resembled both of his parents equally, but looking 

now at the softened features of his father’s round face, the white hair, the sloped shoulders, the 

small hands resting atop a narrow chest, Eliot could not deny that he seemed wholly his mother’s 

child. They shared the same set of wide shoulders, a same strong chin and pointed mouth, the 
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same complexion, like the shell of a pecan. Everything he’d inherited from his father was 

concealed, a fascination with words, a sense of the absurd, an obsessive work ethic, a last name.  

 “I had prepared something here,” Eliot said, raising his eyes to the assembled mourners 

waiting in a hush for him to begin. “Something about the contributions my father had made to his 

field, his great love of British Modernism, and all of that. But it occurs to me now that anyone 

who doesn’t already know all of that is in the wrong place, so I’m going to tell you a story 

instead. When I was sixteen and reading everything I could get my hands on, Professor Taylor 

sent me the collected short stories of Hemingway. A book, my father told me, that a young man 

who didn’t know much about the world could still appreciate.” 

Eliot waited for the laughter to ripple through the crowd, a noise that filled the chapel, 

which was designed to augment sound in the time before amplification. He told them that he was 

living in Oakland with his mother then, and reading those stories gave him an excuse every few 

days to call his father, who had read the book decades earlier, before his specialization began to 

narrow to European and eventually Irish literature. He asked Eliot to describe the action of the 

story, then tell him what he thought were the important passages, the places where the author 

revealed what it was he wanted to convey. Eliot had listened to his father speak at length for 

years about Joyce and Woolf, Wilde, Yeats, and Hardy, Eliot and Beckett, but this was his first 

opportunity to conduct his own literary analysis, and it was a disaster. His father would push him 

to move beyond the surface action, to dig deeper into the material. He would ask questions that 

Eliot could not answer. Why the austerity in “Hills Like White Elephants”? Why does 

Hemingway leave so much of the page blank? In “Big, Two-Hearted River,” why the repetition 

of good and clean? Why does he begin the story by observing that the river is still there? Eliot 

would offer his answers, always something flimsy, invented on the spot, and his father would ask 
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him for his evidence, which he would not be able to provide. “Then you have no grounds on 

which to make that claim,” his father would say, and Eliot would respond, “I thought there were 

no wrong answers in literary analysis,” more than a little frustrated. “Here’s what you need to 

remember,” his father would say. “Whether you’re talking about books, the right way to live, or 

where to have dinner, there are no right answers. Everyone is wrong all the time. Some people 

are just better at making their argument.”  

Again, laughter filled the chapel. Eliot looked down and shuffled the two typed pages of 

notes atop the lectern, a trick he’d learned in his first years teaching as a graduate student to buy 

time while he thought about what to say next. The pews were filled to the back, a sea of 

unknown faces, except for his mother directly beneath him, very straight in the pew, a hint of a 

smile on her lips as she waited for what he would say next, and behind her the faculty, many his 

former professors. 

“I know in these moments I am supposed to pivot out of a story like that to some sort of 

insight about the way my father lived, preferably something uplifting that we can all try to apply 

to our own lives, but it seems I chose the wrong story for the occasion. Or perhaps my father was 

not the kind of man who could be distilled into easy maxims.” 

This remark was met by silence. Eliot had lost them. He could sense the collective 

unease, five-hundred people all deciding in the same instant that he had taken a wrong turn and 

was about to embarrass himself in one of the biggest moments of his life. He could feel the pull 

of their anxiety, their desire for him to right himself, say what he was supposed to say, and thank 

them for coming. But instead, Eliot decided to push forward, to finish what he started even if it 

meant going down in flames. 
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“The only thing I can say for sure,” Eliot began, “is that if you asked my father, he would 

tell you that none of us, not his colleagues, not his friends, not even me, knew the real Edmund 

Taylor. We can only stake our claim and then present evidence that our partial, flawed, biased 

perspective is right, knowing full well that each of us is wrong. That we will always and 

inevitably be wrong.” He refolded the notes he had not read from and tucked them back into the 

pocket of his suit jacket. “I suppose, then, if I were to give you a moral to take from my father’s 

life, it would be this—to be alive is to be wrong,” he added before descending the steps back to 

his place in the first pew beside his mother, whom he had finally gotten to laugh alone in the 

otherwise silent chapel. 

* * * 

Eliot returned to teaching and to his duties as the Director of Graduate Studies for the remaining 

weeks of the fall semester. He focused on the daily accumulation of correspondence that flowed 

into his inbox. He read the texts he’d assigned his students, made notes that were no more or less 

exhaustive than he had before. He assessed the essays submitted in the first week of December 

with a quick and efficient eye, then uploaded his grades. He set up an auto-response for his email 

to inform anyone who tried to reach him that he would be unable to access his messages until 

after the New Year, then he packed a box of books and a suitcase of warm clothes and made the 

drive back to Iowa to execute his father’s estate. 

Eliot spent three weeks in Grinnell, but he could not get used to being alone in his 

father’s house. Everything had been left clean and put away before his father departed for the 

colloquium in Wisconsin on the day before he died. There were no dishes in the sink. The bed 

had been made. A load of clothes waited in the dryer to be folded. There was enough frozen meat 

in freezer, enough beans and pasta in the pantry, to last him throughout the upcoming year, but, 



 

 130 

although he had come to sort through his father’s possessions, pack up what he wanted to keep in 

his truck and give away the rest, Eliot left everything in the house exactly as he’d found it. He 

had pulled the door to his father’s bedroom closed without crossing the threshold back in 

October, and he left it closed when he returned. He slept in the room that his father had always 

said belonged to him, though it was as bare and ascetic as the rest of the house, hanging all of his 

clothes in the closet, stacking his books neatly on the desk in the room, making his bed each 

morning as if his father was going to stick his head in the door at any moment, see pants and 

shirts piled on the arm chair, articles and books scattered all over the desk, and chastise him for 

living in such chaos. “The way a man lives influences the way his mind operates,” he’d always 

told Eliot. “A chaotic life makes for a chaotic mind.” 

Eliot could not stand to be in the house at all during the day. Sitting at the small table in 

the kitchen, he found himself straining to hear his father moving around overhead, as he had on 

previous visits, found himself glancing up from the book open in front of him on the sofa as if 

looking around to see where his father had gone off to. He began to haul his laptop and his box 

of books to the library on campus, where he climbed the narrow stairs to the second level of the 

study carousels that were stacked one on top of the other like a child’s fort. But even here he 

could not focus. He would reach the bottom of the page with the sudden realization that he 

couldn’t remember anything he’d read and go back to the top. He would stop in the middle of 

making a note on one of the pages of printer paper he used to organize his thoughts by topic and 

stare out the window at the expanse of grass before the library, yellow now in the winter, the 

trees bare of leaves, the sidewalks empty, most of the students home for break. He thought of the 

years he’d spent in a carousal like this in Cincinnati, building up a tolerance for the solitude that 

would allow him to read alone for twelve or fourteen hours at a time in graduate school, to work 
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for months at a time on his dissertation without interacting with anyone but the students he met 

with for a few hours each week, preparing himself for a life of seclusion. His father had told him 

that there were only two guarantees Eliot could expect from a life of scholarship—very little 

money, and even fewer friends. 

A week after he arrived, Eliot broke down and called Claire. She’d flown in from 

California for the funeral, the first time he’d seen her since he’d left Cincinnati almost nine years 

before, and she’d pressed a piece of paper with her phone number and email address into his 

hand, asking him to swear that he would call her if there was anything she could do. They’d 

entered the PhD program at the University of Cincinnati together, and were brought close very 

fast by the work and pressure, the terror and promise of their future. They met almost every day 

in their first semester, often late in the evening at one of the many restaurants that ringed the 

campus, to eat and talk about their classes, their work, the composition courses they were 

woefully underprepared to lead. It was Eliot’s idea for them to teach each other everything they 

knew about their respective subjects, applying the maxim he’d heard many times from his 

father—the best way to know something is to teach it. The first question he asked Claire was to 

explain why the study of medieval lit was worth pursuing in the modern era. Claire’s face 

darkened at this. She told him that she wasn’t interested in this game and then left. She was back 

the next day with an answer that wouldn’t get her past her exam committee but that was a start. 

They went back and forth like this, probing and testing the limits of the other’s understanding, 

eventually exchanging books, and at the end of the semester, the writing each had submitted to 

their classes.  

Back in Iowa during the winter break after his first semester, Eliot’s father had warned 

him that people in graduate school make friends fast, and lose them just as fast.  
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Eliot said, “You met Mom in graduate school, though.”  

“Yes,” his father replied, “and you saw how that turned out.”  

Then in the spring it happened. Eliot began to invite Claire to his apartment, which had 

more reliable heat than her own, to study in the evening, and after a few weeks, Claire stood up 

on her toes and kissed him in the narrow hall that led to his door. They were together for three 

years after that, the longest relationship in either of their lives at that point, and a feat that Eliot 

had still not managed to reproduce again.  

Claire was giving her children a bath when he reached her, and she didn’t sound 

particularly pleased to hear from him, asking brusquely what she could do for him, as though 

she’d forgotten that she had provided him with her information. Eliot had no reason to call, so he 

halfheartedly asked if she’d had any experience with probate lawyers. He had no idea what he 

would ask next if she said yes, but she did not. A long silence followed, interrupted by a child’s 

shriek, and then Claire said she would have to call him back. Eliot hoped she would not, and 

when his phone rang a few minutes later, he considered letting it go to voicemail before deciding 

that having to eventually call her back with an excuse would be worse than whatever would 

happen in the next few minutes. But Claire sounded different now. Her voice was friendly, he 

could tell she was smiling when she said she was glad to hear from him, that she couldn’t believe 

it had been so long. She asked about him, and he told her about the job in Lubbock and the 

memoir he had published to minor acclaim now almost two years before, which were the only 

relevant things that had happened to him since he left Cincinnati. Instead, he asked Claire about 

herself and then kept up a steady stream of questions to keep her talking. After Cincinnati, she’d 

found a position as a visiting professor in North Carolina, where she’d met her current husband, 

a scholar of Shakespeare. Within two years they were married, his book was accepted for 
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publication, and he landed an endowed position at Vanderbilt with a lectureship for Claire 

thrown into the deal, but she became pregnant during their first year in Tennessee, and after 

taking the fall semester off to prepare for and then recover from the birth, she had no desire to go 

back. So she was full-time mother, she said with a little too much enthusiasm, at least until both 

kids were in school. Eliot went through the things you have to say about someone else’s kids, 

and then he said, “It’s funny, though. I never would’ve pegged you as the type. I figured you’d 

be running a department somewhere by now.” 

“I think I made the right choice. I’m sure you know. Having to put up with all that 

nonsense. Deal with those egos, fight for your seat at the table. And on top of that they still 

expect you to write books and teach. What time is there for anything else after that?” 

“The academy is a life, not a job.” 

“Well, it’s not a very good life, you ask me.” 

“I won’t argue with you about that,” Eliot said. “It was one of Professor Taylor’s 

aphorisms.” 

Claire was silent for a moment. When she spoke, her voice had changed again, softer 

now, gentle, ready to comfort. She asked how he’d been holding up, if he’d started the dreadful 

process of selling his father’s house and all of that. 

“I’m in Grinnell right now, actually.” He explained that he’d met with a lawyer, and, as 

expected, his father had everything squared away. The house had already been listed for sale. “I 

planned on having the whole house cleared out by now, but I haven’t even gone to buy boxes 

yet.” 

“Please tell me you aren’t just moping around all day, having madeleine moments with 

everything in the house.”  
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“The problem is that I’ve hardly spent any time here. Every morning I head off to the 

library and sit around in the stacks until it gets dark outside, trying to make some progress on my 

book.” 

“Work can’t solve everything.” 

“Professor Taylor would disagree with you there. All he had was the work.” 

“Well, better that, I suppose, than to uncover a big surprise.” 

Eliot didn’t understand what she meant. 

“You know, a box full of love letters, a mysterious photograph of a young woman tucked 

away in the drawer. A chunk of money left to a name you’ve never heard before.” 

They laughed together at this idea, both recalling, Eliot knew, the night his father had 

taken he and Claire to dinner on a stopover in Cincinnati. After a few glasses of wine Claire told 

him about the time she’d been introduced to Derek Walcott at a reception after a lecture at 

Boston University when she was an undergraduate. The famous poet had tried to talk her into a 

trip with him some weekend out to Walden Pond—one of her favorite stories to tell. But to her 

and Eliot’s great surprise, this prompted Professor Taylor to drop the congenial tone he used for 

all public interactions and declare with much vitriol that men like that shouldn’t be allowed 

within a mile of a college campus. Nothing, he said, disgusted him more than a lecherous man 

who took advantage of the mighty position entrusted to him by the university. 

 “Nothing would surprise me more, tell you the truth. I don’t even think my father had any 

friends here,” Eliot said. He told her about going to visit his favorite professors in the English 

department when he was home from graduate school, how they would always ask him what his 

father was up to, if he was in good health. After a couple years, he finally asked his father about 
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it, and Professor Taylor said only that Eliot would do well to remember that the people in his 

department are not anything more than colleagues. 

 “No one lives in total isolation. Something will come up. I’m sure of it.” 

 “Professor Taylor did. I never realized until these last two week that he doesn’t have a 

single photograph of a person anywhere in his house. It’s all Impressionist prints and black and 

white landscapes of the places he visited.” 

 “It was Aristotle, I think, who said that a person who can live without the company of his 

fellow man is either a beast or a god.” 

 “Are you asking me to choose?” 

They laughed again, though not as freely as before, and then Eliot heard a choked sob on 

the other end of the line. “I’m sorry,” Claire said. “I shouldn’t joke about him like that.” 

“It’s fine. Really.” 

“He was such a nice man, and it’s just so sad,” she managed. Her voice sank to a throaty 

whisper that touched a scene deep in his memory—Claire laying across his bed in Cincinnati, 

eyes unfocused, wearing a raincoat with the hood still up the last time he’d seen her before the 

funeral, when she had come over in a storm to confront him about rumors that he’d been fucking 

an undergraduate behind her back, an accusation he could not deny. 

Eliot listened to Clair cry over the phone for a few minutes, then she apologized again. “I 

don’t know what’s come over me,” she said. “I only met the man a handful of times.”  

“We can talk about it, if you like,” Eliot said. “There are all sorts of Freudian insights we 

could dive into. Your own father, of course. Your marriage. Maybe some unresolved issues from 

our time together.” 
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“I’d rather not,” she replied. Forcing the cheer back into her voice, she asked him to tell 

her about the book he was working on instead, and suddenly it was as if they were both twenty-

five again, going back and forth, prodding each other, asking deliberately naïve questions. Claire 

had continued to read contemporary novels, but Eliot was forced to admit that he hadn’t turned a 

page of medieval literature since he left Cincinnati, even though he taught a course every other 

year about depictions of war in contemporary American literature that included readings that 

went all the way back to The Iliad. After an hour of this, she told him she had to put the kids to 

bed, then added she hoped they would be able to speak again before another nine years went by. 

She mentioned that she and her husband were planning a trip to the Grand Canyon with their 

kids in the summer, and suggested that they swing by Lubbock, spend the night. He said he 

would like that very much, to just let him know when they would arrive, then she hung up and 

Eliot was again alone. 

 He’d walked the wood floors of his father’s house while he talked to Claire, and when he 

lowered the phone from his head, he found himself in his father’s office, a space intended as a 

formal dining room, which his father had filled with bookshelves and an enormous desk, 

although he had not taken down the gilded chandelier hanging low over the center of the room. 

There was a sofa with its back against the wall, cushions filled with more books, each marked 

with a sticker that carried library information on the spine, and all arranged in stacks that were 

alphabetized like the tomes filling the shelves. He crossed the room to his father’s desk. He’d left 

his papers arranged in piles, a sticky note with a list of the times and names of the students and 

faculty he’d scheduled to meet upon his return. He opened the middle drawer, backing out his 

father’s wooden chair, stamped with the seal of the college, a gift, he’d told Eliot several years 

earlier, for having never abandoned the school for richer pastures on the east coast. The drawer 
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was filled with writing supplies, organized in bins that were exactly the right length for the 

colored pencils his father used to mark up the books he read. Eliot sat down. To his right was a 

drawer filled with paper for the typewriter his father had preferred to his death over a computer. 

He removed the entire stack in chunks to see if anything had been secreted underneath, but, of 

course, there was nothing. The drawer below held hanging file folders, each one labeled with a 

typed tab. He switched on the lamp above the desk to scan through files marked Income Tax, one 

for each of the last ten years, another that read Insurance and Instruction Manuals. As an 

undergraduate, Eliot roomed for a year with a boy from the west coast, the first he’d ever knew 

who downloaded pornography from the Internet on a dialup modem. For a reason Eliot could no 

longer recall, the boy explained to him his system for hiding the images on his computer, naming 

each file with a course number and a date, as if they were notes he’d typed up after class—this 

way, he explained, his girlfriend would really have to be thorough to find anything he didn’t 

want uncovered on his hard drive. Eliot did not expect to find anything so explicit among his 

father’s files, but he looked at each document in each folder to be sure something had not been 

hidden away among photocopied receipts and service records for his car. But there was nothing. 

The bottom left drawer was filled with the articles he’d consulted for a book left unfinished—

one of the first tips he’d given Eliot about research was to save everything he referenced for a 

project in the same place so he wouldn’t have to waste hours looking everything up again when 

it came time to double check quotes and citation—and Eliot poured through these pages as well, 

scanning his father’s straight and consistent handwriting for a phone number, an email address. 

He googled more than one name on his phone, just to be sure, but each time he was led only to 

faculty page at some university, an unsmiling face, a list of credentials. The top left drawer was 

empty, and Eliot felt around inside it as if for a secret button that would unlock a hidden 
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compartment. “How could someone sit at the same desk for twenty years and leave an entire 

drawer empty?” he said to the empty house. Then the answer occurred to him—they wouldn’t, 

unless the drawer had been cleared out for some reason. 

 Eliot did not sleep that night. First he went to the closet in the study, filled with banker’s 

boxes of old documents. He went through it all, grabbing paper by the handful and flipping 

through reams of photocopied book chapters and articles, the lifetime record of research, 

meticulously organized—five books worth, dozens of reviews and conference presentations, 

speeches given to general audiences, notes dated from graduate student days. He had saved it all. 

But none of it contained what Eliot was looking for—a thread that, when pulled, would unravel 

the scholarly persona, leave the man exposed. He emptied the closet, searching for, if not the 

document itself, then a safe or a lockbox hidden. There was none. He searched the shelves for a 

bundle of papers tucked away behind the books, which his father always pulled to the front edge, 

leaving space behind. He opened up anything without a title printed on the spine—perhaps a 

journal, an address keeper. He rummaged through the boots and heavy coats in the entryway 

closet, turning over the boxes filled with scarves and hats and gloves stashed above. He opened 

every drawer and cabinet on the ground floor, moving through the living room and kitchen, the 

antique cabinet alongside the dining table, even digging through piles of napkins and table 

clothes, family china that registered faintly in his memory, wrapped in bubble paper.  

