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“For us there is only one season, the season of sorrow.”


—Oscar Wilde, De Profundis (1897)












PART I
















CHAPTER 1






Before I completely destroyed my life, I taught English at Sawyer College in Ohio. I wasn’t the world’s greatest professor, but I also wasn’t the worst—although it’s possible I would become that. The position was an amazing opportunity, or at least that’s what everyone kept telling me. When I got hired, someone from my grad program called it a “dream job,” but in my wildest dreams, I’m definitely not attending mandatory trainings on “new innovations in learning outcomes assessment tools.” Although to say I had bigger hopes for myself wouldn’t quite be true, either. I never put a lot of time into hoping, or thinking about my own future. What I wanted—or even what I could want—did not often occur to me. I just kind of slogged forward through each day as best I could.


Of course, I was relieved when I got the job. After eight years in a PhD program, a two-year post-doc, and an increasingly desperate year of adjuncting (a sign of my desperation: I bought an LSAT study guide), I was panicking it might never happen. And then it did. The school was founded in 1850 in the town of Sawyer, smack in the middle of Ohio, by a bunch of Lutherans from Pennsylvania. Despite its location, or I guess because of it, the small school flourished, attracting the sons (and later, begrudgingly, daughters) of wealthy families who hoped the pastoral setting would inspire a seriousness of purpose. Some things had changed since then—like you no longer had to be white to attend. And the school was now secular, though a kind of Lutheran stinginess lived on in its motto: vita studii, a life of study. But lots of things had not changed. Like many small, liberal arts colleges, Sawyer turned inward, shunning the locals and hiding behind its towering gray-green stone walls. In any given year, there were more first-year students from the Upper East Side than all of Ohio. After the last plastics factory shuttered its doors and shipped south to Mexico, townies were left with few options besides Walmart or McDonald’s or—if you were lucky—cleaning up the shit and spills of Sawyer students. A life of study, indeed.


While obviously much better off, junior faculty were hardly rolling in money. After student loans, credit card debt, used car payments—there was nothing left. I tried to talk with my department chair, Susan, about when the college might lift its pay freeze. (The college president called it “a necessary tightening of belts as we ride out the aftermath of the recession”—he lived rent-free in a small mansion and made $460,000 a year.) Given the state of the academic job market, Susan thought I should consider myself lucky. “We had over three hundred applicants for your position,” she told me, not for the first time. By May of that year, the monotony of it all had started to wear me down, and a simmering resentment kicked in. I’d arrive on campus already exhausted and park my sad little hatchback, hoping (after three recent stints in the shop) it would start when I returned at the end of the day. Crossing the lot, I’d pass students descending from gleaming, brand-new SUVs, shouting about plans to meet up in European towns I’d never even heard of, and I would think to myself—how did I end up here?


That summer, I stayed in Sawyer, supposedly to work on my book. I tormented myself through all of June, staring daily at the same blank Word document. By July I gave up, reasoning that I needed the constraints of a teaching schedule to motivate me. My first day back for the fall semester, I swore to god the hallways had shrunk, claustrophobic tunnels closing in around me, ricocheting with the hyped-up thrum of students as they reunited in boisterous, showy hugs—white teeth, fresh skin, clear eyes shining with anticipation of all the good things coming their way. I snaked along, hurrying past them, head down. Is this really my life? Is this everything?


And then, I met Tyler.





It was September 2012, the third week of the fall semester. A Tuesday. I had taught my morning Composition course. On my way to my next class, I stopped at the library to deal with some overdue fines. At the front desk, a work-study student played with her phone as I explained that while, yes, the books had been returned a few months late, faculty were exempt from penalties. Eventually, without a glance up, she tapped at a computer. “Okay,” she said and sighed, then grabbed a book from the shelf behind her and passed it to me. “This came in for you.” I had put in a request for it months ago and had forgotten all about it. I started to thank her but before I could say anything, she was back at her phone.


I checked the time—I was already late. I rushed from the library, down the steps, and across the quad, dodging a student making hazy, careless loops on a scooter. A group of boys, peacocking and shirtless, tossed a Frisbee across the grass. I made it to the building—TAFT HALL carved across the stone entrance in pious letters—and was about to sprint up the steps when the high snap of a voice stopped me. I turned to look. There, at the other side of the landing, two students stood, arguing. One was tall and broad-shouldered, high Roman forehead topped in a pile of dark curls. The other was smaller and stood rigid, legs clamped in a wide stance, as if to block any sudden movement. The morning sun caught his fairer hair, quick flashes of heat. He raised his voice again, but I couldn’t make out the words. Whatever was going on, the taller one looked relaxed, almost leaning back, long ropey arms loose at his sides. I was wondering what could be such a matter of life and death to cause a scene like this when, above me, a voice called out—“Hey, Dr. Lausson, coming to class?” I looked up—a smiling student held the door for me.


The classroom was full, buzzing with conversation in my tardiness. It was a large group, or large for Sawyer—thirty students. I was still figuring out who they all were. I got set up at my desk and pulled out my copy of the day’s reading—Patricia Highsmith’s The Talented Mr. Ripley. The binding was split and a page slid out, worn from years of rereading. I tucked the page back in and raised the book. “Okay, sorry I’m late, let’s get started. How is the Highsmith going?” A few heads nodded, a couple groans. The class was called Sex and Death in American Literature, which I thought was a fun idea, but I guess not everyone was convinced. “Let’s stick with it and see what happens.” Though we were reading from an earlier era—Highsmith published the novel in 1955—I told the class I wanted to deal with the book on its own terms, in its own period of history. And to try to hold off thoughts about what it meant for today. “And that includes its relationship to the movie.”


Someone called out, “I could have just watched a movie?” The room laughed.


“Who said that?” A student cautiously raised a hand. “You don’t know the film?” He shook his head. “Matt Damon? Jude Law?”


“Who?”


Laughs again.


“Wait. Who here knows the movie?” Not a single body stirred. “None of you?” I couldn’t believe it. I, of course, had learned of the book from the movie, which came out—well, when I was their age, I guess. I could feel myself in the theater, seeing it for the first time. Terrified that everyone in the rows around me sensed the warmth spreading across my skin as I watched Jude Law lift himself from that bathtub, golden and dripping. And my cellular understanding that Matt Damon’s eyes, lingering a moment too long, were my own. The students had probably seen much more than that on the internet before they even hit puberty. I sometimes forgot how much the world had changed in the fourteen or fifteen years between us.


“Well, speaking of history, now I’m feeling old.” Some laughs again. “Let’s pretend this didn’t happen and get to the sex.” A few more laughs, now some nervous. “It’s okay, we can talk about sex, even if Highsmith won’t.” I explained that there wasn’t much recent scholarship on the novel. Highsmith was considered a bit of a relic, an embarrassing reminder of a less liberated, more ambivalent time. A recent essay had declared the book “largely homophobic,” which I found a shallow and obvious read. “Let’s approach the text in terms of its honesty, which doesn’t mean we have to like what it says. But let’s try to understand it first. I want—”


The door in back swung open and two students stepped in. A young woman, loose sandy hair and a light, patrician smile. I couldn’t recall her name—she hadn’t joined any discussions these first few weeks. And beside her was the smaller of the two boys who’d been fighting outside. Had he been in my class and I’d never noticed? He grimaced and mouthed sorry. They slid together into a row in back, coffee cups in hand.


“Well,” I said—I’d lost my train of thought—“let’s take a look at the first chapter. Will someone read those opening paragraphs for us?” A student raised her hand. “Go ahead, Marissa.”


Marissa began: “Chapter One. Tom glanced behind him and saw the man coming out of the Green Cage, heading his way. Tom walked faster. There was no doubt the man was after him …”


The discussion went well enough. Despite the early grumblings, the class was engaged, more so than the previous week. But I felt weirdly distracted by the late arrivals. The young woman of the pair followed along in a kind of neutral manner. And while her friend didn’t participate in the conversation, he kept flipping around in his book, scribbling notes in a way that didn’t seem to correspond with what was happening in the discussion; in a lull or a transition, he would be furiously writing, scanning a page, intent on something or other. Like he was having his own private experience of the story.


A group got into a debate about the pivotal moment, when the wealthy Mr. Greenleaf mistakes Tom Ripley as a friend of his wayward son, and asks Tom to travel to Europe to track him down. Marissa felt Tom’s motives were not totally clear, and the ambiguity was important.


“I don’t know if it’s ambiguous. The entire thing is premised on deception.” This was Constantine. I had talked with him last year about exhibiting patience with his peers, but the speech had done no good; if anything, he took it as confirmation of his superior intellect. “Tom isn’t at all who Mr. Greenleaf thinks when he asks for his help finding …” He looked down at his book, turning some pages. “What’s the son’s name?”


From the back, someone yelled, “Dick,” to laughs.


“Technically, Dickie,” I said. “But yes, his name might have some meaning for us.”


“Okay, going to look for Dickie,” Constantine continued, ignoring some giggles. “So from the onset, the whole thing is based on lies.”


At this, the mystery student looked up from his notebook and shrugged.


“Do you have some thoughts on this?” I asked.


“Oh,” he said, stumbling, and I felt bad putting him on the spot.


“Or anyone else?” I asked, trying to let him off the hook I’d hung him on.


But he continued. “I guess I’m not sure the misunderstanding is all Tom’s fault.”


“How do you mean—and sorry, remind us your name?”


“Oh, sorry,” he laughed, “I’m Tyler.”


It didn’t ring a bell from the roster. “Okay, Tyler, go ahead.”


“But I mean, this idea of deception. Like, is Tom hiding who he really is? Or is it that Mr. Greenleaf can’t see it. Or won’t?”


“But Tom leads him on,” Constantine said. “He lets Mr. Greenleaf think he and Dickie are really friends. And he lies about his job.”


“I guess,” Tyler said, and shrugged again.


“You’re not convinced?” I asked.


“I don’t know. I mean, alright, Tom doesn’t correct Mr. Greenleaf. But I feel like the book is setting that up for us to think about. Like, is that Tom’s fault—other people’s assumptions?”


“That’s a great question,” I said. He was taking us somewhere interesting. “But, of course, these are characters, not real people. Guessing at motives in fiction only gets us so far. Let’s think about Highsmith’s motives.” I explained that I liked to approach a text as if everything were there on purpose. That every detail had been included by the author with intention. “This is only one way to read, and if you take Professor Safie Hartwell’s class on psychoanalytical theory next term, you’ll get some tools to think about everything the author doesn’t know they’re doing. But let’s stick with my thought experiment for a moment. If we assume this is an intentional choice—these misconceptions based on assumptions—what might Highsmith be asking us to think about?”


“Maybe something about the truth?” Marissa said.


“Yes, I think that’s right,” I said. “What else?” Marissa frowned and opened her book. I could see Tyler in the back, waiting. “Go ahead, Tyler.”


“I agree. I do think she’s talking about the idea of truth. And lies. But not really what that means about who you are. More like who people think you are. In the story right away, how Mr. Greenleaf sees Tom is totally based on all these things about race and class and gender. Mr. Greenleaf sees what he wants to see, and that makes the deception or whatever. It’s like, it’s not Tom lying—it’s the world.”


The class sat quietly and I let the moment hang there. It was a beautiful reading, exactly right.


But then Constantine wanted back in. “So it’s all just a metaphor? For being in the closet?”


“Hmm—” I shook my head “—Well, sure. But it must be more than that as well. I think Highsmith is flipping something for us. Rather than all secrets being a stand-in for homosexuality—” I made air quotes around the word “—I think we can ask how homosexuality is made to carry a burden of secrecy for everything else. In other words, what might be hidden inside a story that is supposedly about being gay?” I noticed the clock on the back wall—we had run over. “Okay, let’s wrap there. We’ll pick this up again next class.”


I chatted with a few students as they filed out, and then Tyler made his way down to the front of the room, his friend remaining behind.


“Professor Lausson, I’m sorry we were late.”


“It’s okay, but—what’s your last name?” I scanned the class list. “I’m not seeing you on here.”


“Cunningham. Tyler Cunningham—oh,” he laughed. “Actually, I just registered.”


“Ah—I see.”