He climbed the stairs and walked the hall to the closed door that sealed off his father’s 

room from the rest of the house. For what felt like a long time, he drifted from the bureau to the 

bed, through the bathroom that opened off to his left and into the closet on the other side that 

stood above the garage and was large enough to hold Eliot’s truck parked below. Eliot 

remembered now his father explaining to him that the previous owners had extensively 
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remodeled the upstairs after their children left home, sacrificing a bedroom so the wife could 

have the closet of her dreams. He’d been in this part of the house only once, during the tour his 

father gave after he took possession. Eliot had not entered the room since, as if continuing the 

bargain his father had struck when he was a boy, promising to respect Eliot’s space during the 

weeks he spent with his father in the summer, provided that Eliot would extend him the same 

courtesy. It had never struck him as suspicious until this moment, and then Eliot was suddenly 

sure he was right—there was a secret, something hidden away in his father’s room, perhaps for 

years. He started at the secretary, an antique his mother had inherited from her own mother and 

then left behind when she returned to Oakland, saying she had no use for such a bourgeois item. 

The creaking wooden drawers were empty, as were the drawers in the nightstands that flanked 

the bed. Eliot then investigated the bureaus, lifting the neatly folded stacks of clothes to peer 

underneath, careful not to wreck the order that had been established. He dug through the towels 

in the closet across from the shower, ransacked the neatly arranged bottles of pills on the top 

shelf, then searched through the drawers and cabinets, trying hard not to look at himself in the 

mirror that ran the length of the counter. He pulled down the shoeboxes that sat on the shelf 

above the hanging clothes in the closet, but each one contained only a pair of shoes wrapped in 

tissue paper. Then he began to search the pockets of the clothes. Tired now, and frustrated, he 

yanked each article from the hanger and dropped it on the floor when he was finished. As he 

ransacked the closet, he felt at first as if he were handling children’s clothing, having never really 

held anything that belonged to his father long enough to appreciate how small it was in 

comparison to the things he owned. Eliot would not have been able to slip Professor Taylor’s 

shirts or coats over his own broad shoulders. After he’d stripped the clothes bar clean, he swiped 

at the hangers in front of his face, sent them skittering across the tile floor of the bathroom. Still 
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unsatisfied, his hand found one of the shoes he’d pulled down from above, and he whipped it 

through the open door. The shoe glanced off the door to the shower, cracking the glass, then 

came to a stop at the edge of the bed, as if his father had just slipped out of it. 

Eliot sank onto the pile of clothes, and only when he was off his feet did he realize how 

much his legs ached, how late it was. He walked back down the hall to his room and slipped 

beneath the cold blanket, light already framing the blinds in the windows. He tried not to puzzle 

over the mystery he’d built up around his father, not to think back over all of the places he’d 

uncovered and imagine that he could’ve overlooked a single document tucked away in all of that 

paper that explained everything. He repeated Yeats over and over again in his mind, a mantra his 

father had told him, when he was still a boy, that the poet had used himself to still his thoughts at 

the end of the day and fall asleep. This had never worked for Eliot, but he always returned to it 

when he was desperate to fall asleep. 

Just before he dozed off, Eliot suddenly realized that he’d forgotten to check the most 

obvious place—the briefcase his father had taken with him on his trip to the conference. He 

slipped back into his pants and jogged downstairs to the garage. The police had given him a box 

that contained everything inside his father’s car, down to the pens and loose change, and Eliot 

had left it sitting with the overnight bag and briefcase on the floor before he drove back to the 

airport, after keeping his father’s things in the backseat of his rental car while he was in town. 

The concrete made his bare feet ache, and the cold was like a pressure against the bare skin of his 

torso. He thought about going back in to cover himself up, but his father’s things were only a few 

feet away. He rifled through the papers in the case first, a condensed presentation of his father’s 

latest book, the margins filled with notes and markings for himself to ensure that he read his 

prepared text smoothly, and a copy of an article written by the young professor who had invited 
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his father with a note across the top thanking him for agreeing to look over his work. Eliot 

unzipped and unclasped every pocket in the case, looking for a folded sheet of paper, a business 

card, a receipt, but there was nothing. He went through his father’s bag, nothing but a shaving kit 

and toothbrush, a change of clothes. Eliot rose again to his full height and wondered if there was 

something he’d overlooked. He scanned the garage around him, which was bare, only a few old 

cans of paint stashed on the shelves along the back wall.  

Eliot climbed the stairs again, then stopped at the top, just outside his room, his eyes 

fixed on the cord that hung down from the attic door above the second floor hall, just outside his 

father’s room. He lowered the trapdoor and climbed the ladder that unfolded. It was dark above, 

but the string from the bare bulb caught on his hair as he reached the top. He pulled it, and turned 

to scan the space, expecting still to find a cardboard box, a safe, even a manila envelope fat with 

paper. But the attic was empty. There was nothing left behind. 
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Chapter Six 

For the first month, Eliot only saw Cota Farrow only at night. She would park her car 

along the busy avenue lined by day with the cars of students who did not want to pay for a 

parking permit, then she would walk up the alley and slip through the gate in his fence. From the 

kitchen window, Eliot would watch her, a tall silhouette backlit by the streetlamp on the corner. 

The yard made it a long walk, and she did not hurry, seemed to slow down even. Eliot liked to 

think that she knew he was watching for her and that she slowed to draw out her arrival, to let the 

ache build, but he knew this wasn’t so. The house was dark inside and out, no light to trace their 

shadows against the curtains for someone passing on the street to see, no light to show a 

neighbor, who happened to glance over the fence from a back window, Cota crossing the 

flagstone porch to Eliot’s back door. 

There was something about meeting late at night like this that affected the way he was 

with Cota. There was no role-play. Cota was not an anonymous call girl sent to satisfy him, nor 

was she Sybil, acting out her rape fantasy. Eliot did not become someone else, only managed to 

ignore any thought that might have made him hesitate with this woman, made him think about 

the consequences, wonder where this may lead. Those nights, in his dark house, Cota was not the 

student he had selected out of all the others to receive full-funding in her first year, and he was 

not her advisor, the professor she came to with questions about which classes to take, how to 

negotiate the complexities of the university system. She was only a body moving beneath him, 

responding to his touch with a fluency he had not experienced before, responding to him in a 

way that he understood, a slight tilt in her hips told him as clearly as if she had spoke then words 

aloud that she wanted Eliot to get behind, to turn her over, to come on her face.  



 

 143 

Always Eliot would meet her in the kitchen. Sometimes he would open the door and pull 

her into his arms without a word, drag her down to the floor, or lift her onto the cold marble of 

the kitchen island, knocking over the canister of spatulas and whisks and spoons, catching her 

hair in one of the grates on the oven. Sometimes he would step back in the hallway, let her call 

out to him, wait for her to come close to him in the dark, then reach out and grab her by the hair, 

turn her around and heave her over his shoulder, carry her to the sofa, or up the stairs to his 

bedroom. Sometimes he would lean against the counter, do nothing, follow Cota as she walked 

around his house until she found a spot she liked and lowered herself to the floor and posed for 

him, calling out names between her steady, measured breathing as she contorted her body into 

the different positions—flying lizard, compass, inverted staff, viswamitra—a recreation of their 

first night together, when he fucked her on the space on the rug normally occupied by his coffee 

table.  

Cota had taken the course he taught on masculinity in post-World War II American 

literature the previous fall, but they had not spoken outside of the weekly class meetings, and she 

had given him no sign that she was the same woman who had driven him home six months 

before in Denton. And like that night in her truck outside the hotel, there was something peculiar 

about the way she acted in his class. It was as if she was trying to tell him something, to incite 

some kind of reaction, to encourage him to make a move. She always sat directly in front of him 

in the circle of desks, as if she wanted to make it easy for him to look at her over the top of his 

open book without turning his head, and he did. It was hard not to. Cota was tall with broad 

shoulders that tapered to a narrow waist. Her legs were slim and muscular and uncovered in the 

warm weather that had stretched into October. She had the complexion of a woman who would 

be compared to porcelain in nineteenth century novels, and for the first time he understood the 
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appeal. She had high cheekbones and a pointed chin, wore no makeup except for two lines of 

bright red lipstick. Her nose and the V of skin exposed by the cut of her shirt were covered by a 

spray of freckles that faded as the summer ended. Her natural expression was sullen, mouth 

turned down at the corners, but when she spoke, she used her entire body, hands gripping the 

rounded edge of her desk as though restraining herself from jumping up and pacing the linoleum 

floor as she worked through her thoughts. The rest of the time she scribbled on a notepad or 

stared out the window, foot bouncing on the floor, as if it took a great effort for her to remain 

still. More than once, Eliot had indulged in a fantasy of Cota springing from her desk, crossing 

the room in two bounds, and leaping into his lap. 

The semester ended. Eliot went to Grinnell, and he did not think of Cota again until he 

spotted her in the audience at a joint talk he gave with a visiting scholar three weeks after he 

returned home from his unproductive winter break. The scholar was a decade younger than Eliot, 

one of the east coast rock stars reared in the Ivies, who managed to place articles in the 

heavyweight journals when he was still a student, and then publish his dissertation with one of 

the academic presses that would ensure his research drew notice from the public at large. Since 

Eliot had met this young scholar at MLA the year before, his book had been included in a write-

up about studies of literature in age of terrorism for The New York Review of Books. He had 

adapted chapters into essays for n+1 and The Atlantic and The Guardian. He had published a 

handful of book review for The New York Times. But he was still a young man. Eliot was 

reminded of this when he met the scholar at the airport, and while waiting for his bag to emerge 

on the luggage carousel, he asked Eliot what kind of shenanigans they had on tap after their 

presentation. Eliot assumed he was joking, but he was not. “Come on, man,” he said. “I’m one 

night only. We’re going to tear it up, right? Get into some shit?” Eliot told him that he could 
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recommend some debaucherous bars near campus and some graduate students who would be 

interested in joining him, but that his own days of carousing were behind him. And then 

something strange happened. When Cota came up to Eliot after the talk to say hello and then 

asked if he was planning on going out with everyone else, he found himself saying yes, and soon 

he was in a bar with concrete floors and wood-paneled walls that had been painted to match the 

red and black of the university, Eliot assumed, but that had faded over the years to the color of 

rust. He was pressed into the end of the booth, the scholar next to him, swarmed with graduate 

students drawn to his academic celebrity. Cota sat across the table, fixed on the face of the young 

scholar while he told stories about getting into an argument with Jonathan Franzen about Philip 

Roth at a party in Manhattan, about the ruthless way Stephen Greenblatt had gone about editing 

his dissertation, about the night he went out drinking with Slavoj Žižek in Boston’s seaport 

district. The smile did not leave her face, and she laughed the loudest at his jokes. When the 

scholar suggested that they take the party elsewhere and Christian offered his place, where there 

was a pool table, he said, and lots of nice scotch, Eliot prepared to excuse himself, to let the 

young scholar have his fun, but then there was Cota again, falling behind the group that set off 

down the sidewalk in the cold, asking if he was headed home already. And so Eliot found 

himself in the apartment of Christian, a graduate student whom he had worked with for four 

years and whom he tolerated much more than he should have due to his talent. While the young 

scholar continued to hold forth, Eliot shot a few short games of straight pool with Christian, who 

ran through two or three balls each time before missing in a way that made him wonder if he was 

trying to suck up to the chair of his dissertation committee. Cota hung close to the table, the only 

student who had broken away from the scholar, and when Eliot put down his cue stick, she 

remained at his side, sitting next to him on the sofa, following as he went into Christian’s 
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bedroom to inspect his shelves of books, placing her hand on his arm each time she spoke to him, 

her voice low so that no one else could hear. Eliot knew he was in a dangerous position, but he 

did not excuse himself to go home, even after the visiting scholar departed and the party began to 

dwindle, and he did not say no when Cota asked him to flex his arm so she could compare his 

bicep to hers, or when she challenged him to lift her, instead clasping both of her hands in his 

and inching her just high enough off the ground that her body swung into his while Christian 

watched. He did not turn her down when she offered to give him a ride home, even after 

Christian called out, “Have fun kids,” from the doorway, a smirk on his face that was so familiar 

to Eliot that he did not have to turn and look back at him to know it was there.  

That look, Eliot decided as he and Cota rode through the silence of four a.m. streets, was 

why he would thank Cota, bid her a good morning, and get out of the car as quickly as possible, 

but before he could open his mouth at the curb in front of his house, Cota said that she had left 

her children with the two women who lived next door and that she wouldn’t mind having another 

drink, if he felt like staying up. “Of course,” Eliot found himself saying, still thinking that 

everything was under control, that he could back out of the situation before things went too far. 

Inside, he poured bourbon into a pair of crystal glasses, one of the few things he’d managed to 

bring back from Grinnell in January, and then he indulged Cota’s request for a tour of the house. 

There was nothing to really show her, a low mattress and mismatched night stands and dressers 

in his bedroom, another bedroom filled with unpacked boxes and unhung art prints, and then the 

long narrow room he had turned into his office, which he’d outfitted with book shelves he’d built 

himself out of soft pine boards and the desk he’d taken from his office on campus when the 

English department received all new furniture. Back on the first floor, he’d set up a stationary 

bicycle and weight bench in the dining room. His most expensive item was the $1,000 dollar sofa 
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that some sales associate had talked him into and then helped him match to a rug and coffee table 

and armchair in his first semester as an assistant professor. He’d intended to go back, and he’d 

intended to repaint all the walls, which were still covered in the bright colors of the previous 

owner—yellow in the living room, salmon in the kitchen, something Eliot had named neon light 

blue in the office.  

“Let me know if you ever decide to redecorate,” Cota said, helping herself to more 

bourbon from the bottle Eliot had left out on the kitchen counter. “I was a big time player in 

Florida real estate, flipping houses.” 

“Yeah, but I know how that career ended.” 

“I had a nice run before the collapse. And I guarantee you that mine were the best looking 

foreclosures to hit the market.” 

It was natural for Eliot to ask what she up to now, a harmless question to steer the 

conversation back into the realm of polite conversation. Cota told him about the classes she 

taught at a gym owned by an old legend from the university’s football team. She’d convinced 

him to build an enclosed studio in his space with a pitch about the opportunity for growth that he 

could facilitate with the money banks were looking to give away for free, a pitch she 

summarized as just the same old bullshit my husband used to move subprime loans. Eliot had no 

idea how to respond to something like this, so he asked what kind of classes she taught, and after 

a few minutes she gave up trying to explain it, and asked him to move the coffee table off the rug 

so she could demonstrate the yoga moves she could not describe. Eliot sat on the sofa and 

watched her bend at the waist until her chest was flat against her thighs. She put her hands on the 

rug, fingers spread wide, and walked forward until she had herself in an inverted V. She raised 

one leg straight up into the air, created a straight line that ran up her heel through her ass and 
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shoulder, the hard muscles in her arms, and ended at her hand. She called out the names of each 

position as she moved, the ironic tone of the conversation that had run throughout the night gone 

now, replaced by something serious. She was standing now with her legs spread wide into 

another V, bent at the waist like a hairpin, the crown of her head touching the carpet. She began 

to shift her weight forward, bracing her forearms on the ground, bending one knee and then the 

other, reaching with one leg and then the other for the exposed beams in the ceiling above her. 

She wore jeans that stretched tight over the muscles that bulged in her thighs and the swell of her 

calf up from her narrow ankles. “Salamba Sirsasana,” she said in a whisper, swaying slightly 

with the effort, her entire body taught. She held the pose for thirty, forty seconds, even after the 

white t-shirt she’d tucked into her waistband came loose and slipped down, the fabric bunching 

around her chin, exposing the soft parenthesis of stretch marks framing the lines of the muscles 

in her stomach, exposing also a neon orange bra and lines of poetry tattooed in a cursive scrawl 

between the jut of her hip and the bottom of her ribs. She lowered her legs, returned to the 

inverted V where she’d begun, and turned to look at him, shirt still collected around her chest, 

and said, “Well, now what?” Eliot did not respond. He lowered himself to the floor, crawled to 

her, tipped her down onto her back on the rug. 

* * * 

Always when Cota came to Eliot’s house in the middle of the night, they would end up in his 

bed, blankets heaped on top of them against the cold air that seeped through the thin windows 

and pushed through the gaps in the seal around the doors. She would lay with her head on his 

shoulder, hair a wild black texture on the white pillow behind her. Or she would turn her back to 

him, clutch his hand in her own, hold it between her breasts, pulling him tight against her. In his 

bed in the dark, she would tell him about the frustrations that filled her days, the anger her oldest 
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son still harbored about moving to a new school, the calls she received every week about the 

younger boy, whom she had entered into kindergarten a full five months before his fifth birthday. 

She would talk to him about the small daily humiliations she suffered at the gym where she 

taught yoga courses to support herself, and about the overwhelming workload of graduate 

school, three books a week of assigned reading, in addition to Xeroxed copies of critical essays 

so dense she had to go over certain passages two and three times. She had read more in her first 

semester than she had in all the years she spent in Florida. She had done nothing but read, a book 

under her arm everywhere she went so that she could get in a few pages while she waited to pick 

up her boys from school, or between the yoga classes she led at a local gym. Not only reading, 

but searching desperately for an insight, something she could bring up in her next class to 

invigorate a discussion gone flat. Cota had passed whole semesters during her undergraduate 

career without saying a word, tucked away on the last row, one of fifty or a hundred anonymous 

faces. But now, she had to weigh in during each class meeting, add to the discussion, offer an 

interpretation, a question, anything that would prove her engagement with the assigned text. All 

she wanted, Cota said, was to be like the PhD students, the way they all seemed to slouch in the 

poured plastic seats of the flip-down desks like a bored kid in front of the television, taking no 

notes, giving no sign that they were even paying attention to the conversation, only to then 

suddenly toss out an observation that would make the professor sit up and smile. She often took 

more notes about what the advanced students said than the professor. She copied down the 

names of theorists and critics she had never heard before with a brief gloss of key words—

Foucault: observation is control, Cavell: reason is community, Bakhtin: subaltern speaks? Even 

more, she tried to record the way the PhD students phrased comments, the technical vocabulary 

that bespoke a level of literary sophistication she hoped to attain. At home she entered these 
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words into a spreadsheet and matched each graduate-level term with its undergraduate 

counterpart in a conscious effort to reorder the way she spoke. In this way, she’d learned to 

replace theme with trope, symbolize with signify, author with text. At night, after she had put her 

boys to bed, she would sit at the desk in her bedroom and practice saying aloud things like, it 

appears that the text invites us to read the trope of violence as a signifier of masculinity.  

Eliot tried to comfort her, told her that he had experienced the same panic and doubt 

when he began his PhD, but it would pass as soon as she gained her fluency. He asked if she’d 

ever lived in a foreign country, then explained that he’d studied for a year in Paris as an 

undergraduate. When he arrived, he could only understand every fourth word spoken to him, and 

in the cafés and markets, the museums, even the métro he’d assumed that the elegant buzz of 

language all around him could only be urbane discussions about art and literature and 

philosophy, but by the end of his time there, he’d become fluent enough to realize he was only 

hearing the same mundane talk people exchanged back home. The same thing would happen for 

her, he said. Soon, she would adjust to the vocabulary of the other students, and then she would 

understand just how underwhelming most of what got said in her classes really was. To this, 

Cota said nothing, only let out a hum that resonated into his body, and shifted the balance of her 

weight so that it fell against him, pulled his arm tighter, dozed. 