“I hope that’s okay. It’s just—” He trailed off, looking around the classroom and chewing at his lip. “I was having a problem at the registrar’s office. With my financial aid? So they just let me sign up for classes. I’m really sorry I missed the first two weeks.” He looked anxious. A spattering of small pimples lined his cheekbones, giving his face a kind of flushed quality.


“Oh—it’s okay,” I said, surprising myself—two weeks was a lot to miss. But it wasn’t his fault his parents couldn’t just write out a check like most of his peers—why should he be punished? “You seem like you caught up quickly. That was good work in the discussion.”


“I got all the books. And notes from Kennedy.” He motioned to the back of the room at his friend—ah yes, I remembered the name now.


“Okay, great.” I rummaged around in a folder and found a copy of the syllabus and passed it over. “Take a look through this and let me know if anything is unclear.”


“Actually, I was wondering—could I stop by your office later? Just to make sure I’m caught up?”


Just then, Kennedy called out, voice low—“Hey, Tyler.” She motioned at the door.


“Gimme a sec,” Tyler said. “Sorry.”


The door opened and a student stepped in. It was the tall one, from the argument outside.


“What’s the holdup?” he said to Kennedy, and then noticing me—“Excuse me, professor. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” I had a clearer look at him now. He was quite handsome, in a kind of unnerving way—easy but assertive good looks.


“I’ll be right there,” Tyler said, “Go ahead.”


“Sorry again,” the friend said, holding the door for Kennedy. They stepped out and Tyler rolled his eyes.


“My roommate Addison. He’s insanely impatient.”


“I guess everything’s okay now?” I asked, trying to reconcile their argument with what I’d just seen—no trace remained of the anger that had gripped Tyler just two hours ago.


“What do you mean?”


“I—” Of course he didn’t realize I’d seen them. I felt stupid and mumbled, “Nothing. Just—anyhow, I’ve got office hours until four. In Walton.”


“Okay great—wait, shit. Sorry!” He laughed, a soft and quiet ha ha. “I have soccer practice. But maybe I can get out early? I really want to make sure I’m caught up.”


“It’s fine,” I said, “just come by when you’re out. I’m working late anyway.”


He beamed with relief. “Thanks so much.”


“It’s nothing.” I didn’t want him to worry, it’s just school—but I appreciated that he cared enough to be stressed.


He seemed about to leave and then tilted his head, examining the book I’d picked up at the library. He read aloud from the cover—In the Dark of Night. It was a pulp paperback from the 1980s about John Wayne Gacy—the so-called “killer clown” who buried the bodies of twenty-nine murdered boys and men in his house. The cover image: a lurid face moist with hunger at the lit window of an otherwise pitch-black street. “You write about gay murders or something, right?” he asked.


“I do.” I should be would have been more honest—it had been months since I’d gotten any writing or research done.


“I saw that on the department website. On your faculty page. I was kind of obsessed with true crime stuff when I was a kid. I guess that’s a little weird.” He laughed. “Anyway, sorry I’m rambling. But I’m excited about class.” And then, as abruptly as he’d shifted the conversation, he took off, bounding toward the rear. He paused at the door for a moment. “See you later, Mark.”


The door slammed shut behind him and I started at hearing my name. At the beginning of each semester, I told students they could call me whatever they wanted. I had a whole speech: “I don’t have a preference, whatever works for you. You can call me Professor, you can call me Dr. Lausson, you can even call me Mark.” But I didn’t really mean it, and no one took me up on the offer. “Mark” was me outside campus—it sounded weird coming from a student. Was there an outside to this place?


The door opened again and the next class flooded in. I grabbed my things and noticed on the corner of the desk—he’d left the syllabus behind.





At the start of office hours, two students from my Comp course stopped by. They were the sort of young women who dominated my classes: neat blonde hair in low ponytails, dressed in formless sweatshirts and sweatpants stamped with the Sawyer logo. I understood the uniform as a defense against attention. (It worked; I sometimes couldn’t tell these students apart.) One of them sat without saying a word, shoulders stooped, hands clasped at her phone like she might misplace it. I couldn’t tell why she’d come except maybe the other had asked. Her friend was worked up about an assignment due at the end of the week. I had told them to write something about themselves, anything. “It’s just two pages,” I said, “to get us going.” “What if I don’t have two pages?” I wasn’t sure how to calm the fear that your life couldn’t yield a few hundred words. “Don’t overthink it,” I told her, but she didn’t look convinced.


The rest of the afternoon no other students showed and I frittered away the time—checking email but not replying to anything, straightening my bookshelves. It’s not like I had nothing to do. I had gotten yet another email from Susan about my overdue first-year self-assessment. I was also past deadline on two article revisions and I had to finish an application for conference funding. The semester had just started, how was I already so far behind? I stared out my window at the students crossing below, the last classes of the day letting out. I plucked at some dry leaves from the plant on the windowsill, a gift from Stephen—shit, Stephen. I’d completely forgotten.


I grabbed my phone—there was a text from him.


That movie is showing at 7:45. Pick you up 6:30?


I checked the time. Just past six. Fuck.


Hey sorry can we reschedule? I’m stuck at work.


After a moment, he texted back. All good. Everything ok?


I stared at the phone for a moment. No crisis. It would feel weird telling him I forgot our date because I was waiting around for a student. I’m sorry!


I watched for a reply. Nothing. Was he mad? But Stephen never really got mad.


And then: No worries.


I breathed a sigh of relief and started typing again. Susan is on my case about my annual report. That was true. I feel like I accomplished nothing last year, maybe I should just turn in a blank page.


Ha don’t stress. You’ll get it done. Miss your face.


Thanks. I hit SEND. Then—Miss yours too.


I put my phone away. Through the crack of my office door, the hallway dimmed as my colleagues clocked out for the night. I clicked open the overdue assessment form and filled in the first line: Name. I growled and picked up my phone. Maybe Safie was around. I could just walk down the hall and check, but I didn’t want to chance running into Susan.


I texted: Are you still here? Come over and distract me.


A moment later, Safie texted back. Mark Lausson working late?


I smiled. More like “working.”


Sorry buddy I’m at that new bar by your place with some history folks. It’s cute here, we should check it out. The bar was at this recently opened hotel. It was just a few blocks from me but I hadn’t been. Safie was always better about putting in the effort and exploring. But I’ll see you in the morning.