Eliot had never been in a situation like this before. The women he’d dated in Lubbock 

had all been professionals, the type who did not talk about their work except to say that it was 

good or dull or a little rough, who had alcohol or television or a dog to focus on instead of their 

problems, who never stuck around long enough to confide much. And then there was Claire. She 

did not worry so much as seethe, pacing her apartment in Cincinnati, jabbing at the air with her 

finger, enacting for him the vitriol she would unload on a smartass student, her committee chair, 
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the man who bumped into her on the street and made her spill her coffee, if only she was given 

the opportunity. Cota gave herself no such defense, no distractions. She exposed herself 

completely to Eliot, and he recognized what that meant, the power her vulnerability gave him. 

With a few words he could have confirmed that all her fears were true, that her life had gone 

horribly awry, that there was no hope. He could have destroyed her as easily as he provided 

comfort. This was not a power he had earned. Eliot knew that. He did not flatter himself. This 

kind of trust, he knew, was simply the habit of woman who had spent her entire adult life 

married. Just as Eliot always prepared the same two dishes for every women he brought to his 

house, hit the same beats in all the nearly identical conversations about his life, even fucked them 

in the same series of positions, Cota wrapped herself in his arms, and sought solace in him, 

poured out her troubles, unburdened herself in the same way she had for so many years with the 

man who took her to Florida and then left.  

It was her confessions that led Eliot to eventually tell Cota about his father, which in turn 

brought their nighttime meetings to a sudden end. Edmund Taylor had enough of a reputation 

that Eliot had expected the news of his death to reach someone in his department, but the 

professor who filled the slot reserved for a scholar of modern British literature at Texas Tech 

University had become more interested in talking about rock bands from the sixties than 

literature after he received tenure. As far as Eliot knew, no one in the department had found out, 

and as the days turned to weeks after he returned from the funeral, Eliot decided to leave it that 

way. Cota was the first person he had spoken to about his father since the night in January that he 

called Claire. But he could not bring himself to trust Cota with the same power that she had 

given without a thought to him. At first, he only told her about the accident, about the ludicrous 

speech he’d given over the coffin, the listless weeks he’d spent in Iowa, unable to finish the job 
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that he had gone there to do, not even bothering to put the place back in order after he searched 

through all of Professor Taylor’s things. He told her about the breathless call he’d received from 

the realtor in Grinnell to tell him that someone had ransacked his father’s house, asking if there 

was anything of value they might have carried off. Eliot listened to her for several minutes 

before he realized that he’d been the one who’d inflicted the damage that the woman described, 

but he did not bother to set her straight. He allowed her to notify the police, and then he had 

called up the department himself to demand that they dust the place for prints, search for 

footprints in the mud around the foundation, send a man to used bookstores as far as Des Moines 

to inquire about suspiciously large collections or rare books brought in since January. To explain 

his desire to waste the police’s time, he told her about the call he’d received the night his father 

died, the argument about a donut. This, unexpectedly, was the turn that led him to confide in 

Cota in a way that he had not intended. She wanted to know what he did after that phone call, 

and so he told her about the pot, where she could find the damage he’d gouged into the kitchen 

floor. He told her about his reckless circuit of campus, the accident. He guided her fingers over 

the rough patch of skin the road rash had left on his shoulder, which she said, was like a 

continent on the globe she’d had as a child that modeled the topography of the land. He liked 

that. These small admissions led to more. Cota began to ask questions. Why did he think he’d 

reacted like that? Why had he departed from his prepared remarks at the funeral? And what, for 

that matter, had he really been looking for when he ransacked his father’s house? Eliot 

considered lying, then decided to instead feed her generalizations. He said that his father had 

remained unknowable his entire life, always a little distant, the wheels constantly turning in his 

head, never really departing from the book he was working on. So, perhaps, alone with his 

father’s things at last, he had gone looking for any sign of an inner life. Or perhaps he was just 
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frustrated, at himself, with the enormity of the task, with the useless of it all. Or perhaps there 

was something else, something unconscious, even. Like everyone else, he had always felt that 

he’d never quite lived up to his father’s expectations, and he felt a compulsion to seek out some 

artifact that would prove he was wrong. Maybe he was trying to find something that would 

bridge the distance that living in Oakland had installed and that Eliot had never really been able 

to bridge, even after he attended Grinnell at his father’s suggestion. But none of these answers 

satisfied Cota, and it was in the way that she pursued her interest in his father that allowed Eliot 

an insight into how her mind operated, to glimpse the way she synthesized information, to see 

her more clearly. With her, nothing he said was ever lost, not his throw away lines, not the jokes 

meant to deflect a line of inquiry. She held onto it all, and then bounced each new detail he 

offered off of everything filed away, seizing on the matches, the juxtapositions, the disparate 

facts waiting to be fused together into insight. She was convinced that there was something 

among his father’s things that he’d wanted to destroy, to hide away from the world forever, a 

secret from the past, or perhaps just something that he’d rather keep to himself for some reason. 

“You’re delving into the realm of conspiracies now. Grasping at straws,” Eliot said, 

giving her shoulder vigorous rub to dull the sharp point of his response. 

“Okay, yes, maybe I’m overreaching. But only because you’re hiding something from 

me.” 

“I am not,” Eliot lied. For some reason he did not want to admit that the joke Claire had 

made about a secret girlfriend had sparked his search. It felt petty or absurd, how easily he had 

been swayed by suggestion, how quickly he’d abandoned everything he’d known to be true 

about his father. It was embarrassing, somehow. 
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“Without motive it doesn’t make sense,” Cota said. “You know what it reminds me of? 

It’s like when I was back in Florida, going through abandoned houses. One day I went into a 

place and found a man sprawled out on the tile inside. He jerks up out of a dead sleep and sees 

me standing there in my coverall, my respirator and gloves, trash bag in my hand, and he asks 

what I am doing there. ‘Nothing,’ I told him, but of course you don’t end up in a situation like 

that by mistake, and since I refused to answer, it was up to this guy to fill the void. He asked if I 

was with the bank. The cops. Still half asleep, he finally asked if I had bought the house, and I 

told him that was it.” 

“Am I supposed to be you or the guy on the floor in this story? Or, wait, am I the bank?” 

“When someone catches you red-handed, and you refuse to acknowledge the truth, then 

you leave them no choice but to invent all kinds of crazy reasons to rationalize the unexplained.” 

“I wish I could say that you were right, but there’s just nothing to explain it. I was in the 

house, I couldn’t sleep, and I decided to look through his things, see what treasure I could 

uncover.” 

Several minutes passed in silence. Eliot hoped that Cota would fall asleep with her head 

on his chest, but he could tell she was still awake by the way she was breathing. At last she said, 

“Can I tell you what I think is really going on?” 

“Is it going to make me laugh?” 

“Maybe, but I seriously doubt it.” 

“I’ll take my chances then.” 

Cota rolled away from him. She lay on her back. After hours in the dark, Eliot could see 

her clearly, the corners of her mouth turned down as if frowning, the wild knot of her hair, her 

bare shoulder, her hands moving in the air above her as though she molded the words she began 
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to speak. She told him that the reason he had gone through his father’s things was the same 

reason he had pursued her the night the visiting scholar came to town. It was a passive pursuit, 

sure, but a pursuit regardless, stalking her from the reading to the bar to the apartment, little 

looks and jokes all night to let her know that he didn’t want her to leave him alone, go off and 

join the others, then, of course, accepting a ride from her, putting himself in a position for 

something to happen, even if he wasn’t going to instigate it. She had not been surprised by any of 

this. She had seen the way he looked at her the previous fall. She’d recognized what he was up to 

in the cab of her truck back in Denton, the little feelers he put to gauge her interest, his arm 

across the seat, the offhand comment about her beauty, the way he kept apologizing about 

keeping her without making any move to get out. But why had he not done anything? Why had 

he waited until the night of the scholar to finally act? She was certain that it was not something 

she had done. To be honest, she said, in her truck she had tried to encourage him to make a pass, 

to put himself out there. Her friend had warned her about professors using her ambition to get her 

into bed, and she had decided out front of that hotel that she was going to put Eliot to the test. 

She had decided that, if he ignored all of her signals, she would apply to Tech, knowing that 

there was at least one professor out there who would treat her fairly. If he had tried anything, she 

would’ve rejected him, not applied to graduate programs, probably still be in Oklahoma. But he 

didn’t try anything, of course, and so that left her with a question—what had changed between 

then and now? The obvious answer was that his father had died, which had perhaps triggered 

some kind of crisis, shook something loose, but it couldn’t have been that alone. He’d spent six 

weeks with her in the immediate aftermath of the death in the fall, and nothing had changed, 

which left her to conclude that something went down over the break in Grinnell, something 

connected to him, in the middle of the night, rifling through everything his father had owned. 
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Here she fell silent, as if she wanted Eliot to either confirm or deny this assertion before she 

continued, and when Eliot remained silent, she said, “Say something. Make a joke. Tell me I’m 

wrong.” 

Eliot could not. He knew she wasn’t wrong. The only time he had wept since his father 

died was the day after he searched through his father’s house, when in the bright light of a rare 

sunny morning in the Iowa winter, he had walked back through the house while he drank his 

coffee. It all looked so pathetic. The sum total of his father’s life dragged out of his closets and 

drawers and dumped on the floor. Then Eliot began to think about what would be left behind if 

someone ransacked his house. His father had nothing, but Eliot had even less, and that realization 

was what made him sink into his father’s chair, put his head down on his desk, and weep. But 

Eliot did not want to admit any of this to Cota, so he said only, “That’s a cute bit of 

psychoanalysis.” 

“I warned you that you wouldn’t like it,” she said. “Do you want me to shut up?” 

“No, please continue. I’m interested to find out how my story ends.” 

He didn’t find anything. She was sure of that. If he had discovered what he went looking 

for, he would’ve put the house back in order to cover his tracks, prevent anyone from even 

suspecting that the thing he’d destroyed had existed in the first place. When he had found 

nothing, it must’ve been whatever prompted the search that also changed the way he acted 

around her, and if the two were related, then the reason he went through his father’s things must 

have something to do with the man’s personal life, or, rather, his romantic entanglements.  

Eliot couldn’t help himself. “My father was not involved with anyone. He was an acetic, 

a monk. He never had a single girlfriend, that I knew about, after my mother left.”  



 

 157 

“Which is the point I was about to make,” Cota replied, her voice taking on a hard edge 

to match his own. She was stern now, aggressive, no longer pausing to give him chances to 

interject as she continued. Eliot had told her about his father’s work ethic, his prolific output of 

articles and books and conference presentations and review, his total commitment to the life of a 

scholar. And then he died, and at his funeral he was praised for all this. Eliot, too, had risen with 

the intention of praising him for his academic life, but then he changed his mind. He offered a 

personal story about the man instead, but even then, Eliot had still talked about books, the 

business of analyzing and forming arguments. That’s why his speech had turned so strange. He 

wanted to refute the characterization of university dignitaries with a personal anecdote that 

proved his father was more than just a cog in the academic machine, and failing at that, he did 

the next best thing: he assured the people who had known his father best that there was much 

more to the man than they suspected, that, in fact, they did not know him at all. “But it’s one 

thing to make such a bold statement,” Cota said. “It’s another to actually believe it.” And so 

when Eliot returned to his father’s house for an extended stay, he tried to prove to himself that he 

had been right, that there was something more to his father, something he had hidden, but of 

course he had found nothing, which meant that he had no evidence to support his claim, which 

meant that his father had nothing but scholarship to fill his life, and which meant something else, 

too. It meant that Eliot needed to come back to Lubbock and do something about the woman he 

had desired for almost two years. That was how the two were connected. We are all a reflection 

of our parents, for better or worse, and when Eliot had finally taken a serious look at the 

remnants of his father’s life, he saw some truths about himself that he did not like. He saw a man 

wholly devoted to his work, without a family, or even a steady girlfriend, closed off from his 

colleagues to the point where he did not even want to reveal his own father’s death. Some part of 
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him, maybe not even a conscious part, saw that he was on track to become just like his father and 

decided that he needed to correct his course. 

“Man, you’re right. You’re so fucking right,” Eliot said when she was finished. It was 

only now, he told her, after she had explained it all to him, broken down his life and thoughts and 

actions that he was able to see it all in the cleansing light of reason. But there was something 

she’d left out. It wasn’t only genetics that had made him like his father. He had been steered, 

molded, manipulated by the great Edmund Taylor. The professor wanted a dynasty. But instead 

of money, he wanted his immense wealth of knowledge passed down from one generation to the 

next. He was the Henry Ford, the John Rockefeller of academia, and Eliot was the son tabbed to 

carry the name forward, consolidate wealth and power. That, Eliot said, was what he could see 

now that Cota had laid it all out for him. He had been pressed into academic service by his 

father, been made to enter the family business, and that was the reason, subconscious no less, 

Eliot had snapped at the funeral, finally pushed back.  

Cota tried to interrupt him here, admit that she had gone too far, made a mistake. She 

tried to give them both an out for the ugly scene, but Eliot refused to take it. He rushed on, 

adopting the voice he used to deliver lectures in his undergraduate literature courses, a somber 

tone, drawn out to the pace of a far-ranging paragraph rather than pointed sentences, asking 

questions, phrasing everything in the second person, beckoning the student to join him in his 

inquiry. But let us consider, Eliot said, the success of the distinguished professor’s plan. Should 

we automatically assume that the son is revolting against the father alone? Let us not forget that 

in order for the professor to succeed with his scheme, the son must also succeed in his own right. 

He must expand the father’s legacy, raise it to new heights. And yet, what do we know about the 

son? It is true, as Miss Farrow suggests, that he has followed his father’s path, but is it really fair 
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to say that he has become a professor of renown, a famous scholar, a father himself? The answer 

is no. His record is paltry in comparison. He is the director of a graduate program that attracts 

only second, even third-tier students at a public university known for its football team first, its 

engineering program second, and for being in a nightmarish hell-scape of a city third. He is the 

author of a single slim volume of literary criticism published by a second-rate university press, a 

book that garnered almost no attention. He lives alone in a crumbling house that he does not have 

the aptitude or ability to repair, and not only has he not produced an heir to carry his father’s 

dynasty to a third generation, he is incapable of sustaining a real relationship of any kind, forced 

instead to fuck his poor, susceptible students for as long as he can before— 

He did not finish. Cota heaved aside the blankets and sheets piled on top of her and 

pushed herself up out of the bed. 

“Okay, all right, I’m sorry,” Eliot said, not raising his head from his pillow. “You’re 

right, I went too far. Come back to bed.” 

Cota didn’t respond. She slammed the door behind her so hard that the latch did not catch 

on the strike plate, and it swung back open, vibrating on the hinges. Through the opening Eliot 

listened to her hurry down the stairs, her bare feet slapping against the wood floor in the 

vestibule and down the hall to the kitchen, where he had met her, stripped her out of her clothes 

hours before. He waited for ten minutes after the house fell silent, then put on his robe, and 

headed downstairs to lock the back door and make himself a pot of herbal tea before he returned 

to his office to read while his mind idled down to the point the he could fall asleep. He did not 

expect to find Cota in the kitchen, but there she was, dressed again in the jeans and strappy silk 

tank top and fleece jacket she had arrived in, sitting on the counter by the back door, long legs 
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crossed, foot bouncing. She had taken two of the tart apples from the bowl on the island. The 

core of one was beside her, the other she had just started to eat. 

Eliot said, “I thought you had left.”  

“Thought or hoped?” 

“I hope for nothing, and I fear nothing, so I am free.” 

“That’s the epigraph of your memoir,” Cota said. 

“Can’t get anything past you.” He filled the kettle with water and set it over a flame on 

the stove, then turned to face Cota while he waited, arms crossed over his chest.  

“Will you turn on a light?” 

“It’s behind you.” 

Cota reached back without looking and felt around on the wall until she found the switch. 

A bank of fluorescent bulbs above the island that filled the space between them flickered to life. 

February was almost ended, which meant that Cota had been coming to see him three, four 

nights a week for a month and a half now, but this was the first time Eliot had seen her in full 

light since the night they had gone out with the visiting scholar. Eyes adjusted to the thin light 

that seeped around the blinds in his windows, he had seen her clearly enough to know the slope 

of her narrow nose, the shape of her lips, the way her eyebrows furrowed when she listened 

intently or when she recalled a moment from her time in Florida. But in the dark he had not been 

able to see that her eyes had turned to hollows in her head, the lines creasing the skin around her 

mouth and across her forehead, the shade of her complexion, as if doused with flour. 

“I look like shit, I know,” Cota said, then snapped off a bite of apple. 

“I’m sorry. I had no idea.” 

“Don’t get all soft on me,” she said, still chewing. “You know I’ve been through worse.”  
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Eliot started to apologize again, sincere now, but Cota waved him off, said she didn’t 

want to hear it. She had stayed too long already, and needed to get a few hours of sleep before 

her boys came home. So she was just going to say what she had to say, and then she was going to 

leave. The first thing was that if he ever said something like to her again, she would break his 

cute little fucking nose. That was straightforward enough, she said, easy to do, but she wasn’t so 

sure about the rest. Her life could not continue this way. She was headed down a road she’d 

traveled once before, in Florida, and she knew where it led, knew the landmarks along the way, 

knew that she was almost at the end. Only a few weeks, maybe a month at the most, lay between 

her and total collapse. It was all just too much—her boys, her coursework, her yoga classes, her 

nights with him. Eliot was the only unessential item on this list. He was also the only item that 

was open to adjustment. And so the thing that they had to decide now—that he had to decide, 

really—was whether their, say, involvement was going to evolve or end. She was either going to 

see him in the daylight, come over for dinner, go out to the movies and shit like that, maybe even 

introduce him to her boys, or she was going to walk out the back door in a few minutes and 

never see him again. 

“All right, all right,” Eliot said, laughing. “Cut it out. I’ve heard enough.” 

Cota had a smile on her face like he’d just told her a joke that she did not understand.  

“There’s no need to be melodramatic. We’re not in Sophie’s Choice. This isn’t some kind 

of moral quandary. You want to fuck at a more reasonable hour, fine. You want to spend time 

together outside of bed, also fine. Going out is a little more complicated, but, in the end, that will 

be fine as well.” He knew the situation was more complex than that, of course. Officially, it was 

against the university’s bylaws for a professor to become romantically involved with a student, 

though he’d heard stories about the administration turning a blind eye. And then there was the 
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issue of a racism in a city like Lubbock, where not a week passed without Eliot spotting a 

Confederate flag in the back window of a truck, where only the year before bodies of the oldest 

black residents had been exhumed and relocated so their plots could be sold to aging, wealthy 

whites, where someone had gone down the street spray-painting the word nigger on each of the 

half-dozen Obama lawn signs along Eliot’s block during the previous election. They would have 

to take certain precautions, wall off their relationship from the university, be cautious about 

where they went together, prepare themselves for the inevitable harassment. But he did not want 

to burden Cota with all of that now, did not want to qualify and complicate his answer. There 

would be time for the full spectrum of truth later. 

Cota took another bite of the apple she had been turning over in her hand while she 

spoke, then tossed the brown hunk that remained into the sink. She slipped off the counter and 

circled the island and leaned against Eliot, who put his arms around her, pressed his face into the 

hair piled atop her head. They stayed like that until kettle began to whistle, then he shifted her 

weight back onto her feet. Gave her a kiss on the forehead and a slap on the ass, told her to go 

home. “Come back Thursday after your workshop,” he said as she put on her shoes by the back 

door. “I’ll cook some food, and you can tell me about your day, and then maybe we can even 

watch some TV. A real domestic scene. How does that sound?” 

“Like an impossible dream,” Cota answered, laughing. 

Eliot watched her cross the tall grass in his backyard while he waited for his tea to steep 

in a pot that had belonged to his father, one of the few things he managed to bring back from 

Grinnell. It was late. There was already too much light in the sky to see any stars above the 

house across the alley. His first class of the day would start in a few hours, and he was ordering 

the discussion he would orchestrate on the novel he had assigned the undergraduates when Cota 
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reached the gate, stopped and looked back. She planted a kiss on the palm of her hand and flung 

it in his direction. Eliot wondered how she knew he was still watching her, then remembered the 

fluorescent light glowing behind him. She disappeared through the fence, and then Eliot climbed 

the stairs, leaving the teapot on the counter, feeling suddenly too tired to do anything but go to 

sleep. 

* * * 

On the first Saturday of spring break, Eliot’s alarm trilled two hours before dawn, but he did not 

wake up. It was Cota who arose and silenced his phone, shuffled out into the hallway. She 

returned fifteen minutes later, stroked his shoulder, told him it was time to get going. Eliot rolled 

over, closing his eyes. He opened them some time later to the smell of food in the kitchen below. 

Downstairs, he found Cota at work. Bacon from somewhere deep in his refrigerator was popping 

in one skillet, eggs in another. On the counter sat a stack of sandwiches wrapped in cellophane. 

At the end of the island was a Styrofoam cooler she had gone out that morning to buy at a 

twenty-four hour gas station after she realized he didn’t have anything to keep their food cold on 

the road. Eliot sat with slumped shoulders and drank coffee. Cota talked at him as she stood 

watch over the range. She told him that she’d always gotten up early, a habit ingrained in her 

from childhood. She told him about training show calves as a little girl, rising in the dark to 

bottle feed them, teach them to follow a lead. She won a regional cattle competition two years 

running, but her mother forbade her from entering a third time. The last step in judging the 

livestock was an inspection of the meat, which meant the calves were slaughtered and their 

carcasses displayed on hooks for the judges. After two years, Cota’s mother said she’d had 

enough of her daughter moping around the house over some animal that she had mistaken for a 

pet. Cota was laughing, having a great time, while Eliot could barely muster a smile. “That just 



 

 164 

about sums up the person I was raised to be. Practical. Stoical. Get up early, do what needs 

doing, and don’t cry about it,” Cota said. He did not contradict her. 

 In the car, Eliot reclined his seat as far back as it would go. He put in the pair of earplugs 

Cota had bought him, and, although it was still dark as Cota accelerated onto the interstate, he 

covered his head with his sweater. They were on their way to Grinnell, to empty out his father’s 

house, a trip that Eliot had planned to make at the end of the semester, never expecting someone 

to put in an offer before then at the price he’d refused to lower. He’d broken this news to Cota 

with an apology; she’d made arrangements for her kids to spend the week in Oklahoma, after 

proposing in an embarrassed way that she stay at his house for a few days during the break, 

claiming it was difficult to concentrate with the ongoing construction at the place next to where 

she lived. Eliot had hesitated, caught by surprise, and before he could respond, Cota said, “No, 

you’re right. That’s terrible idea. I shouldn’t have even suggested it,” and he’d spent the next few 

days convincing her that it had all been a misunderstanding. He’d expected another scene when 

he told her he was heading to Iowa. Instead she said, “Well, if you really want to knock it out in 

a few days, then I think I should go with you,” and this time Eliot was ready to say yes, although 

Cota remained skeptical. Every time she’d seen him since this conversation, she asked if he was 

sure about the trip, comfortable with her being in his father’s house. Laying in the dark a few 

hours before they left, even, she said, “You know, it’s still not too late to back out. I’ll totally 

understand if you want to do this by yourself.” And Eliot reached back, squeezed her hip, told 

her that if she didn’t shut up she would have to carry his comatose body to the car in the 

morning. 

 Eliot slept, and, when he opened his eyes, Cota was slowing down, pulling off the road 

for a rest stop that was all metal and glass and right angles. Eliot got out and walked around to 
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wake himself up while Cota went to the bathroom, tried to ignore the woman who grabbed her 

child by the wrist and pulled him around to the other side of her body, putting herself between 

the little white girl and the black man with two days of stubble and the hood of his sweatshirt up 

to protect his head from the cold. When she realized that he had seen what she’d done, the 

woman smiled at Eliot, and he did not smile back. The moment reminded him of the day he’d 

gone to meet Claire and nearly been killed in this same outfit, the exact same denim jacket, in 

fact, now faded ten years later. Back in the car and behind the wheel now, he began to tell Cota 

the story. It was around this time of year, he said, the beginning of March, when winter breaks 

for the first time and the sun comes out after months of grey skies, and Eliot was meeting Claire 

at her dentist office. They were going to see a movie up the street, Memento, a title he 

remembered because of what happened later, and because it became a kind of joke for Claire 

afterwards, the thing she would suggest when he had forgotten the name of something and was 

trying to remember, or when they were trying to think of something to do in the evening. Eliot 

had arrived at the time when Claire said she would be ready, but there was a holdup, a fissure in 

one of her fillings that the dentist had to repair immediately. Eliot still smoked then, so he 

decided to wait outside, flipping the hood of his sweatshirt over a stocking cap as the sun 

disappeared behind the buildings to the west. Twenty minutes, a half an hour went by. Then Eliot 

began to notice something unusual. An unmarked car stopped at the corner and a cop got out and 

waited, looking up and down the street, talking the whole time into the radio fastened to his coat. 

The car accelerated past Eliot and rounded the opposite corner. A few minutes later, another cop 

came walking out from the street where the car had turned. This type of occurrence was not 

unusual downtown, where Eliot lived, where the rent was cheap because the doorways were 

filled with crack-heads and winos, where he’d passed chalk outlines on his way to the grocery 
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store and bus stop, where Clair had refused to come visit him after being followed for blocks by 

a man who wanted five dollars for a sandwich that she would not give him, shirtless in 

December, shouting that she was a selfish white bitch, then asking again for a dollar so he could 

get on the bus. But Claire’s dentist was near the university, in a neighborhood their professors 

referred to as the academic ghetto, on a block with an ice cream parlor and a restored movie 

theater from 1911 and the kind of store that sold whimsical wooden toys for children. Eliot had 

never seen a police officer in all the time he had spent with Claire in her neighborhood, even 

stumbling up to her apartment late at night from the bar, and he watched with curiosity as the 

cops moved, eyes fixed across the street as though shadowing someone. Eliot did not consider 

that they were converging on him until they were only a few yards away, and even then he did 

not really believe he was the suspect when the cop to his right put his hand on the gun at his side 

and told him to remove his hands slowly from his pockets and put them behind his head. Eliot 

turned around, thinking that he’d been caught in the middle of a bad scene, that there must be a 

criminal in the street behind him, but there were only three more cops, weapons drawn and held 

low to avoid attention, one holding a shotgun. The cop who had spoken before now told him that 

there was nowhere to run, as if that had been his reason for turning around. He repeated his 

instructions to Eliot, who started to explain that he was just waiting for his girl to get out of the 

dentist, but was interrupted by the cop to his left, who, with his gun pointed at Eliot’s face, said, 

and these were his exact words, no embellishment: get down on the ground, nigger, before I put 

you down. Eliot followed the instructions, knelt with his hands behind his head, but the whole 

thing still did not seem real to him, or perhaps he was in shock, and he started to smile at the 

absurd level this misunderstanding had reached. He tried again to explain their error, and was 

told again to shut the fuck up. The two cops were only a few feet away, guns close enough that 
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Eliot could see the white paint on the sights at the end of the barrel. From behind someone pulled 

his arms down, handcuffed his wrists together. The next time he tried to explain himself, 

someone put a boot between his shoulders, knocked him to ground and opened up a cut above his 

eye. He put a finger next to the small scar just visible through the hairs of his eyebrow. A cop 

knelt on his back so that he couldn’t get up. He felt the hard nose of a gun against the back of his 

head. They took out his wallet, examined the Oakland driver’s license inside, asked what the 

fuck he was doing in Cincinnati. When he mentioned the dentist, the cop warned him against 

trying to bullshit his way out of the situation. They could book him for disturbing the peace, 

vagrancy, disrespecting an officer of the law, enough to keep him in jail until they figured out 

what was really going on. He had not doubt that he would’ve been arrested and thrown in jail if 

Claire had not come out of the dentist office before they could bring the car around, and then 

they only let her speak after she recited all the information from Eliot’s license, his full name, his 

height and weight, the address of his mother’s apartment, which he still had no idea how she’d 

known. Even after that someone went inside to confirm with the receptionist that everything 

Claire said was true, and someone else called the number Claire provided for the English 

department to confirm that they did have enrolled a black student named Eliot Taylor. 

 “Why wasn’t that part of your memoir?” she asked when he was finished.  

Eliot shrugged. “I couldn’t fit it in,” he lied. The truth was that he had begun to cry after 

he was knocked to the ground, the sharp pain above his eye tearing open the fear that he had 

bottled up, allowed it to all pour out. The cops laughed. One of them told Eliot that, if he kept it 

up, that they might just let him go because they were embarrassed to be seen with such a little 

bitch. Then Clair came out, pushed her way into the circle, shouting that she knew the man on 

the ground, but when she saw the face that Eliot was making, the snot streaming from his nose, 
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heard him whimpering, she let out a hiccup of laughter before clamping her hand over her 

mouth, which sent the cops into hysterics. This was the real reason, they told Eliot, that they 

decided to let him go. The way he had made a fool out of himself, and then been made a fool 

again by his lady friend, it was all just too pathetic. After that, they knew there was no way that 

Eliot could be dangerous to society.  

 “There was just too much going on in the chapter with everything about the riot,” Eliot 

lied again. “I wanted to fit the arrest in, I just didn’t have the space.” 

 “Material for the sequel,” Cota said, and then she asked if he ever found out why the cops 

had come after him in the first place. 

 “A white woman who worked in the flower shop across the street called, told them there 

was a suspicious person menacing the pedestrians and smoking something. Maybe marijuana, 

she said, or maybe crack. She couldn’t be sure.” 

 They laughed together, and then fell silent for several minutes. Cota had said that she 

wanted to get ahead on her reading while they drove, but she sat with her copy of Moby-Dick 

closed on her lap, tracing the edge of the cover with her thumb, staring out through the 

windshield at the flat countryside rolling endlessly past them, empty and desolate before the 

planting season began. 

 At last, Cota said, “What do you think it is that makes people act like that?” 

 “Easy. They’re racist pricks with guns and the government refuses to prosecute them for 

their crimes.” 

 “But there’s more to it than that.” 

 “I suppose some fraction of them are also clinical psychopaths, but that can’t account for 

more than forty or fifty percent of the force.” 
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 “That’s not what I meant.” 

 “Are you about to be one of those people who asks me to consider the situation from their 

point view.” 

“Okay, yeah, it sounds bad, but that’s the way things are. No one is the villain of their 

own story, you know? I’m not trying to justify that kind of violence in any way, I’m just saying 

that it’s probably the unfortunate consequence of people who are trying to protect themselves in 

a high-stress situation. It’s like in a war, you know—” 

 “But it’s not war. It’s five dudes with guns and bulletproof vests surrounding an unarmed 

man.” 

 “They didn’t know you were unarmed.” 

 “And they also didn’t have any reason to believe I was.” 

 “I was only trying to make a hypothetical point. I don’t want to talk about your incident.” 

 “Too difficult to make your case when you’re intimately familiar with the particulars of 

the victim, so to speak?” 

 “Because the police were so obviously wrong.” 

 “Well, sweetheart, that’s not exactly a rare occurrence.” 

 “Don’t patronize me, Eli.” 

 “All right, but only if you stop asking me to imagine the world through the eyes of a 

racist.” 

 “I haven’t said anything about that.” 

 “But that is what we’re talking about.” 

 “I didn’t think so.” 
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“You were right about those cops. They had one reason to be afraid of me and to assume 

I was armed, you just didn’t come right out and say what that reason was.” 

 “I wasn’t even thinking about it in terms of white or black. I was talking about the police 

in general.” 

 “So you think if the situation were reversed, if Claire were waiting for me outside, that 

the blonde-haired white girl would’ve ended up face down with a knee in her back and a gun to 

her head?” 

 Cota did not answer. She turned her body away from him in her seat and faced the 

window. 

 “Be careful,” Eliot said. “You start sulking now and you’ll have to keep it up for the nine 

hours it’s going to take to get to Iowa.” 

 Cota opened the novel on her lap and pretended to read. Half an hour passed like this 

without her turning the page, then she turned back to him and said, “I’m trying to think if I’ve 

ever done this to you before.” 

 Eliot asked what she meant. 

 “Thrown some unexamined idea at you. Defending the police’s point of view. Something 

like that.” 

 “Sure, all the time, but you’re from Oklahoma so I cut you some slack.” 

 “I’m trying to be serious now.”  

 Eliot shrugged. “Don’t be. It’s no big deal.” 

 Cota took his right hand from the steering wheel and held it in her lap. “I’m telling you to 

tell me,” she said, and so he did. There was the time that they’d listened to music on her iPod. 

Eliot had never heard most of the songs before, and Cota would tell him that this was Sleater-
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Kinney and this was Cold War Kids and this was The Kills, and then a Kanye West song came 

on, and she said nothing. So he asked, and Cota laughed, assumed he was joking, and then said, 

“Wait, you’ve seriously never heard Kanye before?” And when he told her that he had not, she 

started to name rappers. What about Lil’ Wayne, Jay Z, Ludacris? What about Eminem? Eliot 

had heard all of these names from his students at one time or another over the previous decade, 

but he had never listened to any of the music himself. He’d given her the benefit of the doubt, 

assumed that she was shocked because he had never heard music from such omnipresent artists, 

not because he was a black man who didn’t listen to hip-hop, but the opposite could have just as 

easily been true. And then there was the time that they had eaten in a Mexican restaurant on the 

far side of the highway that ringed the city. The menu was in Spanish, and their waiter did not 

speak English, but it had been clear to Eliot that he did not want to serve them. He refused to 

look at either Eliot or Cota while he took their order, and he let the saucer of salsa he delivered 

hit the table so that it spilled on their menus. Eliot had suggested that they walk out after he 

watched the waiter read off their order through the window to the kitchen, a look on his face like 

he smelled something sour, his eyes darting to their table. But Cota had insisted that he was only 

imagining things. It was bad service, sure, but it didn’t have anything to do with them. If she left 

a restaurant every time she had a bad waiter, she would’ve only sat through a handful of meals in 

her life. And perhaps she was right, but there was something wrong with the implication, the 

confidence with which she dismissed him, as if, after only a few weeks, she had a better 

understanding of the antagonism that Eliot had endured for decades. 

 “It’s no big deal,” he said again, when Cota apologized. “Not even worth discussing. I 

don’t know why I brought it up at all.” 

“Don’t do that,” she said. “I don’t want you to be like that with me.” 
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 “Like what?” 

 “The way you were with Claire. I don’t want you to hold back with me. I don’t want you 

to bottle everything up and repress your anger until it ruins everything.” 

 “I’m confused about where you’re getting this idea. Did you call Claire up to talk about 

me?” 

 “It’s all in your memoir,” she answered. “Between the lines.” 

It was true that Eliot had written about Claire in his book, but only in the context of the 

riot in Cincinnati. The chapter was not about their relationship. He did not want to use his 

memoir to settle old scores, so he’d left Claire out of as much as he could, used her only as a 

device, a way to capture the sentiment of the city’s population, to show how people are driven to 

violence in the street. During graduate school, when Eliot lived in a neighborhood called Over-

The-Rhine, Claire refused to travel down from the hills around the university to his apartment. If 

he wanted them to spend time together, she’d said, he would have to come to her. She didn’t 

want to waste another second down there, with all those people, the drug addicts and the pimps, 

the men walking around with their chests puffed out, so full of themselves, even though they still 

lived with their mothers, not a job or cent to their name. Eliot tried to engage her on the subject, 

but she told him it wasn’t worth talking about. She wasn’t racist she always said, only classist. If 

Eliot lived in a trailer among rednecks just across the border in Kentucky, she would refuse to go 

see him there for the same reasons. But, Eliot would say, channeling the rhetoric he had hear his 

mother recite all his life, class and race were the same issue, bound together by the racist 

homeownership politics enforced by white communities during the extended real estate boom 

that followed the Second World War. In Oakland and Chicago and New York, any place where 

families of rising means traded the density of urban cities for the pastoral illusion of the suburbs, 
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you will find the same scenario—class mobility buoyed by racist housing policies designed to 

preserve property values and cement a permanent advantage for the next generation. “You’re 

boring me, Eli,” Claire would say, lying on the sofa in her apartment while he stood over her, 

trying to contain himself, trying not to jab his finger in her chest. She forbade him from talking 

politics before eight o’clock, which was the time she would stop working each night and go to 

the bar, or to the movies, or to some party being thrown by a student she had met from the 

physics or biology department, where Eliot would end up unloading everything he wanted to say 

to Claire on graduate students he had never met before and would never see again. Afterward, on 

the way back to Claire’s apartment, she would shout at him for embarrassing her, for carrying on 

like that around strangers, ruining everyone’s good time with his diatribes.  

Eliot used himself as a stand-in for the way that Claire’s kind of indifference bred 

radicalism. He wrote about how he had never felt so compelled by the arguments and 

information he’d learned from his mother. At the prep school his father had encouraged him to 

attend and paid for in the hills above Oakland, Eliot had tried to conceal the reality of his 

circumstances. He told his classmates that his mother was a corporate lawyer and that he lived in 

an apartment looking out over Lake Merritt, a block technically located in Oakland but 

practically in Piedmont. At Grinnell, he’d used his mother’s status as a Black Panther and 

activist to burnish his reputation as a campus radical, growing his hair out long, buying a fatigue 

jacket and panther patch of 66th infantry from the Army surplus in Des Moines so that he looked 

like his mother in the photo he kept of her in Iowa. In college, he did not have to talk about 

housing discrimination with the English and history and political science majors he spent his four 

years with. It was accepted as fact, the few stories he shared about his mother’s work in Oakland 

only provided further proof of what he and his friends knew to be true. He had expected Claire to 
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respond like his friends in Iowa, gasping at the brutality he described, shaking her head at the 

injustice, but instead, she only shrugged. “You can’t save anyone,” she said. “Most people don’t 

want the help. And the ones who do will probably end up bleeding you dry before they are ready 

to accomplish anything on their own.” This was what Claire described as the hard-earned 

wisdom of a child raised by two alcoholics, the youngest of four daughters, the first in her family 

to attend college. She’d tried, she said, for years to convince her sisters to follow her example, to 

go back and complete their GED, to enroll in community college, a trade school at least, and for 

all her effort, she had been given only promises that no one intended to keep, or told to mind her 

own business instead of telling everyone else how to live their lives. “Poor people are poor for a 

reason,” she would say to him. “Sometimes that’s the result of circumstances beyond their 

control, but the people who want to make it, who don’t want to be poor, find a way out. Like 

me.” 