The morning? You will?


Department meeting.


Nooooo. Sent. Then, At least we’ll be together.


I put the phone down, picked it up, checked the time again, put it back down. How much practice did the soccer team need? I said I’d be working late before I thought it through—I just kind of blurted it out. I felt bad—Tyler seemed so worried about falling behind. In any case, now I was stuck waiting.


I pulled up the college website and searched the calendar of activities for info. Nothing. I found the page for the soccer team—also nothing helpful. There was a tab of player profiles. My finger hovered over the keyboard and then I clicked, scrolling until I found him. Tyler Cunningham, starting defensive midfielder. A photo popped up: face disappearing into a cartoonish grin and a deep squint, one eye peeking open. It was not a flattering shot; it was odd that he wouldn’t mind it being up there. I read through the accompanying paragraph. He was a sophomore, from Charlotte, North Carolina. He had played in high school, on a good team it seemed—they’d gone all the way to state.


I shut the browser, anxious to be found snooping around about a student on the college internet. Could they track these things? I reopened the site and clicked through all the other players, scattering a trail of cyber breadcrumbs. When I was done with that, I went through the women’s team as well, just to be safe.


Finally, at eight, I gave up, hungry and annoyed. Clearly, Tyler was not coming. I’d wasted a night for nothing. I closed up my office and stepped into the dim light of the hallway. Outside Walton Hall, the campus felt deserted. The sky had gone charcoal. A slap of thunder cracked the silence and a torrent of rain unleashed—great. I dashed under an overhang. I could sit out the storm, but I’d squandered enough of my night. I lifted my backpack over my head to shield myself from the lashing rain and ran into the dark and silence of campus.





The second greatest mystery of the universe is other people. My sister Cassie said this to me one night. I must have been ten years old, she fifteen. Our parents were away for the weekend. A quick business trip for my father, my mother along for some sightseeing and a break from us kids. I don’t remember where they’d gone, but they left money for a pizza and put Cassie in charge. We were in the backyard, plunged into darkness, stretched side by side on two beach chairs Cassie had dragged across the lawn. The warm fuzz of music floated around us from the small battery-powered radio our father kept as part of his hurricane supplies. The radio was, as he constantly reminded us, “for emergency use only.” Cassie found it in the garage when she went looking for the chairs and together we pawed through the cluttered kitchen junk drawer, searching for a fresh pack of batteries. “Seems like they should be a little more accessible,” Cassie said, and dipped her voice to a stagey baritone, “in case of emergency.”


The night sky whirled above us. Cassie was taking astronomy. The class was known to be for aspiring dropouts who wanted an easy “A.” Cassie had joined that crowd the previous year, much to our parents’ dismay. While my mother was terrified Cassie would get pregnant, my father worried—with Cassie’s loose hair falling like rope around the shoulders of the drab green jacket she refused to take off, even in the height of summer—that no one would want to date her.


If Cassie had taken the class to be with friends, it turned into something else. As we sat together late into the night, she pointed out constellations and told me what they’d been learning about quantum mechanics, the idea that something could be in two places at once. We could see the pulse of one of Saturn’s moons, and when a shooting star made its blistering arc across the heavens, Cassie explained that it had died out thousands of years ago. What we saw was merely its last spark echoing across the chambers of the Milky Way. I strained my eyes to track the fizzing star until it faded from view. We sat in silence for a long while.


Finally, I asked the question on my mind—“Do you think we’ll ever find out if there’s really life on other planets?” I felt it was kind of silly of me to wonder, but I knew Cassie wouldn’t think so.


“I’m not sure,” Cassie said. “As much as scientists have figured out, I would still say almost everything about life is unknown. Starting right here on Earth—forget about other planets.”


“What do you mean?”


“Just like, the state of existence—of being alive—is ultimately mysterious.”


“Really?”


“Totally.” She laughed and then, after a moment, said, “I think the second greatest mystery of the universe is other people.”


“What?” I had no idea what she meant.


She laughed again. “Just like, you can never really know another person, like what they’re thinking or feeling. I mean, you have your ideas of something, like being sad, but you can’t know exactly what sad feels like to someone else. Or happiness, or love. Not truly.” She reached over and ruffled my hair. I had already entered the stage of dodging our parents’ attempts to touch me, but I smiled beneath her hand.


“Okay,” I said. “Then what’s the first greatest mystery?”


“Ourselves,” she said. “Obviously.”












CHAPTER 2






That night I had a dream I was walking to campus. I saw a house I didn’t recognize and then I realized: It was my childhood home, where I lived until the abrupt move my freshman year of high school. How had the house transported itself from Florida to Ohio? The door was cracked open and I walked in. Everything looked exactly the same, nothing out of place. Suddenly, a great storm erupted and a flood rushed through. I raced, frantic, through the halls and rooms, looking for my parents. The tides rose to my ankles, then calves, then thighs, until the swirling floodwaters produced a kind of vacuum effect and I found I couldn’t pull myself free. The heavy scent of the water, earthy and acrid, filled my nose and throat. I woke in a tangle of bedsheets, damp with sweat. I pulled myself free and checked my alarm clock. Shit—already running late.


I didn’t teach on Wednesdays, but had to go in for the English Department’s monthly meeting. (The life of the mind is mostly just meetings.) The week before we met, Susan would send out an agenda with a request for further items. An avalanche of proposals followed, most of which had nothing to do with our department: sexist rants about the clothing choices of female students, with suspect references to “rap music”; indignant demands that something be done about the noise from the Computer Sciences construction project; and convoluted plans for overhauling the campus recycling program especially urgent in this, the dawn of the Anthropocene. Last year, after a spirited but unsuccessful campaign to have our meeting extended by an hour, one of our more senior colleagues, Mary Ackels, sent a desperate plea that we intervene in the “devastating tragedy of the Congo.” For emphasis, the email’s several thousand words were written in a wide range of colorful fonts in various sizes. While Safie was impressed with Mary’s formatting skills, I remained unsure of what use the Congolese might find a bunch of semioticians and Mark Twain scholars in Ohio. Each month, Susan relegated these addendums to a section of the agenda titled “Further Business.” We never got to this section before Susan adjourned us for the following month, when all those unaddressed items went missing and a new crop of hopefuls took their place.