It was as if Claire’s dismissal of the things that his mother had taught him and that he had 

witnessed firsthand hardened some resolve in Eliot that he had did not know was there. He 

wanted to argue now, eager to jump into any discussion that touched on an issue of class or race, 

no matter who was speaking or where. At a party to mark the beginning of the academic year 

Eliot found himself arguing with the chair of the English department, accusing him of exploiting 

the urban center of the city, like a colony, for tax revenue to fund services that he and his 

neighbors did not want to pay for in the suburbs. In a restaurant around the corner from Claire’s 

apartment, Eliot found himself accosting a man he heard suggest to his companions that city 

ought to raze the dilapidated buildings downtown and invite developers to build something 

useful instead. He found himself baiting Claire into arguments, saying things he knew she did 

not agree with, picking at her until she lashed out at him. It all fit into a tidy narrative that Eliot 
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put together for his memoir. Eliot’s anger and unrest drove him to first confront the people in his 

life, then move on to shouting down strangers, and, finally, to take more extreme steps. It was 

that fall, his third at Cincinnati, when Eliot drove south to confront the KKK, a decision he 

portrayed as the logical result of everything that had happened before, as well as the necessary 

precursor to what happened next. Not four months after he returned from Kentucky, Eliot had 

been surrounded by the police while he waited on Claire, and not three weeks after that another 

young man named Timothy Thomas found himself in the same situation, approached on the 

street by cops with guns drawn, shouting at him to put his hands behind his head and kneel on 

the ground. Unlike Eliot, Thomas ran. He cut through the narrow spaces between two buildings, 

hurdling abandoned furniture, pushing through branches of an overgrown bush that raked his 

face and arms, climbing fences. He sprinted down the street at the other end, turned at the corner, 

kept going, turned again and again, nearly completing a circle, doubling back around to where 

the cops were least likely to expect him, then ducked behind a car, chest heaving, and waited and 

watched. Once he’d caught his breath, he started down the alley at a jog, in the direction of his 

mother’s house ten minutes away, believing that he had escaped, only to come around the corner 

out of the alley onto the next block and run into another officer summoned to the area for 

backup. Thomas went tumbling to the ground. He got back to his feet as the cop shouted at him 

to stay down, gun drawn, finger on the trigger, a detail that would somehow make it into the 

newspaper that Eliot read the next morning at the table in Claire’s apartment. Citing a 

spokesperson from the police department, the story also reported that Thomas had been shot 

three times in the chest when the officer saw him reach for his waistband and what he believed to 

be a weapon. All fabrication. A few days later, an autopsy would conclude that Thomas had been 

struck once in the chest and twice in the back, which the police department presented, again in 
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the newspaper, as evidence that Thomas had been spun around by the first bullet so that the next 

two hit him in the back. This was contradicted by a witness who came forward, a mother up late 

with a sick child who glanced out the window when she heard the sound of boots thudding on the 

sidewalk and saw Thomas collide with the officer, get up, then reach down with both hands to 

hitch up his pants as he turned to run again at the same time the three shots rang out. 

It was all another reason for Eliot to fight with Claire, not about the shooting itself, which 

Claire agreed was abhorrent, indefensible, but about Eliot canceling his classes on a Monday 

afternoon to join the crowd who blocked the entrance to city hall, refusing to allow the mayor to 

leave until he responded to the claims made by the witness to the shooting. “You’re putting 

yourself at tremendous risk for nothing,” she said when Eliot called to report that the mayor had 

been forced to wade through the angry crowd like a fugitive, flanked by helmeted cops, and 

when he reached his car he found it pelted with eggs, the yolk of which someone used to adhere 

a sign to the window where the mayor sat that said justice or else. “That is the kind of thing,” she 

said, “that escalates situation like these towards violence.” 

“They shot an unarmed citizen. The situation is already violent. The only way we could 

escalate it would be to kill two police officers to double their total.” 

“My God, listen to the way you’re talking. Like you’re one of them.” 

“The fuck is that supposed to mean?” 

“Come on, Eli. You know you don’t belong with those people. You’re upper-middle 

class. You’re just slumming it in the ghetto until you get hired to teach literature at some 

university.” 

“I’m fighting for justice.” 

“You’re touristing other people’s oppression.” 
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“It’s not other people. It could’ve just as easily been me who was gunned down on my 

way home late one night from your neighborhood.” 

“And it could just as easily be you who gets hurt or killed at one of these senseless 

protests.” 

“So I guess you don’t want to come down for the march to the police station tonight?” 

He heard Claire take in a deep breath and then let it out into the receiver. “Call me 

tomorrow,” she said. “If you don’t end up dead or in jail.” 

A few hours later Eliot put on the fatigue jacket that he had not worn since he was at 

Grinnell and joined the march that began at the spot where Timothy Thomas had been killed. 

The original outline marking where Timothy fell had been retraced several times with a piece of 

red chalk and was now heaped with flowers and shoes and stuffed animals and hand lettered 

signs, pictures of the young man looking serious in his cap and gown, or smiling as a much 

younger boy. Standing over this improvised shrine, a man addressed the crowd behind Eliot, 

which seemed to fill the block and spill around the corner. With the rhythm of the preacher, his 

chin tilted towards the sky so that his voice would carry over the heads of people crowded close 

to him, he spoke about justice and respect for all life created by our Lord. He urged his listeners 

to conduct themselves in the coming hours and days with patience and virtue, with the calm but 

unyielding determination of the righteous, to resist their desire to repay the violence that had 

been delivered to their community. “Remember the words of our Lord,” he said, opening the 

bible he held in his hand but not lowering his eyes to the page. “‘It is mine to avenge, and I will 

repay.’”  

The preacher led the march, his arm around a stone-faced woman that Eliot assumed was 

Timothy’s mother, singing hymns that only a few people near the front of the procession took up. 
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There was a restless energy in the crowd that Eliot could feel like a pressure pushing up against 

him from behind, urging him forward, hurrying him along. The half-mile walk from the murder 

scene to the police station where the responsible officer was headquartered took nearly an hour at 

the preacher’s pace. A kind of murmur began to fill the air around Eliot as they approached 

Washington Park, the unintelligible noise of five-hundred people in conversation with 

themselves, releasing their fear or anger or ecstasy. Discipline broke down when they reached 

Central Parkway. People began to fan out around the preacher, filling all six lanes, choking off 

traffic, running up on the opposite sidewalk and leaping onto cars, hurrying onto the well-

manicured grass of the Police Plaza ahead and turning back to beckon their comrades onward, 

the energy of all those bodies pressed tight together in the narrow streets exploding outward into 

the open space like water from a burst pipe. And then the march rounded the corner onto the 

street that fronted the police station and Eliot saw the lines of cops in riot gear that extended 

from either side of the steps up to the entrance, bending together around the pole that flew the 

United States and city of Cincinnati flag, and meeting to form a closed loop at the edge of the 

street. Behind them where another dozen officers on horseback with rifles balanced on their 

saddles so that the gun barrels appeared, from a distance, like the lances of medieval knights. 

The march continued forward.  

The police would report, and the newspaper would dutifully print, that hostile elements in 

the crowd brought about the clash that occurred that night, which, Eliot admitted in his memoir, 

was true in a way. The preacher led the crowd right up to the line of cops, fidgeting in their gear, 

either afraid of the number of people who’d join the walk or eager for action. Eliot was close 

enough to hear the conversation between the preacher and the man who walked from the steps of 

the department without even a helmet to meet the demonstrators. The preacher explained that 
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they were exercising their right to peaceful demonstration and only asked for the captain to 

address their concerns, and he was told that was not possible; the captain had gone home several 

hours before, and unless they could produce the appropriate permits, everyone in the crowd 

would be arrested for trespassing, disturbing the peace, criminal mischief. This was met with 

shouts from the crowd that overlapped in an unintelligible noise that grew as people who were 

too far back to know what was happening began to join. Soon it seemed everyone around Eliot 

was shouting at once, the noise like nothing he had experienced before. He turned to see how far 

the tail of the crowd stretched, and it was just as he looked back, as if he had been waiting on 

Eliot, that someone threw a bottle. Eliot watched it sail high in the air, watched it fall, thinking 

that the poor mother of Timothy Thomas or the preacher who still stood with his arm around her 

was about to be hit. Instead the bottle shattered against the helmet of the cop facing them, 

sending shards of glass into the people closest to the line and the man talking to the preacher, 

who recoiled like he’d been shot, holding a hand to his face. Then, as the newspaper would 

declare the next morning, all hell broke loose. Suddenly the line of cops pushed into the crowd 

with their shields raised, swinging their batons down blindly. The people on either side of Eliot 

turned to run, but there was nowhere to go; everyone behind them was pressing forward like a 

wave that Eliot let carry him past the line of cops who were immediately overrun and into the 

concrete plaza, heading for the steps of the building. Running now, Eliot looked up to see the 

officers on horseback with their rifles raised, pointed at the crowd. They fired. Eliot felt a pain 

tear into his stomach, doubled over, fell to his hands and knees. He tried to say that he had been 

shot, but found that he had nothing in his lungs. He tried to draw a breath but could not. It was as 

though something were blocking the air, like a cap, over his esophagus, or a weight on his chest 

that would not allow him to expand his lungs. Eliot rolled onto his back, straining with his whole 
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body to inhale, but still could not. The pain had tapered to a dull ache. Eliot touched the spot 

where he’d been hit, then raised his hand to his face, expecting to see it covered in his own 

blood, but there was none. This changed nothing for Eliot in that moment. He could not process 

what that his clean fingers meant. He still could not breath, and he began to think that he was 

going to die, that these were his last moments on Earth. He wanted to relax, wanted to lie back 

against the cold concrete and look up past the riot breaking out around him to the starless sky, 

wanted to keep his dignity. But instead he thrashed, holding his stomach with one hand, reaching 

blindly with the other for anything around him, head twisted around so he could see the officers 

on horseback raise their rifles and fire again at another wave of people rushing forward all 

around him, his mouth open in a silent scream. And then Eliot felt someone else’s hands on him, 

heard someone tell him to calm down, to try and relax. There was a man crouched over him, a 

white man with a black ski mask pulled over face so that Eliot could only see his eyes and 

mouth. “You’re okay,” he said to Eliot. “It’s only rubber bullets. You’re going to be all right.” 

Eliot put a hand over his throat, managed to rasp the words I can’t breath. The man looked down 

at where Eliot held himself, then said, “You got the wind knocked out of you is all. It will pass. 

I’ll stay with you until it does.” The crack of the rifles sounded again and everyone around Eliot 

fell to the ground. The man in the ski mask dropped his head to Eliot’s chest and kept it there as 

another volley of the bullets whistled and snapped close above. When he raised himself up again, 

it was as though he lifted that weight that had been pressing down on Eliot, and he was able to 

draw a thin breath that burned in his throat.  

The man remained kneeling beside Eliot until he was able to sit up, then he got to his feet 

and ran with the crowd that continued to surge past, his body low to the ground. Eliot stood and 

tried to follow, but the spot where he had been hit throbbed, and his lungs ached, so he hung 
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back and watched people storm up the steps of the police station and scatter the officers on 

horseback. One cop was pulled from his saddle to the ground and his horse terrified, raced off 

into the night and disappeared around the corner of the building at the end of the block. The 

street where the march had stopped to the let the preacher try and reason with the police was 

almost empty now. The cops in riot gear had sent many people running back the way they came, 

left others sitting on the asphalt with their hands clasped behind their backs, and chased the 

others through the grass or around the flagpole a dozen yards from where he stood. Eliot turned 

back to the police station when he heard the crash of broken glass. The crowd had shattered one 

of the locked doors, as if they intended to force their way inside, to take over. The noise drew the 

attention of the riot police as well, who all now converged on the steps up to the building, 

running towards Eliot, batons raised. Eliot dropped to his knees and covered his head, but the 

cops ran past him into the crowd. Eliot turned to watch, entertaining two diametrically opposed 

thoughts: Now’s my chance to escape and You should do something to help these people. Instead, 

he stood frozen as the riot cops tore into the crowd, not even bothering to arrest people, 

extending their batons above their heads to inflict the most damage. Eliot saw people stumble out 

of the crowd with blood running over their faces and dripping from their chins, hugging a 

swollen arm against their chest. He saw people tumble from the crowd, get back to their feet and 

charge back into the fray. And still, Eliot stood watching. Then the white man in the ski mask 

emerged from the side and came running toward him, shouting for Eliot to follow. He did. They 

didn’t go far. The man stopped at the flagpole, untied the rope that ran up to the top, and pulled 

hard. The flags came racing down to the ground. He unfastened the clasps at the two corners of 

the American flag, flipped it over, and refastened them. “Hurry,” he said to Eliot, who crouched 

and did the same with the Cincinnati flag while the man in the ski mask took out a can of spray 
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paint and traced out over the stripes a long-legged A and circle that meant anarchy. On the white 

city flag, he wrote the letters R-A-T-M. They pulled together on the rope to raise the flags again. 

Eliot dropped into a crouch when a rubber bullet pinged off the pole just above their heads, but 

the man in the mask did not even flinch. Eliot looked back in the direction the shot had come, 

and saw three riot cops racing towards them. He turned to see whether the white man in ski was 

going to stand his ground or run, but he was already gone, across the street and headed for the 

parkway at a full sprint. Eliot dropped to his knees, put his hands behind his head, and the cops 

knocked him to the ground, rained down a few blows each with their batons before arresting him, 

each one spitting vitriol about respect and liberty and niggers that was obscured by the masks 

they wore against the teargas streaming in the air. 

In his memoir, Eliot was careful to assume all responsibility. It was his decision to join 

the march, to join the rush on the police station, to help the masked man take down the flags, and 

he did not blame anyone except himself for what happened next, not even Claire, who refused to 

bail him out after he was booked on charges of inciting mayhem, malicious mischief, destroying 

government property, vandalism, resisting arrest, and disorderly conduct. She even refused to 

contact his parents on his behalf, saying that she had tried to warn him this would happen, and he 

had treated her like she was a bigot, so why should she go out of her way to help him now? Four 

days later, she changed her mind, and as soon as his mother heard, she sought out a colleague in 

Cincinnati who arranged for Eliot’s release, then pleaded his case down to a single charge of 

vandalism. But Eliot not vilify Claire for leaving him in jail. He wrote that she was right, that he 

had only himself to blame for the punishment he received. Only himself to blame for being 

called in front of the English chair and the Dean of the Graduate School and scolded for 

canceling a week of his classes. Only himself to blame when he had his funding and teaching 
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line revoked for disgracing the name of the university in newspaper accounts of his behavior that 

identified him as PhD student at UC. He did not hold anything against Claire, a fact he showed 

with a scene at the end of the riot chapter of his memoir. Claire was in his apartment at last. Eliot 

was sitting on the sofa with Claire’s head in his lap. The sun had set, but he had not yet gotten up 

to turn on the lights. The odor of smoke was heavy in the air, but the street below was quiet. The 

curfew that had ended five nights of rioting was still in place. Claire was crying silently, 

convinced that he had ruined his life, and Eliot stroked her hair, assured her that everything 

would be all right. The chair of his dissertation committee had helped him arrange some adjunct 

work at Northern Kentucky University just across the river. He would still be allowed to 

complete his degree. A year from now he would graduate and go on to his first job just as he had 

planned. He held no resentment towards Claire, no anger. Sitting in the dark room he tried to 

explain to Claire what he felt, the weight that seemed to cling to his body since he was jailed, the 

lethargy of his thoughts, the insatiable appetite for sleep. Claire told him that it sounded like he 

was in mourning. Sure, he said, but for what? For what had been lost. And what was that? Her, 

the two of them together, the life they had lived. All of that was gone now and would not return. 

No, he said, that was not true, although of course he knew it was. 

It was a false ending. That was what Cota told him in the car. She saw through what he’d 

written to the truth he had tried to obscure with words. It was not the riot or the police or his own 

bad decisions that had led to his arrest and punishment by the university, the ending that he had 

mourned with Claire in his apartment. Claire was responsible for everything. The way she 

disregarded the people of Over-The-Rhine built up the repressed anger inside Eliot that he could 

only express by acting out, and then she scolded him for acting out, which only drove him to 

more extreme behavior. “You blame yourself,” she said presently, “because it’s the classy thing 
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to do. But it’s not the truth, and anyone who has half a brain and is paying attention should see 

that when they read your book.” 

“So I see you’ve been working on another of your little essays about me,” Eliot said. 

Since the night that she unspooled her theory about his behavior after his father’s death, Eliot 

had ben quick to cut Cota off when she began to combine the various stories he’d told her with 

some part of his memoir and recontextualize their meanings, a bad habit that he wanted to call to 

her attention. He warned her not to let graduate school ruin her life, not to become one of those 

students who takes the idea that all of the world is a text literally. People need compassion, he 

reminded her, not deconstruction. 

“Okay, yes, I know,” Cota said, “but I’m only trying to make a point.” 

“Which is that I should blame my ex-girlfriend for everything that went wrong in 

Cincinnati?” 

“That you suppress your anger, then force dramatic confrontations instead of talking to 

people. And I am asking you not to do that with me.” 

“Sure, you got it,” Eliot said, and then, although he wanted nothing more than for the 

conversation to be over, he added, “The only problem is that you keep insisting that I’m angry 

when I’m not.” 

“Yes, you are,” Cota said. “You know how I can tell? The jokes. I can tell something is 

really getting under your skin when you start trying to be funny.” 

“Yes, I know, and jokes are the way we express feelings that we cannot otherwise 

articulate. I’ve read my Freud, too.” 

“You just proved my point.” 
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“Why don’t you quit trying to be so smart for awhile and read your book,” Eliot said, 

taking his hand from hers and running a finger along the line of her jaw to her ear, down her 

neck and along her shoulder, then down her arm, a move that always gave her gooseflesh as it 

did again now. “I need some time to process the heavy shit you just laid on me.” 

Cota opened Moby-Dick, stretched her legs over the console to rest her feet in his lap. 

“See,” she said, “There you go again.” 

* * * 

They had planned to spend an entire week together in Grinnell, a town where they could go 

anywhere together without fear of running into one of Eliot’s colleagues in the English 

department or an administrator or one of the graduate students. They had planned on taking a 

true break from the semester, a week without work, without checking email, sleeping late, 

packing a little in the afternoon, exploring the town that Eliot felt more like his hometown, he 

told Cota, than Oakland ever had. And, mostly, they succeeded. Eliot turned off his phone so he 

would not be tempted to read the messages that flowed into his inbox, dozens each day. Each 

night he took her to one of the restaurants clustered together just south of campus, telling her 

stories about misadventures that had started at a booth just across the floor or in the back of the 

bar he took her to after dinner. Warm with alcohol, they walked the cold streets at night, passing 

back and forth a bottle of what Eliot called under-the-table wine in a paper bag. He toured her 

across the campus, showed her the dorms where he had lived, took her into the classrooms where 

he had studied, let her pull him onto a desk that stood on a small stage in a lecture hall with oak 

wainscoting that rose to meet the slanting ceilings at the top of Goodnow Hall, the place where, 

as a freshman, he’d listened to Joyce Carol Oates speak, a night that gave him his first push, 

against his father’s protests, into the study of contemporary American literature. He took her to 
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the house where he lived in his senior year, he took her to the cornfield where he’d gotten lost as 

a child, to the bend in the road on the northern edge of town where he had flipped over the 

handlebars of his bicycle and broken his arm. He stood with her in front of the house where he 

had lost his virginity to a junior at the college, one of his father’s students, the summer before his 

sophomore year of high school, and he told her what the girl had said when he confessed that he 

had never had sex before—I’ve never fucked a black guy before, so it’s a first for both of us. 

Back in his father’s house, Eliot opened another bottle while Cota made a stack of 

records to play on his father’s turntable. She selected only albums that she had never heard, 

which left them often laughing together on the sofa at some British reggae band or meandering 

synthesizer jam. Cota tried to pull him up to dance when the music was good, but Eliot would 

not move, said, “I’d rather watch you.” Feet heavy and awkward with alcohol, Cota danced, not 

for him, not to be sexy, but entirely for her own enjoyment, eyes pinched closed, her mouth wide 

with a smile, sliding and stumbling in sock feet on the wooden floor. She would carry on alone 

for an entire side of a record in her own world, and then in the silence that followed, she would 

open her eyes as if waking from sleep and cover her face with her hands, embarrassed.  

When the bottle of wine was empty, they would climb the stairs, leaning against one 

another. On the day they arrived, Eliot carried their suitcases into his room, but Cota said she 

wasn’t going to let them cram together on a full-size bed when there was a king down the hall in 

his father’s room. Eliot explained the deal his father had made about privacy when he was a boy. 

He explained that he had not passed through the door at the end of the hall for two decades 

before he invaded his father’s closet in January. Cota assumed that he was joking, but, of course, 

he was not, and she bent to pick up her bag. “How about this? I’m going to sleep down the hall. 

You can join me, if you want, or you can stay in here.” And so, Eliot slept in his father’s bed, the 
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sheets as crisp as a hotel, but the pillows too thin for his wide shoulders, the mattress too hard. 

He did not sleep well, neither did Cota. At the end of their first full day in Grinnell, he could feel 

her lying awake next to him in the dark an hour after a second failed attempt to fuck. Cota had 

brought a bag of lingerie in her suitcase, a surprise to Eliot when she walked out of his father’s 

bathroom on the night they arrived, but then he lost his erection while she was on top of him and 

could not bring it back, no matter what Cota tried. He blamed the long day of driving, fatigue 

from the nights he’d stayed up before they left finishing all the work he would leave undone 

while he was gone. On the second night, he blamed booze. She told him it was fine, then rolled 

away, lay with her back to him. For an hour, she remained still and silent before Eliot got up. He 

walked around to her side of the bed, bent at the waist, and slid his arms beneath her body. Cota 

asked what he was doing in a voice that was awake, alert. Eliot didn’t answer. He lifted her from 

the mattress, carried her cradled against his chest to his room at the other end of the hall, and lay 

her on top of his bed, falling down beside her, pulling her body onto him. He put his hand over 

her mouth, told her to be silent, as if his father were still alive, as if he were a kid again and she 

were a girl he’d snuck upstairs. Cota did what she was told, biting into the flesh of his palm 

instead. For a while it was quiet enough to hear the grandfather clock ticking at the bottom of the 

stairs, quiet enough to hear the springs beneath them rattle and wheeze under their weight, and 

then the wooden bedframe cracked, and the mattress tilted, dumped them onto the floor. The next 

morning, Cota would find a bruise on her knee from the fall, which flowered out in layers of 

purple and yellow over the next few days until the entire joint was covered.  

They spent the rest of the week sleeping on the floor of his room, and no matter what 

time Eliot awoke in the morning, Cota was already up, putting together boxes downstairs, 

stacking the pots and pans from the low cabinets on the table for Eliot’s inspection, sorting his 
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father’s clothes into piles on his bed, tying the laces of his shoes together in pairs. She wanted to 

do this for him, she said. It was easy, since, for her, none of this stuff had any special meaning. 

She did not get held up on a thing the way Eliot would, interrupting the job of packing his 

father’s library on the morning after they moved back to his room to stop and flip through a book 

with margins filled by his father’s precise handwriting, reading his father’s notes, trying to recall 

if any of the ideas or questions he had jotted down eventually made it into one of his studies. It 

was fine, Cota said when she came into the office to find Eliot perched on the edge of his father’s 

desk. She did not mind. In fact, she suggested that she pack up the whole house so Eliot would 

not have to spend time handling all the pieces of his father’s life that he was only going to give 

away. It was there, in his father’s office with a heavily annotated copy of The Good Soldier in his 

lap, that Eliot told Cota that he had decided to take everything in the house back with him to 

Texas. “Absolutely,” Cota said. “That sounds like a great idea.” 

The next morning, Eliot woke to find the living room filled with packed boxes. Cota had 

emptied the shelves and the closet and the desk in his father’s office. Then she’d moved on to the 

kitchen, which is where he found her when he came downstairs an hour before noon, his 

thoughts obscured by the haze of a hangover, limping at a pain in his right ankle that had 

developed for unknown reasons. Cota had a permanent smile. She poured him a cup of coffee, 

bent to hug him from behind, her face pressed into his hair, which he had not cut because Cota 

said she liked him scruffy, and because, despite the spreading grey, he liked looking into the 

mirror and seeing again the person he’d been before the propriety of academia softened his sharp 

edges. He listened to Cota detail everything she had put away as she turned over eggs in a frying 

pan.  
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“I don’t know how you can live like this,” he said while they ate. “Staying up all night, 

getting up early. It’s only Tuesday, and I feel like I’m going to die.” 

“I had a kid when I was twenty, so I’ve spent most of my adult life going without sleep.” 

“But your kids aren’t around this week.” 

“I got used to waking up early when I was young. Growing up on a farm conditioned me 

to open my eyes the first glimmer of light.” 

“I pity you then. Sleep is one of life’s great luxuries.” 

This made Cota laugh. She gathered their plates, the only two she had not already stowed 

away, and washed them in the sink. Then she returned to the boxes she had lined up on the shelf 

of the bench seat beneath a window that looked out over the backyard in the breakfast nook, and 

went back to packing up the stacks of pots on the table, trying to fit everything into three boxes, 

a puzzle that kept her rearranging things for half an hour, talking as if to herself as she worked. It 

was interesting, she said, to think of sleep as a luxury. She had never considered it before 

through that lens—one of her favorite pieces of graduate school jargon. When she was young, 

she had thought of herself as an outlier, a strange breed of person who did not require much 

sleep. She could remember the day that she realized this for the first time. She had gone to her 

first sleepover when she was ten and woke up at dawn as usual on Saturday morning to an empty 

house, which was a new situation for her. At home, no matter how late Cota stayed awake or 

how early she got up, someone was always awake, either her father up watching the weather 

before dawn, smoking his first thin cigar of the day while he drank his coffee, or her mother 

bustling around the kitchen, making breakfast and a lunch for her father while he loaded sacks of 

feed on his flatbed, or her brother up late playing videogames, the muted sound of machine gun 

fire or screeching tires seeping through the shared wall between their rooms. Cota had never 
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thought of her family’s habits as anything but normal, never imagined that there was another, 

unknown, rhythm to the lives of everyone around her, and then suddenly the truth was put right 

in front of her—she was unlike the girls she knew, who lived in houses in town and did not 

garden with their mothers and did not ride out with their fathers to feed cattle before school. She 

did not think of herself as better than anyone else, only more serious, too busy for the frivolous 

concerns of other girls her age. When she got older, it made her happy to get up before dawn and 

work at her desk by the light of a lamp. She was proud of how much she was able to accomplish 

each day—homework in the morning, eight hours of school, another two hours of basketball 

practice in the evening, and then cleaning pecans at night for as long as her father could stay on 

his feet. She felt special, super-human, bound for greater things. All of this, she told him, was a 

long way of saying that she agreed with him. She had never articulated it in that way before, but 

sleep really was a luxury, an extravagance, a way of spending the capital that is the time each of 

has allotted on something unessential, and in the way that some people invest their extra money 

instead of taking a vacation, she had spent her extra hours each day at work rather than at rest. 

That was how she managed to go to school and work and raise two kids at the same time, and 

how she had become a certified yoga instructor while remodeling houses and taking care of her 

family, and how she expected to make her way in the future, squeezing a little bit more into each 

day than everyone else, eschewing luxuries like sleep and friends, marriage. 

Cota taped the last box closed, carried it into the living room, and cleared off the cushions 

on the bench seat she had used as her work station. Then she froze, her head cocked to the side. 

Eliot followed her eyes down to a notch the size of a half dollar that had been cut into the top of 

the wooden bench. Cota reached down, hooked her finger into the hole, and lifted open a door 
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hidden beneath the cushions. She turned to Eliot, and before she could even ask, he said, “I’ve 

never seen that before.”  

She knelt and reached into the hole with both hands. She angled out a long, shallow box 

made of cardboard and put it on the table in front of Eliot. The lid to the box was held in place by 

two rubber bands that had grown so brittle they broke as he tried to remove them. Cota had 

turned to watch him, her chin resting on the edge of the table, lips pinched together, one of the 

ways he had learned to know that she was worried. Inside was a row of envelopes, each one 

addressed to his father in Berkeley. The return address was Alabama, Adeline Taylor, his 

grandmother. Eliot opened an envelope from the middle of the box. Inside was a letter dated 

December, 20 1969. Each line was written in a flowing cursive with the precision and flourish of 

a professional calligrapher. Eliot read the letter out loud to Cota, which began with his 

grandmother congratulating Edmund on the completion of his first semester of graduate school. 

Everyone back home in God’s country was proud of his accomplishment, even if they did not 

quite understand what it was he pursuing and why he had to travel so far away to do so. This was 

followed by several paragraphs of news about Edmund’s brother and two sisters, his aunts and 

uncles, his cousins, most of them names that Eliot had never heard his father speak aloud. Eliot 

read about how his uncle had reenlisted in the Army and would spend another year in Vietnam, 

where, Eliot already knew, he would be killed in 1970. Eliot’s younger aunt was beginning to 

prepare for her wedding in June, which his grandmother reminded Edmund he could not miss. 

His older aunt had settled, at last, into her new home in Mobile with her husband and children, 

although she still missed Birmingham fiercely. Eliot remembered his father telling him that he 

had given up drinking because both of his sisters had developed a problem when they were quite 

young. One of them had recovered in time to keep her life together, but the other had spiraled off 
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into alcoholism, leaving her family and ultimately disappearing altogether. Looking at the names 

now, however, Eliot could not remember which sister was which. After the news came the 

admonishment. Eliot’s grandmother asked Edmund to please think very carefully about his 

decision to involve himself with the hippies and communists trying to overturn the order of 

things so suddenly. She reminded him that there was a natural pace to the evolution of social and 

economic progress. Remember those Russians, she wrote, who were so eager to end centuries of 

fiefdoms and aristocratic rule that they plunged their country into chaos. And for what? The 

average Russian was no better off now than they were a hundred years ago, while the party 

leaders lived like the kings they toppled. Remember that, she told him, whenever he heard 

someone start to talk about the urgent need for revolution. Progress comes slowly or not at all, 

she wrote, and he should doubt the motives of anyone who told him differently. But enough 

about all that, she wrote at the beginning of the next paragraph. The letter ended with a breezy 

summary of the preparations underway for Christmas, a reminder to call collect after lunch at 

noon on the holiday, when everyone in the family would be around to talk, and then Your 

mother. 

 “That’s wild,” Cota said after he was finished. “Like opening a time capsule.” 

 Eliot folded the letter and returned it to the envelope. He laid it atop the box instead of 

slipping it back in among the others; he knew without having to check that his father had stored 

the letters in chronological order. “It’s certainly,” Eliot began, then stopped. “Well, I suppose sad 

is what it is,” he continued after a moment of reflection. “My father met my mother the 

following spring, and when he told my parents that he was dating a black woman, the whole 

family cut him off. This is probably one of the last letters he ever received from his mother.” 
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 “Yeah, well, there are a half-dozen boxes stacked in here,” Cota said, turning back to 

ensure this was an accurate count. 

 “You’re joking.” 

 “There’s more than that even,” she answered. “Looks like eight, maybe nine.” 

 Eliot did not respond. He tried to remember if his father had ever mentioned receiving 

letters from his family after the spring of 1970. His father had told him about his mother hanging 

up without a word when he called to tell them that he had moved in with Olivia. He had also sent 

a letter, he’d said, to tell inform them of Eliot’s birth, the only way he could ensure that he would 

be able to tell them everything he had to say about the subject, but his father claimed that this 

missive had gone unanswered. 

 Eliot watched Cota remove the boxes from the hollow in the window seat and stack them 

up on the table, tilting up the lid of each one as she went to confirm that there was a row of 

letters inside. When she was done, Cota refilled their coffee mugs and sat down next to Eliot. For 

a few minutes, they sat looking at the two stacks, which each rose three feet above the top of the 

table. Then Cota asked what he was going to do now. 

 “Hell, I guess I should read them, right?” 

 “I think that’s a great idea.” 

 “But what about the rest of the house.” 

 “I’ll be able to pack everything up faster without you.” 

 Cota helped him move the letters into his father’s office. Eliot spent some time arranging 

the boxes by date in rows. After that he put the newest box on the floor beside his father’s desk 

and stacked the rest in order so that the oldest was on top . Then he spent the rest of the day 

reading. His father had begun to write his mother when he left for California in the summer of 
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1969. It was the first time he had been away from home—he had attended the university in 

Birmingham as an undergraduate—and the first letter from his mother reminded him of the 

promise he had made before he left to write her every other week. There was a pattern to her 

correspondence. She began with what seemed like a response to the contents of his father’s 

previous letter, then she updated him on the news from home—which included the circumstances 

of his family, town gossip, or the political climate in Alabama—and then she concluded with 

musings that sometimes went on for several pages about her son’s life in Berkeley and the state 

of the country in general. The pattern was broken, though, after she learned the truth about 

Olivia. From these letters, Eliot learned that his parents got together sometime around the 

beginning of March, almost exactly forty-two years before he sat reading the letter his 

grandmother had written in response to the news that her son had met someone. Edmund did not 

say anything about race for a long time. He told his mother that Olivia was an undergraduate 

who had grown up nearby, a philosophy major working her way through school with a job 

operating a shirt press at a dry cleaners. He told her that Olivia’s parents lived in Oakland and 

that her brother had served in Vietnam just like his own. Edmund declined to send a photograph, 

and his mother spent sometime chiding him for being so self-important. No one, she said, was so 

busy that they couldn’t take a picture and have it developed for their mother.  

At the end of the spring semester, Edmund traveled to Alabama for an extended visit that 

Eliot was able to measure by the gap in letters, a silence that lasted from May until August, when 

his mother wrote to tell him that she had just seen him off at the bus stop but she wanted to dash 

something off right away so that he would have note to remind him of home waiting when he 

returned to school. Another silence followed, partly from the days it took for Edmund to travel 

across the country on a bus, and partly from the fact that at some point after he got back to 
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Berkeley, Edmund called to tell his parents that Olivia was the daughter of two share-croppers 

who had left Alabama after World War Two in order to escape the genocidal crusade perpetrated 

by his father and grandfather, and that he and Olivia had decided to embark on the new academic 

year in an apartment together, living as man and wife. 

Eliot had been led to believe that this was the end of Edmund’s communication with his 

family, that, aside from an impassioned attempt four years later to persuade his parents to put 

aside their hatred for the sake of their new grandson, Edmund had never contacted anyone in 

Alabama again. But the truth was that after Edmund’s mother hung up, she penned her son a 

letter that arrived in Berkeley on the twentieth of August. Adeline described the anguish she had 

passed through in the days after he’d called, lying awake all night, weeping over the sink in the 

kitchen by herself while everyone was out for the day, her thoughts drifting off while she sat 

visiting with her friends so that someone had to clap their hands to call her back to the present. 

And in all that time, only one hope had saved her from a total collapse: the thought that it was 

not too late for Edmund to change his mind. She had told no one about what he said to her on the 

phone. He could still turn back from the ill-advised path he had chosen for himself without 

anyone finding out. Mistakes were made, she said, but not everyone had to live with the 

consequences. She signed her name, and then, as if she’d read through these words and found 

them inadequate, she added a postscript that ran for another page. She wanted to be clear that she 

had nothing against Olivia herself. She assured him that there were many negro women she had 

come to know and even consider friends over the years, and from everything that Edmund had 

told her in his letters and in their conversations over the summer, she had grown to like Olivia 

very much, but partnership and friendship were two very different things. Perhaps if the 

circumstances were somehow different, if they lived in a different time in the future, Olivia 
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could be forgiven for her skin color, but that simply was not possible now. And although she 

knew what she was asking of him was painful, cruel even, she also knew that the alternative was 

worse by far. Once his father found out, Edmund would be banished from the family and never 

allowed to return, even if the relationship with Olivia did not last through the end of the year. He 

would never be able to walk down the street in Birmingham with his held high again. News like 

this would travel fast through the community, and the people that Edmund had known all his life 

would treat him worse than anything he had seen or could imagine. These were not threats, only 

the facts of his situation, the consequences of his decision, but there was still time to avoid all of 

that, if he cared about seeing his family and the city that had raised him again. Her appeal had no 

effect. The next letter from Adeline was only three lines, the shortest in all the letters Eliot would 

read that afternoon: Your father has learned the truth. All is lost. Goodbye. 