We met in a conference room on the top floor of Walton Hall. A bank of tall, mahogany-framed windows looked out across a densely wooded grove at the south end of campus. The beautiful view depressed me. After a year staring out those windows watching the seasons change, I knew that the leaves of the great black ash trees, today crisp and resplendent, would soon enough fade, desiccate, and die. I felt I was watching my own life pass me by, and I didn’t like the looks of it.


The assembled were talking in twos and threes or poking at their phones. Susan sat at the front, arms folded across her middle, leaning back from the conversations around her. I scanned the room. There was a seat next to Colin—ugh—and then I saw Safie waving me over and lifting that gigantic bag she brought everywhere from the seat beside her.


“You’re a good friend,” I said. “Why haven’t we started? Susan is such a stickler about time.”


“Hal hasn’t shown up yet.”


“Hal? I thought we were rid of him.”


“He’s giving a report on the trustees meeting. About the new health sciences school.”


Hal Smith, a colleague from the department, had just started a new appointment as dean of Humanities. Hal imagined himself an iconoclast, a British Marxist still talking about May 1968 like he started it all. When the promotion came through, he jokingly called himself a sellout for joining the managerial class, but he adjusted quickly to his new status, swapping his leather jacket and jeans for a suit and tie. (His silver hair remained gelled into one sharp spike in front, a conspiratorial wink that said, I’m doing it all for the proletariat.) I’d run into Hal the week before. Since the promotion, he had started speaking from the point of view of “the College”—as in “the College expects this” or “of course the College supports tenure track faculty, but …” etc., etc. I joked about it to Safie and she diagnosed him with institutionalitis. “That’s when you lose the last of your soul and stop seeing yourself as separate from Sawyer,” she said. “It’s fatal.”


“What’s going on guys? Make some room.”


I looked up as Colin dragged his chair over to the other side of Safie. He wedged in and then managed, somehow, to expand—all shoulders and elbows and youthfully worked-out muscles just going soft. How do straight guys do that—rearrange space around themselves wherever they go? I didn’t dislike Colin, exactly. But if junior faculty got grades, he’d be a grade-grubber, volunteering for every task force and initiating service-learning trips. His team-player attitude made the rest of us look bad.


“We’re just waiting on Hal,” I said.


Colin glanced to the front of the room. “Susan looks pissed.” It was no secret Susan had been gunning for the dean position. She had spent two decades doing grunt work in the department, keeping things running, but, of course, in the end the promotion went to a man. “I heard she filed a formal complaint about the search passing her over.”


“Maybe that’s why Hal is taking his sweet time getting here,” said Safie.


“Or maybe,” said Colin, “it’s because of his impending divorce.”


“What’s that now?” Safie raised an interested brow. Colin’s grubbing ambitions meant he was well connected and thus a consistent source of gossip. I still found him annoying, but Safie shifted the blame to me. “Knowledge is power,” she said when I complained about him, “and you’re a dead end—you don’t talk to anybody.” I couldn’t argue with that.


“I heard Elizabeth has moved out,” Colin said, leaning in.


Safie made a sound like hmmph. “Good for her. I wonder if Hal is up to his old tricks—” but before she could continue, Hal blustered into the room, a flurry of apologies about running late. “You know how it is,” he announced to no one in particular, like we were all in on something. “But the College”—I smirked and beside me, Safie snickered—“is very eager to catch you up on our plans for the year.”


Susan, arms still crossed, stood and announced, “Well, I guess we can finally start.”





The meeting droned on around me. I never paid attention at these things. I figured if anything important came up, the news would find me. My thoughts drifted to the previous night. I was ticked off that Tyler had stood me up. After all that anxiety about falling behind, he didn’t even show? And when I checked my email there was nothing—no apology, no explanation. I still hadn’t gotten any notification from the registrar’s office. Maybe I’d make him sweat it out a little, say it was too late to sign up, as punishment for wasting my night. But that was petty—he’s just a kid, and I was the one who offered to stay late. I wondered what it was like to be at Sawyer on financial aid, surrounded by so much wealth. It wasn’t all the students, of course, but I’d learned you couldn’t trust their accounts; the baseline was so high, kids whose families didn’t own multiple homes thought themselves poor. I had found it overwhelming. My first semester, when I griped about a student in my Comp course to Safie, she replied, “Oh, the Saudi prince?” I laughed. He was obviously wealthy, gaudily sporting an enormous wristwatch you could trade in for a car—a nice one, not like mine. But Safie wasn’t kidding; he was an actual prince. The student had done a miserable job with his final presentation. He argued that the ban on women driving in Saudi Arabia was good for the economy, as everyone just hired a private chauffeur. “Everyone?” I asked. “Yes, of course. Every family has a driver.” He had no idea. When I later explained his low grade, he tried to bribe me to reconsider. He said I should let him know the next time I was in the Middle East—his family owned a chain of hotels and would set me up. It was weird enough having royalty in your classroom—I don’t know if I could have handled living with them in the dorms.


When I was applying to college, I’d heard of Sawyer, of course, but why anyone would go to college in Ohio was beyond me. From the limited vantage point of a state school in Florida, I couldn’t see how the world worked, the unmarked networks that run between places like this (Sawyer, Wesleyan, Brown, Smith) and funnel directly into New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles. While in grad school at NYU, I became acquainted with the beneficiaries of these circuits for the first time, people in their mid-twenties already advancing in careers in arts administration and magazines and PR, worlds of work I had no clue how to enter. (That’s the thing about being naïve—you don’t know you are.)


I had gotten completely lost in these thoughts and was snapped out of it by an eruption of conversation and people standing to leave. The meeting had ended.


“Back with us?” Safie asked.


“What did I miss?”


“Honestly, not much.”


“I kind of like knowing what’s going on at my workplace,” Colin said.


“And that is just one of our many differences,” I said. “I want the minutiae of this job to occupy as little space in my brain as possible—I don’t have much to spare.”


On our way out of the room, I tried to dodge Hal, but he saw me and turned from his conversation, waving a hand for me to stop.


“Mark, you’ll get that email to me?”


“Yes, yes,” I said. “Sorry to be slow,” and then hurried us through the door before he could say more.


In the hallway, Safie faced me. “Are you secretly conspiring with Hal?”


“Yeah, what was that about?” Colin asked, trying and failing to sound casual.


“Nothing, really,” I said. “He invited me to do one of those talks. Sawyer Scholars or whatever.”


“Really?” Colin asked. “I didn’t realize they were working out the schedule already.” I could tell he felt slighted; I would gladly trade places.


“That’s great,” said Safie. “I don’t know why you wouldn’t tell us. But you’re doing it, right?”


“I mean, it’s not really an invitation you can refuse, is it?” It was part of Fall Fest, when alums and parents came for a weekend of showboating and fund-raising. Sawyer mainly treated junior faculty as undeserving of our jobs, so the talk was considered something of an honor. But I was left puzzling at the sequence of choices that led to a life in which I was meant to feel lucky to spend a Friday evening reading from a bunch of printed pages to a sparsely populated room of semi-interested people.


Colin offered some laudatory words and Safie repeated hers. And then Colin asked if we were going back to our offices.


“I think I might just head home.” Although I had planned to spend the day on campus, I could tell that my efforts would be futile. I was too tired and distracted.


“I have another thing,” Safie said. “Pre-tenure orientation.”


“They should have you running the meeting,” I said. Safie was turning in her dossier at the end of the academic year, going up for tenure next fall. “You’re a shoo-in.”


“I don’t know about that.”


But she was, anyone could see it. The students all loved her, she had published a million articles, and her book would be out with Duke in the spring. Safie was doing everything right.


“Well, you guys should come watch the match with me tonight,” Colin said. “It’s important to show your face at things. And soccer is Sawyer’s only decent sport.”


“Soccer?” I asked.


“Yeah, why?”


“Nothing,” I said, suddenly shy about showing interest. “I just didn’t know they were playing tonight.”


Safie laughed. “I mean, extracurriculars aren’t exactly your deal.”


“I’m not that bad. I go to things sometimes.”


“When I drag you.”


“Fine, drag me tonight.”


“For real?” Safie looked genuinely surprised. “Okay, pick me up on your way.”


“Great,” said Colin. “It’s a plan.”





Safie had started at Sawyer a few years ahead of me. Our first real conversation followed my initiation into department meetings. I remember she was wearing this bright green vintage dress, something that on anyone else would look weird, but on her was exactly right. And she had that leather bag plopped on the table in front of her, like a barricade. The bag was so big, I spent half the meeting wondering what was in it. When the meeting closed, as we filed out, Safie stopped me and asked how I was adjusting to Sawyer. I said something noncommittal and polite, and when she gave me a look, I asked, “Are the meetings always like this?”


“That was one of the good ones.” She made a sad, sighing sound. “Let’s go, you’re coming with me.”


She took me to her office, where neat stacks of file folders and books and PDF printouts covered every surface. On one wall, she had hung a gigantic calendar, each square packed with small, precise print, outlining her tasks for the day. I leaned close, squinting: deadlines for grants, page numbers to revise, books to finish reading.


“I usually don’t know what I’m doing in ten minutes, much less ten days.”


Safie shrugged. “I’m a planner. I want to know everything is under control. Anyway—” She scanned a shelf lined with small tins of tea, satchels, neat brown paper bags with handwritten labels. “Do you want green, black, or red? Or something herbal—I’ve got a nice mint somewhere.”


“That is a lot of tea.”


She laughed. “I have this thing whenever I travel. I find a shop selling something I can’t get anywhere else.” She stepped back and looked at the shelf. “It is maybe a little obsessive. I don’t know, I find something about the hunt relaxing. I was in Portland for a conference once and took three buses to get to this shop that specializes in rooibos. I had to leave the hotel at five in the morning so I would be back in time for my panel. That tea is the only good thing about Portland.”


She heated water in an electric yellow kettle and I noticed her nails—they were painted with an intricate design, black to purple to pink at the tips. I complimented them—there wasn’t a lot of style on display among faculty. Safie fanned her fingers. “I get them done in Cleveland, when I go up to do my hair. They can’t handle Black hair in Sawyer.”


That morning I discovered one of my favorite things about Safie. Despite her meticulous and ambitious daily plans, she wanted to talk about anything but work. We discussed television, where to eat in Cleveland, where not to eat in Dayton; she told me about her previous summer (in Lisbon) and where she was thinking of going next (maybe Mexico, or back to Lisbon if she could justify it as research and get some funds together). I only got the story of her career by grilling her about past girlfriends. There were a lot. (“I might be a bit picky,” she said. “But I don’t have time to date anyway. First tenure, then maybe a girlfriend.”) She had dropped out after a semester of community college in Virginia and then moved to San Francisco “to become a lesbian and a line cook, but maybe that’s the same thing.” She spent the next years working her way through the food world, eventually starting a small catering company. A woman she’d been dating—“an insufferable poet”—took her to a lecture by a famous feminist philosopher. Something in that room, the philosopher’s live brilliance, the play of ideas—Safie realized what her life had been missing. She sold her company. She enrolled at Merritt, transferred to Berkeley, and kept going until she had a PhD. She made it sound easy—like each door just opened to the next. I suspected there was more to it than that, and also that I shouldn’t pry; already I understood that Safie was in charge of our conversations, and maybe everything else. But I expressed surprise she seemed happy in Ohio.


“I am happy,” she said. “I like it here.”


“But you must miss San Francisco?” I had moved to Sawyer just weeks before, and already felt restless.


“After twenty years, California is totally grating. I think I prefer the blatant racism of the rust belt to the backhanded jabs of the precious Bay Area.”


Most of my life, friendship eluded me. I felt more at ease on my own, though I knew something was not quite right about it. My mother brought it up once, my loner ways. It was my last year of high school; all my classmates were celebrating graduation, but I had nothing planned. My mother asked if I wanted to have a dinner before I left for college, with them and some friends. “Isn’t there anyone you’ll miss?” she asked. I’d said no. After a moment, she said, “Well, we will miss you,” and I could feel her hurt and knew that someone else, someone better with people, would have the words to ease it.