What followed in the seven boxes of letters that remained, was a stunning documentation 

of the debate that continued in secret between Eliot’s father and grandmother for a quarter of a 

century, until Adeline’s death in 1994. Eliot read it all in one sitting. He read through the 

afternoon and into the evening, carrying a letter with him as he walked to the bathroom, or to the 

kitchen for a glass of water, or to turn on the light when the windows in his father’s office began 

to grow dark. He told Cota the story he had pieced together from what he read over a late dinner 

in a high-backed booth in the rear of a bar that was empty in the week of spring break except for 

a few young women who were making a lot of noise over a sloppy game of pool. After Adeline’s 

ultimatum, a month passed before the next letter, which brought news of his father’s outburst, the 

purge he had ordered of Edmund’s room. Everything he had left behind was gone, not thrown 

away but burned by his father in a heap in behind the house. He had forbidden anyone from 

speaking his name. He had even written a letter to Governor Ronald Regan to share his personal 
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story of tragedy brought about by the subversive elements of the country’s most radical 

university system, and to encourage him in his campaign to enforce the rules that had kept our 

young people on the right track during their first time away from home. Adeline reports that she 

had signed the letter as well, concealing her great anguish. It sickened her to see him direct such 

hatred toward his own son. She could hardly keep from weeping each time she passed the door to 

his bare room. She hoped that he could find it in himself to some day forgive them for who they 

were, and, when he did, she asked him to write her at the address of a friend whose husband had 

died some years before so that there was no chance Edmund’s father would find out. To Eliot’s 

surprise, his father, who had never spoken about his family with anything but indifference, must 

have responded at once, for the next letter from Adeline was dated not ten days after her 

apology. It seemed that Edmund had explained that he could not accept her apology if did not 

accompany some sort of change in behavior, and so Adeline spent several pages explaining why 

that was not possible, the positions that she and his father occupied in their community, their 

friends, the people who had come to depend on them, the life they had built in Birmingham, the 

deep roots. It was easy, she said, for a man of twenty-three to discard everything he had ever 

known to make a change; it was not something one did in their sixth decade of life. Edmund 

must have responded with statements about justice and the way one ought to live, because his 

mother spent her next letter defending herself and her actions, detailing the ways large and small 

she had helped people who were less fortunate, regardless of race. It continued, went back and 

forth like this through hundreds of letters, a debate that came to encompass everything that 

passed through each of their lives. Eliot told Cota about the exchange of letters that began with 

his uncle’s death in Vietnam and continued on for half a year, a conversation about family and 

death and God and war and the government, the ethics of power, the way boys were raised in the 
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United States, what it meant to live a good life. It was stunning. His grandmother was so 

thorough in her responses that he knew what his father had written as clearly as if he had read the 

letter himself. Through this woman he had never met, Eliot had come to know his father in a way 

he never had before. He certainly had never engaged his father in this level of discourse, had 

never been able to keep his father talking to him about anything for more than five minutes 

except for books. But there he was discussing with his mother his own doubts about the value of 

his research with the events in the world, the presidency of Nixon, the discrimination that he and 

Eliot’s mother faced even in Oakland, the birth of his own son, and later the dissolution of his 

relationship, Olivia’s decision to return to Oakland, his own father’s death, which was an 

ongoing subject throughout the eighties, and then the letters began to tail off as Adeline aged and 

began to fall ill. She reported a cancer diagnosis, and then the letters changed. She began to refer 

to phone calls from Edmund, and without, it seemed, ever telling anyone, Eliot’s father had 

traveled to Birmingham in the year before Eliot graduated high school to visit his ailing mother, 

a weekend that she referred to often in her final letters. At the end, she apologized for everything 

she had let happen twenty years before. She called it the greatest regret of her life. She begged 

Edmund to let her meet Eliot, to allow her to undo the greatest sin she had committed, but 

Edmund would not. The end of the correspondence turned dark. Adeline was angry at Edmund’s 

stubborn and cruel refusal to let her see her grandson at least once before she died. She accused 

him of punishing her, using his own son as a way to exact revenge for a terrible mistake. 

“Do you think that’s true?” Cota asked as they sat nursing the half of a beer they each had 

left. “Was your father vindictive like that?” 

“Not in the least,” Eliot said. “In fact, it was the opposite. But of course his mother knew 

that.” Cota asked what he meant, and Eliot explained that the logical of Adeline’s accusation was 
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so absurd that she must have been either attempting to manipulate his father, or completely out 

of her mind. Think about it. His father was a man who continued to write to his mother in secret 

two decades after he had been ostracized by his family, a correspondence based on a 

rationalization for the hatred she, at least, condoned for his wife and son. If Edmund had wanted 

to punish his mother, he only had to stop writing. If he wanted revenge, he only had to go on 

living the life he had chosen for himself, disappearing into the enormous blank space of the 

world that existed prior to the Internet. Instead he did the thing that was difficult, generous. He 

indulged his mother’s hope, allowed her to keep herself connected to him by a thin string all 

those years, let her believe that all could still someday be undone. But really he was only 

indulging her selfishness. That’s what Eliot read beneath the surface of all those letters. Adeline 

didn’t want to give up her son, she didn’t want to give up the life she had built for herself, but, of 

course, the only way she could have both was if Edmund was willing to make the sacrifice. 

There was no risk for her, nothing at stake. No one would blame her for trying to lead her son 

back to the fold, not even Edmund’s father, who must have known on some level that his wife 

was writing to Edmund, if she didn’t actually tell him straight out after some time had passed. It 

was Edmund who took on all the risk, who kept a secret from his wife, straining what was 

already a difficult situation. A letter from Edmund’s mother, daughter of one Klansman and 

married to another, would have been more than enough to collapse the delicate balance they had 

struck in Iowa, or give her a solid reason not to send Eliot out to spend his summers with him 

after she did leave. And then what about Eliot? In her letters, Adeline asked about him with the 

same curiosity, praised him with the same enthusiasm that she would have for any of her white 

grandchildren. She requested photographs, even asked if she could write letters to him. She did 

not admit or apologize for the colossal bigotry she had perpetrated, did not vow to change her 
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ways. She was offering nothing to Edmund, only trying to take more. She wanted to have the 

same relationship with Eliot that she’d had with his father, and the only way that could happen 

was if Edmund sold his young son on the idea, took the time to explain to a boy who was still 

grappling with the prejudice built-in to every facet of society that, sometimes, the people who 

perpetuate this prejudice should be forgiven, that humans are driven by complex and 

contradictory motives, that being an adult meant suppressing your selfish desires for those of 

another in the hopes of achieving a greater good. Edmund declined, and his mother responded 

graciously, but her attitude and her expectations did not change. She would ask again and again 

to contact Eliot as he got older, and each time she would treat the refusal with a little more 

hostility, until, out of time at last, Edmund refused her for the final time, and she let the feelings 

she’d held for twenty years show through. The accusation of vindictiveness said more about 

Adeline than it did about Edmund. It said that despite all the apologies and the rhetoric justifying 

her views over the years, she was still the same woman who had pressured Edmund to leave 

Eliot’s mother in 1970 because it served her own selfish interest. 

Eliot slouched down into his seat. It was after midnight already. He’d started to read just 

before noon and did not stop for almost ten hours, taking notes on his father’s typewriter paper, 

stacks of pages, parallel narratives for Adeline and Edmund, parallel timelines for the family 

Edmund had left behind in Alabama and for the family who had left him in Iowa. 

Cota asked if he wanted to go for a walk, maybe head to another bar. In the hard light of 

the bulb hung over their table, the circles under her eyes showed as dark as bruises, but she was 

smiling, sitting erect, her legs bouncing against his under the table. 

“What I’d like to do, if I had the energy, is go to work.” 
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“You don’t need to worry about that,” Cota said. “I packed up most of the house today. 

We’re in really good shape.” 

“I was talking about writing.” 

Cota’s eyes grew wide, and she leaned towards him over the table, whispering as if 

someone might steal the idea. “You mean about those letters?” 

“I’m almost positive that a book is waiting in there. A biography of my father mixed with 

a first-hand account of the impact the sixties had on a southern family. I could reconstruct some 

of his letters, recreate the back and forth.” 

Cota was so excited she could barely sit still. “That’s a fucking great idea,” she said. 

“And I’d love to help you with the research, or organize the letters, type up your notes, 

anything.” 

“No, you have your own work. A thesis to finish in the coming year.” 

“There’s plenty of time. Together we can finish your project by the end of the summer, 

and then we’ll move on to my thing. A tit for tat arrangement.” 

“I don’t think that means what you think it means.” 

“Regardless. I’ll help you, then you’ll help me, and this time next we’ll both have a book 

to sell.” 

“Yeah, it’s not that easy. Believe me.” 

“It could be, though, with the two of us working together.” 

Eliot straightened up, folded his arms across his chest, summoned the expression he used 

in class to let the students know he was pivoting the discussion in a delicate direction. 

“Something like this,” he said, “is a dangerous proposition. Not something to be entered into 

lightly.” 
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“Look, I’m not asking you sign a contract or anything.” 

“Yes, well, that’s exactly the problem. If we embark on, let’s say, a collaboration, it 

changes the nature of the relationship—” 

“So does hauling me up here to spend a week in your father’s house.” 

“That’s what I mean. A month ago we would’ve never talked partnering together on a 

project. And then I brought you to Iowa and the level of our involvement changed.” 

“For the better, of course.” 

“Absolutely, yes. I wouldn’t be saying all this to you if that weren’t the case. However, I 

do think it would be a good idea to talk about expectations, set parameters, and so on before we 

go off making any commitments.” 

“In other words, you do want a contract.” 

“In a sense.” 

“No problem there.” Cota called the waitress over to ask for another round and a stack of 

extra napkins, which she unfolded and pressed flat against the table with her hands. She wrote 

Working Agreement across the top of the first napkin, which tore under the tip of her pen. She 

balled it up and started again, slowly, carefully. She looked up at Eliot when she was finished 

and said, “All right. Tell me what you want this to say.” 

Eliot did not respond. 

So Cota bent her head to the napkin again, and Eliot read upside down as she began to 

write out rules. (1) The undersigned (C. & E.) agree that this arrangement may be terminated at 

any time, for any reason, before the completion of the project. (2) C. & E. openly and freely 

acknowledge that the arrangement in no way implies any personal or professional commitment 

beyond the work necessary to complete said project. (3) C. & E. will not be bound… 
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Cota continued until she had filled three cocktail napkins, ten points in all, four of which 

came from Eliot. They agreed to write each book concurrently, rather than take turns. They 

agreed to spend a certain amount of time each week working side by side, and an even larger 

amount of time working apart. They agreed to treat each other as equal partners, to always 

provide rigorous and honest feedback, but to respect the author’s judgment on any major 

decision regarding his or her book. They agreed to begin on May fifteenth, the day that Eliot’s 

grades were due. They agreed not to reveal their arrangement to anyone in the Texas Tech 

English department. Finally, they agreed to revisit the contract at the end of the summer to make 

necessary adjustments. They each signed at the end of the list, then Cota took up a serrated knife 

left behind when the waitress cleared away their plates and pricked the tip of her index finger. 

She held the knife out to Eliot, who did not hesitate. He made the cut and pressed his finger 

down into the napkin next to the blooming imprint of Cota’s blood. 

* * * 

The next evening, Eliot took Cota out to celebrate. They’d loaded the rental truck in the morning, 

and after lunch, they began to organize his father’s letters by subject, opening a bottle of wine as 

the evening wore on, talking through the structure the book would take, making plans, drawing 

up an outline even. Cota said that she wanted to go two-stepping. Eliot laughed, but she was 

serious, so, when their waiter dropped off the check after dinner, he tried to ask if the cowboy 

bar that he and his undergraduate friends had crashed as a joke almost twenty years before was 

still around, but he couldn’t remember the name of the place, and the waiter did not know of any 

place like the one he described on the northern edge of town. He gave them directions to a place 

south of the train tracks, a small warehouse that had been converted into a club that alternated 
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night to night between hip-hop and country music. The waiter was pretty sure that Thursday was 

a country night. 

 They stopped at a package store for a bottle of whiskey that Cota could hide in her purse, 

a trick she said she’d learned from her college roommate. They passed the bottle back and forth 

as they walked into a stiff wind that cut through Eliot’s jacket. He walked with his head bowed 

against the cold, but Cota carried on unaffected, her long coat billowing out behind her. She 

claimed that she could hear the slow and steady beat coming from the bar as soon as they crossed 

the train tracks, before they saw the blue neon sign of the Midnight Rodeo, and began explaining 

how to two-step as they went. She said it would just be easier if she showed him, then slipped his 

arm over her shoulder, took his other hand in hers. She steered him with her body, leading him 

around in a tight circle, almost moving in place, shuffling his feet in a rhythm he could not catch. 

When Eliot tried to stop, Cota pulled him closer to her, tightened her grip on his hand. She told 

him to count with her, and he did, wanting only to avoid stepping on her feet at first, and then, 

forgetting that they were on the side of the road, he started to catch on. Cota began to follow his 

lead. Her body relaxed against him. He spun Cota away to the end of his outstretched arm, 

swinging her hair loose from the loose bun at the base of her neck so that it covered her face 

when he pulled her close again. He dipped her in the approaching headlights of an oncoming car 

that turned out to be a police patroller that stopped across from them. The window lowered, and 

a cop asked, “What in the hell do you all think you’re doing out here?” Cota quickly tied her hair 

back again and answered, “We’re on the hunt for a our lost youth. You haven’t seen out this 

way, have you?” The cop didn’t laugh, only started up his car again and rolled off. 

Underneath her coat, Cota wore a polka dotted dress that was tight and short and cut low 

in the back. Inside Midnight Rodeo, the old men in cowboy hats and starched white button-



 

 205 

downs, the old women in high-waisted jeans and bedazzled t-shirts, the dancing couples, the 

bachelorette party crowding a corner booth, the slouching drunks, the young men in backwards 

baseball caps bent over pool tables, the young women in halter tops and cutoff shorts, they all 

turned to stare at Cota as she crossed the mostly empty floor. Eliot watched each person look her 

up and down, then see him behind her, a hand on her back. Eliot looked back, challenging 

anyone to make a comment, a sour expression. He wanted to be ready for whatever trouble might 

present itself in this place so that he could protect himself, and, even more, so that he could 

protect Cota. 

 She glanced back at him, misinterpreted his expression, and told him not to worry about 

seeing anyone who would recognize him. “This doesn’t look like a university type of crowd,” 

she said, her mouth close to his face so that he would be able to hear her over music so loud it 

seemed to take up space in the air all around them. 

 “You never know,” Eliot replied. “I’ve spent a lot of time in this town over the years.” 

 “Yes, I do. I know, so take it easy. Everything is fine.” 

 She ordered rocks whiskey from the bartender. Eliot stood facing the room, trying to 

catch the eye of everyone who looked their way, until Cota turned him around by the shoulders, 

and rapping her knuckles on the bar, she said, “I want you to look at this. It’s what we used to do 

in Florida. Virgil and I.”  

That finally grabbed his attention. Cota had never spoken her husband’s name in front of 

Eliot before. He hadn’t asked why. He didn’t need to. It was a way to keep herself insulated from 

certain facts. The word husband was an abstraction that kept the actual thing at a distance, the 

same way that bicycle accident allowed Eliot to keep everyone away from the violence he had 

inflicted on himself the night his father died. Naming Virgil made him real, acknowledged that 
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there was another man out there somewhere who had a legal claim to what Cota had with Eliot, 

who could arrive at her doorstep any moment and try to take back what was rightfully his. Cota 

froze after she said her husband’s name, as if all of this occurred to her at once, then she smiled 

at Eliot, rapped on the bar with her knuckles again, and continued. She could knock out 

something like this, she said, in no time. The bar was assembled out of some kind of distressed 

wood, like something that had been left out in the weather, then sanded smooth and sealed up 

with polyurethane. Cota told him that this was the kind of thing she had been up to in Florida, 

before it was cool, she quickly added. And then she started to tell him about the home renovation 

business she had tried to build with her husband. Emphasizing the impersonal pronouns now, she 

said that he had taught her, when they were still in Oklahoma, how to salvage materials from 

abandoned buildings, the kind of reclaimed wood that had been used to make the bar in front of 

them. It had been her idea to buy a their first house in Florida, a tiny place in the oldest part of 

town that had been partially gutted and then abandoned. She had persuaded her husband to put 

up the down payment and to write a check for the materials, and then she had driven him and 

Ethan out on trips deep into the interior of the state. This was well before Charlie arrived in her 

life, before there was any talk of a slowdown, when it seemed that her husband could keep 

making piles of money selling mortgages for as long as he wanted. The renovations were a way 

out, something they could do together, something that could give the people they dealt with 

something of value for their money, not just, as her husband always complained, a debt 

instrument designed to suck up as much of their income each month as possible. And so they 

spent weeks searching through small towns until, at last, they found what they had been looking 

for—a house at the end of a dirt road that branched off a two-lane highway, almost swallowed up 

by a curtain of vines that her husband would have to hack through with a long-handled axe he 
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would pick up at the same hardware store where he would hurry off to buy a trailer when he saw 

what was inside. The house had sat empty for less than a decade, judging by the state of the 

interior. A thick bough from one of the trees that towered overhead had fallen and made a hole in 

the roof that had been widened by the weather, ruining the a cluster of bedrooms in the back of 

the house, but the rest was intact. They pried up the scratched and worn wooden floors, stacked 

them on the trailer in pieces the size of pallets. They took the handmade cabinets from the wall, 

hauled out the porcelain-coated iron sink. They loaded up the matching stove and refrigerator 

with their rounded edges and tarnished chrome handles, both a shade of aqua blue like something 

on a sports car from the ‘50s. They came back on another weekend for the paneling that covered 

the exterior, standing on the back of the trailer as they pried each board away so that they 

wouldn’t have to waste time carrying a pile of lumber from one place to another. Cota finished 

off the drink that had been served to her quickly as she spoke, then refilled her glass with the 

bottle of whiskey in her purse, pulling Eliot close to her so that no one could see what she was 

doing. She told him that everything they found went into the house they’d bought in Melbourne. 

Cota did as much as she could manage while her husband was at work, sanding the rough 

paneling from the old house smooth and using it to cover the walls of the living room and 

kitchen of the new house, installing the cabinets, building a frame that could support the weight 

of the sink. She hired someone to fit the wood floors into place, paying him a little extra to 

explain what he was doing as he went, to teach her how to use the sanding equipment and put 

down the stain and the finish. She and her husband repaired and refinished the appliances on the 

weekend, and when they were done with all of this, they marketed the house as a vintage 

treasure, carefully restored, and less than a week after they had finished, they sold the place for 

fifty percent more than what they had paid only a few months before. “It was easy money,” Cota 
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said. “Too easy. I should’ve known better. But I had to learn the hard way,” she added, refilling 

her glass under the bar for the second time. “Never trust anything easy. That’s a million dollar 

lesson I’m giving to you for free.” 

Cota touched her glass to his, then drained it in a single gulp. She draped her arm around 

his shoulders, falling against his chest when she leaned in to kiss him. Then she took Eliot by the 

hand and led him out beneath the spinning light reflecting off the disco ball above the dance 

floor. Eliot kept his head up as they shuffled along, a slow obstacle for the experienced couples 

who weaved around them, searching again for the eyes of anyone who might be following their 

progress, but it seemed that the shock caused by their entrance had already expired, and as he 

had outside on the street, Eliot felt himself beginning to fall into an easy rhythm with Cota. 

Instead of the crowd, he found himself studying the moves of the men around him, the way they 

spun their partners, close enough that the woman’s hair whipped around their faces. He tried the 

move on Cota, which caused them both to stumble and almost fall the first time, but after another 

trip around the floor, she asked him to do it again, and he twirled Cota twice, holding her hand in 

his high over his head, leaning his head back so he would not be hit in the face by the weight of 

her hair, and then catching her again in his arms, all without missing a step. 