College was less solitary, but, still, everything felt so temporary I didn’t invest much in those friendships; I knew we’d finish and move on. When I got to New York for grad school, I mostly hung out with people from my program, at program events. I dated a bit, guys I met at bars downtown, but that was it, and nothing really lasted; a few weeks, sometimes a few months. Once I left the city for Sawyer, I stayed in touch with only a few people from my grad cohort, mostly through group emails I would halfheartedly skim and then delete.


And so Safie’s welcoming me into the warm ambit of friendship was an unfamiliar and at times unnerving experience. Some part of me understood that her options were limited in a place like this; in a bigger school, a real city, what I—a random white gay guy from Florida—had to offer might be less compelling. Nevertheless, here we were. One night woozy with drink at her apartment, I said I couldn’t believe my good fortune at finding her. Safie said she felt the same way. When I responded with something dismissive, joking that she had no discernment about men, she had simply said, with no judgment, “I know what you’re doing, trying to keep that little distance between us, but it’s not going to work.” And that was it.





I drove home after the meeting. I lived in what constituted Sawyer’s downtown, a few miles south of campus. A small distance made greater by the college’s fickle relationship to the town. The trustees had contributed some funds to a revitalization program launched by a young and hopeful mayor, now in his second term. A few blocks from me there was the new hotel, together with some restaurants and bars, mostly struggling; two had already opened and closed. Most faculty lived in a ring of reclaimed Victorians encircling campus or in the suburban sprawl on the north side of town, really bedroom communities for professional classes working in Cleveland or Akron. Colleagues often expressed surprise at my choice of neighborhood, saying “Good for you” like I was doing charity work, living among the locals. But I liked knowing I wouldn’t run into colleagues every time I stepped outside; I didn’t want the job to define me, and I found the separation a comfort. It helped me imagine that my life meant more than work.


My apartment was in an old brick building, converted from a former bakery abandoned for decades. It was just three floors, an empty storefront on street level, and one unit above that; a guy in his late twenties lived there. He worked in Columbus and mostly stayed down there with his girlfriend. I had the impression he kept the apartment as an insurance policy, a tether to his previous life. On the top floor, above his, sat mine. The apartment was fine, nothing special. It could be nicer but I hadn’t done much with it. I ate my meals at a small table tucked into the kitchen. My bedroom was just a bed and a chair and dresser; my living room—a couch, a coffee table and end table, a bookcase with my records, which I hadn’t listened to in forever. The under-furnished aspect gave it a temporary feeling. I guess there was something disappointing about it. After the grad student hustle in New York, I thought moving anywhere else, I’d live like a king—but these felt like forgotten rooms set aside for a minor duke, at best.


The rest of the morning and afternoon crumbled away. I passed the time, or it passed me, but nothing much happened. I tried to catch up on reading for class, but couldn’t focus. Finally, I started getting ready. It wouldn’t kill me to make some effort—put on a good showing, like Colin said. I got dressed, undressed, tried again—jeans in different shades of black, a white Oxford, then a blue. Nothing looked terrible, but nothing looked great, either. I stared at myself in the mirror. I had a slouchy air about me—I was not at my best. My running years, my body held that vibrancy of purpose, but my marathon days were behind me. I hadn’t even set foot on a jogging trail in … how long? I’d lost the routine to the demands of grad school and kept thinking any day I’d pick it back up. Still, I wasn’t bad-looking, I knew that. But even at my most fit, I was never someone who inhabited my body with a lot of confidence, more like a sense of acceptance—this is what I have to work with. I leaned close to the mirror, pushing at the half-moon shadows under my eyes—I couldn’t get away with a bad night’s sleep as I had in my twenties. My dark irises and heavy eyebrows created the impression of a band across my face, like a nighttime intruder. I changed my shirt again, back to what I first had on, and pushed the unruly dark waves of my hair into place. Good enough. I checked my watch—it was still early, but I headed out.


I texted as I pulled up to Safie’s. She rented an apartment over a garage behind an old clapboard house with a kind of charming, cobbled-together appearance. She brought the same care to her home as she did to everything in her life. She’d painted the walls a soft pink. Yellow curtains pooled on the floorboards, the thrift-store sofa reupholstered in a green checkered print, paintings done by an ex hanging behind it. Safie’s landlords lived in front. Loren ran the Black Studies department and her husband, Eugene, was a sculptor. He welded giant abstract pieces that stood sentinel on the lawn, patinated rust mirroring the rough-barked trees. It was a humid night, one of those autumn days that gets warmer as it goes, summer reasserting itself one last time. I had the windows up and the AC on so I didn’t notice Safie until she was tapping at the window. I let her in.


“Sorry to make you wait,” she said. “You’re early.”


I pointed to the dashboard clock. “I’m on time.”


“On time for you is early. No Stephen tonight?”


“No Stephen. Why?”


“Everything okay there?”


“Of course.” I hadn’t thought to invite him, but that didn’t mean things weren’t okay. “We’re allowed to do separate activities.”


“Relax.” Safie smiled. “No one’s trying to curtail your freedoms.”


Safie had invited Priya, who was waiting when we arrived. Priya had just been hired into the department, teaching South Asian diasporic lit, and she bubbled with effort, as if she were still on the interview. She thanked Safie for the invitation, repeating it three or four times. Safie waved it off; she was the kind of person who includes the new kid and is gracious about it. Truthfully, I felt a little jealous—I had been the new kid last year. Sometimes Safie’s friendliness made me feel, maybe not replaceable, but not entirely special, either. Or it reminded me that I needed her in a way she didn’t need me. As we waited for Colin, Priya asked about my research. “You’re working on a book about serial killers?”


“Kind of,” I said. “Like—cultural discourses of gay sex and murder. Or that’s the idea.”


“That sounds fun.”


“I guess—if you’re into sex and murder.”


Priya laughed, but talking about my book stressed me out; with the tenure clock running down, I felt the pressure mounting. Sometimes I wanted to gay murder myself to get out of doing it.


Finally, Colin arrived, apologizing for getting caught up at work.


“We’re glad to see you,” Safie said, “but no one wants to hear about everything you accomplished today.”


Colin smirked. “Har-har.”


The stadium sat low-slung and sleek. A swooping walk funneled us toward the entrance. It was part of the new west side of campus; I never had reason to come this way.


“This is really nice,” I said. “I expected to be standing around in a field.”


“They use it for other things,” Colin said, “but they built it for soccer.”


“That seems random,” said Safie.


“Some loaded alum from the nineties decided Sawyer should have a real soccer team. He dumped a ton of money into it, so the College basically bought its way into Division II.” We went in, Colin leading us up the stands.


“Do this many people always come to watch?” Priya asked.


Colin explained that local families made up much of the crowd. “Northside,” he said—meaning families with money. He steered us up some steps toward the back of a middle section. “I like an aerial view,” he said. “Better for the big picture.” On either end of the field, each team had assembled in tight groupings, waiting to begin; Sawyer was down to our right. Colin talked about the previous season and the head coach, in his second year, poached from San Diego, apparently a coup.


The music playing over the sound system cut out and the start of play was announced. The teams hustled into formation and my eyes landed on Tyler, jersey number seventeen—I recalled it from the website. He took his position, jumping in place, warming up. A sharp whistle sliced the silence. A moment later, the opening kick—the ball shot out and the field erupted. I instantly lost track of Tyler in the frenzied play; I couldn’t follow him and also the game, despite the announcers’ broadcast and Colin narrating beside me. All at once, everyone cheered; Colin jumped to his feet. Sawyer had scored.


The first half stretched on with no more points. Colin was getting worked up about the new health sciences school. The idea was to begin offering a few master’s programs, Sawyer’s firsts.


“The debate feels so precious,” Safie said.


“How do you mean?” Priya asked. I noticed that she had been asking questions all night but rarely offering opinions of her own. Earlier, Colin had explained the entire scoring system (as if it were confusing; you kick a ball into a net). Only after he finished did Priya mention, almost apologetically, that she had played in college.


“Yeah, what’s precious about it?” Colin asked.


“This narrow idea of what a liberal arts college should be,” said Safie. “Like it can never evolve.”


“To be honest, I find the whole thing kind of crass, it’s just a moneymaker, these professional degree programs,” said Colin. “This is a liberal arts college, not a trade school. What even is a master’s in health administration?”


“Lots of these kids”—Safie gestured across the stands and field—“they don’t have to worry about what’s next. Most people don’t have that luxury. Like it or not, there are jobs in health care.”


“Fine, okay,” Colin said. “But there are plenty of places to get that degree. Cleveland State, or Kent. Sawyer can’t be all things to all people.”


I stood. “I’m going to find a bathroom.” Around me, the crowd let out a collective sigh. A missed shot or something. Colin, too—somehow he could issue a defense of elitism and also pay attention to the game. Before anyone could try to join, I slid from our row, only turning when I started down the steps. “Be right back.”


I walked down the stands and passed a group of students who called out hello—they were from last year, but which class? I waved and kept going, circling to the restrooms. I didn’t actually have to go. I stood around and rinsed my hands. I pulled out my phone—had the crack on the casing gotten bigger? I hadn’t gotten a new phone in … I couldn’t recall. Five years? It was a message from Stephen. I started to check it then put it away—I’ll text him later. I passed a concession stand and stopped for a soda. I sipped at it, sharp and sweet, then tossed most of it in a trash bin.


And then I realized—I was stalling. I wanted to be on my own. Rather than turning left and heading up the stands, I went right, walking the lower ring, above and along the perimeter of the field. I stationed myself at a low wall, before the curve to the other side began.


From here, I had a clear view. The other team had the ball and our players moved in from either side. It was a kind of ballet, beautiful and almost brutal: bodies in total command of themselves and yet completely, wordlessly in sync. Team sports had never been my thing. Or any sport, until I found track in junior high. Even then, I didn’t participate in the relays. I preferred the solitary experience of cross-country; I wanted to feel fleeting, unattached. Suddenly, I spotted Tyler within a cluster of players, closing together then parting. He was easy to follow, the lines of him distinct in the tangle of bodies. He jumped, round calves flashing. He was drenched—the humidity had only increased—his hair swinging in threads as he ran.


I lost him for a moment and then a whistle blew and he broke away, sprinting in my direction. For an absurd moment I thought he was running to me. But he stopped short at the edge of my sightline, below to the right. Someone passed him a water. He drank from it, deep, fast gulps. He handed it back and then, in one quick motion, pulled his dripping jersey up over his head and let it fall to the ground. He was heaving, out of breath, bent at his knees, small swells of his chest rising and falling. He stood and stretched—the bright lines of his ribs. He lifted his thin arms into the air and sniffed at himself, nose dipped close. He grabbed back the water and splashed it across his face, letting it run down the front of him.


Just then, he turned and raised his head. I jerked and looked away, mortified—had I been caught? I waited a moment and glanced back up. Tyler wasn’t watching me—he faced the nearby stands. He’d seen some friends, someone he recognized, and shouted something, laughing. I tried to see who it was and then a buzzer sounded and the commentator announced halftime. The crowd rose, blocking my view, and jostled me out of the way.





The second half dragged on forever. I gave up trying to keep track of anything. A whistle sounded; the crowd cheered. Sawyer had won, two to nothing.


“The next matches are away, but they play here in a few weeks,” Colin said. “We should all go again.” Priya said she was game, and Safie, too.


I shrugged. “I had fun, but I think this was enough for me.”


“I guess we should have expected that,” Safie said. “But we’re glad you gave it a shot.”


Priya had walked from another part of campus and needed to get back to her car. When Safie offered that she and I could drop Priya on our way, Colin cut in, saying Safie lived in his direction, he’d take care of both of them. I felt relieved, and then guilty, but didn’t protest. I was ready for this day to be over.





At home, the night drew itself around me in slow, tedious loops. I tossed in bed, flipping onto my back and over again. I ripped back the stifling sheets, itchy on my skin. I couldn’t shake the image of Tyler from my mind. The labor of the game visible across him: his breath in quick gasps, skin slicked with sweat. I retraced the lines of his body, the tendons and angles, the stretch of him. I felt a surprising kind of grief—I can think of no other word for it—that the stolen glimpses of his body, taut with its wires, were all I would ever get. In my recollection, everyone else disappeared. There was only Tyler, solitary in the field, burning pale and hot. Why had this hold come over me? There was something in the unself-consciousness of the gesture as he stripped, the lack of either pretense or shame. And smelling himself, that animal impulse.
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