They danced through half a dozen songs, none that Eliot had ever heard before, which 

Cota did not believe, and he reminded her that he’d never lived in a place with more than one 

country station on the radio until he took his job in Lubbock. When a song started up that 

brought the line dancers to the floor, Cota pulled away from him, and they went outside to take a 

break, escape the air of the warehouse, thick with the odor of sweat and cigarette smoke. At a bar 

built out of plywood and decorated for a luau on the concrete patio, Eliot ordered two more 

whiskeys from a young guy who did not look up from his phone except to glance at the bottles 
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on the shelf behind him and to take in Cota, who stood beside a picnic table in the corner, 

reaching high overhead as though stretching after a workout, the strong muscles in her back 

exposed by the cut of her dress, which was only just long enough to cover her ass when she 

reached up like that. Eliot left no tip for the bartender. Cota fished the ice out of the drink he 

gave her. She sat close to him, shivering in the cold wind blowing hard enough to keep a plastic 

cup beneath their seat rattling back and forth over the concrete. Eliot saw that some college 

students at a table on the far end of the patio had started up a space heater like the one that stood 

cold beside him, so he spent a few minutes figuring out how to get the flame going above them 

as well. By the time he was done, Cota had finished her drink and was refilling the glass from the 

now almost empty bottle in her purse. 

“What are you going to do when that whiskey runs out?” he asked. 

“Take you home and fuck your brains out, I reckon,” she answered, then laughed loud 

enough that the kids at the other table turned to see what was so funny. Eliot put his arm around 

Cota, and she leaned into him. Over the top of her head, he watched a kid stand up and cross the 

patio. He wore a dark t-shirt with cursive letters printed in neon orange letters that picked up 

what little light there was outside. The font looked familiar. Then Eliot read the words The Bull 

Goose Looney. And then he saw that it was his graduate student from Texas Tech, the student 

with the pool table in his dining room, the student whose apartment Eliot had left with Cota on 

the first night she came to his house. 

Christian was already smiling. “I thought that was you, Dr. Taylor.”  

“Good to see you, young scholar,” Eliot said, and then, because there was no reason to 

lie, he added, “Although you’re the last person I would’ve expected to see out here.” 
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“Yeah, I know. Country bar in Iowa. Not exactly a fantasy spring break, but my last good 

buddy is about to graduate, so I decided to come back for one final hurrah before I lose all 

connection with the place.” 

Eliot had forgotten. It had been almost four years since Christian arrived in Lubbock, four 

years since Eliot had received a phone call from his father to tell him about a former student who 

had applied to the PhD program at Eliot’s university. His father had written Christian a 

recommendation letter, but he wanted to do more. He told Eliot that Christian was brilliant, one 

of the very best minds to come through his classroom, but cocksure, overfamiliar, the kind of 

student who regards himself as superior to his peers, as if he were a junior faculty member sitting 

in on a seminar. “In short,” Eliot’s father had said, “he reminds me a lot of you.” 

“Listen, I’m sorry about Edmund,” Christian said, as if reading Eliot’s thoughts. “I just 

found out, like, on Monday when I swung by his office to see if he was around. I wish you had 

told me. I would’ve liked to go to the funeral. He was the best professor I ever had, no offense.” 

“Like he gives a shit what you think,” Cota said. 

Christian laughed as though she’d made a joke. He glanced over his shoulder at his 

friends, then turned back to Eliot. “I’m not going to lie, I went to the bathroom and cried when 

the secretary told me what had happened. He was that important to me,” Christian said, as if 

nothing had happened, as if he wanted to extend Eliot the courtesy of ignoring the drunk student 

beneath his arm, as if he did not want to disgrace the memory of his father with the unseemliness 

of a situation like this. 

But Eliot wasn’t interested. He said, “I’m sure you know Cota from the program, 

Christian. No need to be embarrassed.” 
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“Of course.” Then to Cota he said. “I haven’t seen you around in awhile. Since February 

at least.” 

“Sounds about right,” she answered. “That’s about the time the semester started to rev up 

for me.” 

“Sure, yeah. Actually, now that I think about it, you’re right. It was February. You came 

back to my place with the visiting scholar and everyone else. Then you left with Eliot here, and 

no one has seen you since. Maybe the two are related.” 

“I don’t know. Does it look that way to you?” 

“Well, I know better than to jump to any conclusions in these situations. Especially since 

I was told by a very reliable source that there was absolutely nothing doing between you two. 

That’s why I asked.” 

“Yeah, and who told you that? Someone other than Eli?” 

“Sorry, I can’t rightfully say.” Christian was looking at Cota, but Eliot knew that he was 

speaking to him, making plain what he could do with his information, trying gain some sort of 

leverage. He had done the same thing when Eliot summoned him to his office to thank him for 

having everyone over to his apartment, for showing the visiting scholar a good time. They talked 

for a few minutes about Christian’s dissertation after that, and then, as if it had just occurred to 

him, Eliot said that he hoped he had not made a fool of himself by leaving with Cota. The 

university expressly forbade faculty from any romantic involvement with students, and Eliot 

wanted to ensure that he had not given Christian the impression that anything untoward had 

occurred. Cota had let him out at the foot of his drive and that was it, a lie he had practiced 

saying aloud all morning so he would not give himself away. Christian assured him that he’d 

assumed no such thing, and, for that afternoon at least, Eliot felt he had extricated himself from a 
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poor decision. Five days had passed since his night with Cota, and he had not heard from her, 

which, he’d thought then, was as it should be. Days of reflection had led him to conclude that 

nothing good could come from their involvement, and he spent the rest of the day after his 

meeting with Christian in a state of elation. He enjoyed the graduate seminar he led late that 

afternoon more than he had in years. He glided home on his bicycle. He even sat down that 

evening with the scholarly manuscript he’d left fallow since his memoir had been accepted for 

publication. It was like his car had plunged off a bridge into a river, he thought, and he swum 

back to the surface unharmed. It was like he had stepped on a landmine that turned out to be a 

dud. No, there was more to it than that. He was Dostoevsky, arrested for his gambling debts and 

condemned to death, only to receive a pardon from the czar as he stood blindfolded against the 

wall. The sense of relief made Eliot appreciate anew everything that he had found unbearable 

before Cota, a feeling that was already beginning to fade when he woke up the next morning, and 

that had disappeared completely two days later, exactly one week after he had last seen her, 

when Cota sent him pictures of herself in a bustier top printed with cherries, a smile on her face 

that was simultaneously ludicrous and obscene. Watching her cross the back lawn to his house 

that night, the feeling of relief returned. For a week he had believed that she was gone, that he 

would only ever exchange a polite hello with her in the hall, or stiff small talk at a department 

function, pretending that she was just another student, and then there she was, slipping through 

his back gate, stepping into the middle of his life. 

“Let’s go ahead and put an end to your bullshit,” Eliot said to Christian presently. “I 

don’t like the tone you’re taking with my girlfriend.” 
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“Oh, she’s your girlfriend now.” The smile on Christian’s face grew wider. “I guess a lot 

can change in two months. Although, I figured that, with all the rules governing faculty 

relationships with students, you might avoid putting a name to things.” 

“Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” Cota interjected. 

“No, it’s all right. I understand,” Eliot said, speaking deliberately now, his voice even, 

controlled. The flash of an image passed through his mind—his mother pacing the kitchen in her 

apartment and shouting at him when he told her that he’d decided to attend Grinnell, then 

accusing him of being just like his father as he sat calmly in his chair explaining his decision, 

refusing to raise his voice. Addressing Cota but his eyes on Christian, Eliot said, “I know this 

young scholar is only trying to protect his mentor, looking out for his own best interests. The 

thing you need to know about Christian is that he’s a prick. Which is fine. I’m a prick too. That’s 

probably why we get along. But Christian is still young. Still naïve in the ways of the world. He 

doesn’t think that about himself, but it’s true. A semester abroad, a road trip up the west coast, 

talking shit with a scholar who knows a couple of famous writers, Christian thinks all that adds 

up to some kind of sophistication, a certain adroitness, a savoir-faire. I though the same thing 

once, but I was wrong, and Christian is wrong, too. He’s still just a kid from Sioux City, I believe 

it was, trying to bluff his way through—” 

“All due respect,” Christian said. “But you don’t know my life, man.” 

“When I’m finished, you can have your say,” Eliot replied. “But I’m not finished yet. I 

haven’t even reached what it was I wanted to tell you, which is that you need to think very 

deliberately about what it is you hope to accomplish by threatening me or Cota because, 

whatever it is, it’s not going to pan out for you.”  

“Who says I was threatening anyone.” 
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“Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe you were only trying to embarrass me for telling you one 

thing and then doing another. Or maybe you wanted to shame Cota for stepping over the line 

between student and teacher. But it doesn’t matter. Whatever your intentions, you seemed to 

have forgotten that because you asked me to be the chair of your dissertation committee you 

appointed me the absolute and supreme ruler of your professional life. I decide now whether you 

will be allowed to graduate. If I want to, I could dig up a dozen things about your dissertation 

that would give me reason to fail you. And, at this point, you don’t have any viable alternatives. 

It’s too late for you to find a new committee chair since you only have a year of funding left, and 

I know you don’t want to spend even one semester teaching at the community college while you 

finish up. And the only leverage you have is rule forbidding faculty relationships with students, 

which is meant to protect eighteen-year-old kids away from home for the first time, not someone 

like Cota. At worst, I’d get a lecture from the dean about keeping my situation under wraps until 

she graduated.” 

“But what if he goes to the administration,” Cota said, and Eliot could tell by the sound 

of her voice that she was smiling. “Says you threatened to fail him if he revealed your 

involvement with me?” 

“I’m not threatening Christian. I don’t need to. I know he’s too smart to do anything that 

would jeopardize his career, isn’t that right, young scholar?” 

 Christian managed to put a smile on his face again. “Hey, I’m not going to lie, I’ve had 

more than a few drinks tonight, so don’t pay attention to anything I say. I meant no disrespect.” 

“I know that,” Eliot said. “And what about Cota?” 

“Yeah, I absolutely apologize if I made you feel judged in any way.”  

 Cota said nothing. 
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 “Well, I’m glad you stopped by to clear up the air,” Eliot said. “Why don’t you email me 

next week so we can set up a meeting to talk about your research before the semester ends.” 

Christian promised he would. He started back for his table, then stopped and came back 

to apologize to Cota again. He was really and truly sorry, he said, and he hoped she wouldn’t 

hold anything he’d said against him. 

It was the second apology that had Cota laughing after they left the bar. Walking up the 

middle of the street, wobbly on her heels, hanging onto Eliot’s arm to keep from falling. She was 

telling him about the way that Christian, sitting in on the course she was taking that semester on 

Cormac McCarthy and Russell Banks, had snatched the reins of the class from the young 

assistant professor, a woman hired only the year before by a committee that Eliot had led. 

Christian would often redirect a sagging discussion by rephrasing the professor’s question. I 

wonder if it wouldn’t be more productive, he would say, to think of this moment in the text as… 

After he had done this maybe a half-dozen times in the first month of the semester, Cota finally 

challenged him, suggested that maybe the class could divide into two groups to discuss his 

question, one for the men and another for the women so that someone without a penis would 

finally have a chance to speak. That shut him up for a day, but the next week when Cota arrived 

in class, Christian said, Look out gentlemen, Cota’s here. Hide your dicks. A line he, and a few 

of the other men from the class, had started to say every time they saw her—hide your dicks. 

“You know that’s why he apologized to me twice. The first time was because you told 

him to, and then after he started to walk away he remembered that shit he’s gotten all the little 

boys in the program to say because they think he’s some kind of a genius. I’ve heard them on the 

way to the bar, telling Christian about how the professor favors me over him because we’re both 

women, how he should be the one leading the class instead of that Ivy League chick. 
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Motherfucker thought he was going to play you the same way, and got his ass handed to him 

instead.” 

The lights above the railroad crossing ahead of them began to flash, the boom barriers 

lowered across the road, and they had to stop and wait for the train to pass, close enough that 

Eliot could hear the rhythmic clacking of the cars coming towards them. The driver sounded the 

horn as he passed through intersection, a noise that ripped through the air and hit Eliot’s body 

with enough force to make him take a step back. Cota let go of his arm, planted her feet wide and 

screamed along with the horn, lifting herself up on her toes, her entire body tense, a cloud of 

breath extending above her head in the cold air like a pillar. On the other side of the tracks, they 

veered towards the package store where they had stopped earlier in the evening, but it was late 

enough that the cashier had already locked up. Cota pleaded with him through the glass until he 

opened the door, but once they were inside, he would only let them shop from a clearance shelf 

in the corner, and then he charged them double the price printed on the orange tag stuck to the 

bottle of blueberry liqueur that Cota selected, pocketing the cash as he walked them back out. 

The streets around the college were empty, quiet. Eliot kept telling Cota to lower her 

voice before someone called the police, but she didn’t seem to hear him, carrying on without 

pause for blocks in between swigs from the liqueur that Eliot refused to touch. “The look on that 

motherfucker’s face when you called him a prick,” she was saying. “His smirk just melted. It 

was like you could see the moment he realized the ground had crumbled beneath his feet, and 

then you just let him keep falling and falling. He kept thinking it was over, and then you’d dig a 

little deeper, get a little more ugly, a little more vicious. You don’t see dudes handle their 

business like that anymore. Everybody’s so goddamn sensitive now. Afraid to be the bad guy. 

Trying to be friends with every asshole they meet. That’s how a shit-heel like Christian thrives. 
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Nobody’s man enough to step to him, put him in his place. To give that scrawny fucker exactly 

what he deserves.” 

Cota took a long pull from the bottle. Liqueur the color of antifreeze ran down her chin 

and dripped onto her chest, soaked into the neckline of her dress. 

“God, it feels so good to finally be with a real man,” she shouted, as if announcing it to 

the dark houses at the end of the block. “Everyone before, nothing but overgrown children and 

fools.” 

“What about Virgil?” Eliot surprised himself with this question, but he let it stand. 

“He was smart,” Cota said. “And principled as fuck. But he wasn’t a man. He was an 

angsty fucking teenager who still wanted to be cool.”  

They walked on, and Cota began to tell him a story. In the first apartment she and Virgil 

rented when they arrived in Florida, they had found boxes of clothes left behind by the previous 

tenant. Truly awful stuff. Baggy acid-washed jeans and triple-XL shirts with garish floral prints. 

But Virgil insisted it was worth saving. Vintage was in, he’d said, as if he knew anything about 

the subject. But Cota couldn’t stop him. She lay in bed, epically pregnant, with nothing but an 

oscillating fan pushing around the August air, and watched while he tried on wide-collared shirts 

that gaped around his neck. He tucked the excess fabric into his pants, and she told him he 

looked like a woman with her dress caught in her pantyhose. “But he kept them,” she told Eliot, 

“Packed them up when he moved back to Texas. Probably has them even now.”  

She laughed, then began to cough, doubled over, stumbling. For almost two weeks after 

that night, Cota would be so sick she would hardly be able to raise her head to eat. Eliot would 

finish loading the rental truck the next day, carry Cota to the cab, then drive her back to Texas. 

After they returned to Lubbock, he would drive to the airport and walk to the gate to pick up her 
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kids while Cota lay in the back seat of his car. Cota had never introduced him to her boys, but he 

would recognize them as hers anywhere by their thick heads of hair, as dark and curly as their 

mother. “He’s black,” the younger boy would say to his older brother when Eliot approached 

with the pass he’d been issued at the ticket counter. “Yeah, and so what?” Ethan would respond, 

and Charlie would not answer. Instead, he would turn to Eliot and say, “My friend from school is 

black.” Ethan would apologize on behalf of his brother. “That’s okay,” Eliot would tell him. “I 

get that a lot, actually.” Eliot would spend the rest of the following week living with Cota in the 

four-room house she rented in an ugly neighborhood far from campus, the part of town where 

neighbors stored half-wrecked cars beneath tarps in the driveway and dogs stood barking day and 

night behind chain-link fences. He would get the boys ready in the morning, drive them to 

school, pick them up in the afternoon. He would roast chickens in the oven two at a time, carve 

away the meat to make into something different each night for the boys, and boil the carcass to 

make a broth for Cota. Later that fall, after the disastrous trip to Ardmore, after Cota was gone, 

Eliot would look back on the ten days that he took care of her and her boys as the time when 

everything changed, when the architecture of their lives began to merge in a way that would 

ultimately result in a rapid and total collapse. 

Almost home, Cota began another story about Virgil. The night she went into labor with 

her youngest son, her husband was at the party his boss threw at the end of each quarter for his 

dozen employees, and was not answering his phone. Cota’s doctor told her she would be better 

off at home overnight, where she could sleep comfortably, but the pain in her back and in her 

legs kept her up and moving around. She paced the floors of her condo, all the windows opened 

onto the beach despite the chill in the air, alone until the sun came up. She called a cab, and on 

the way to the car, she spotted her husband’s truck a few units down, the front end on the 
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sidewalk, the tail jutting into the street. He was laid out across the bench seat. “Then I opened the 

door,” she said, already grinning. “And the inside just reeked of vomit. Son of a bitch had thrown 

up all over himself and was too drunk to find his way out afterwards.” She erupted with laughter, 

hanging on Eliot’s arm to keep from collapsing on the wet grass in front of his father’s house. 

Upstairs, Cota fell into bed without taking off her shoes, which Eliot slid from her feet. 

He turned on the light in the hallway bathroom so that she would be able to find her way if she 

woke in the middle of the night, then Eliot undressed and lay down beside her stone-still body. 

He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Cota was on top of him, her dress bunched up 

around her neck like a scarf. He sat up enough to slip out of his shorts, then reached for her, the 

soft flesh of her hips and thighs cold in his hands. Her lips were blue from the cold as well, he 

thought, then remembered the blueberry liqueur.  

“You’re a man, and I love it. A real grown-ass man,” she said, her voice pinched and 

rasping so that she sounded like someone else entirely. Then she said, “God, I fucking love you, 

Eli.”  

“What did you just say?” Eliot asked, but Cota didn’t answer. She pushed down harder 

with her hips, pressed her face into his neck. He felt something wet against his skin, and for a 

moment, he thought she was crying. He sat up, carrying Cota with him, so that he could look at 

her in the light from the hall. Her face was red with exertion. Clear mucus streamed from her 

nose, collected at her chin, dripped onto her chest. She swallowed with great difficulty, and said, 

“I love you so fucking much, Eli.” Her expression suddenly serious. 

“I love you,” Eliot rolled Cota onto her back as he said this, his voice catching with the 

effort, obscuring the words. He pushed her ass from the hard floor back onto the mattress with 

his thighs, but Cot told him to stop. She wanted to hear him say it a second time, wanted him to 
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look her in the eyes so that she would know he meant it. Then she asked him to tell her again and 

again until it became a kind of incantation that she took up with him, chanting together until 

Eliot finished. He went to the bathroom for a damp towel that Cota could use to clean herself off, 

but she had already rolled onto her stomach by the time he returned and was asleep. Eliot stood 

in the doorway looking down at the Cota in the dim light, her broad shoulders and strong back, 

the wild tangle of hair that obscured her face. He thought through what had just happened and 

what was likely to happen next, wringing the towel in his hands until he felt water drip onto his 

feet. He returned the towel to the bathroom and turned off the light. He ran his hand along the 

wall to find his way back to the bedroom, then knelt to the floor and crawled to where Cota lay 

on the mattress, groping for her in the dark. 




