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  Spring Semester


  One

  I started working as a Freezee Pops ice cream vendor during my first semester as a faculty member at Indiana University Southwest. I had spent all week working on arrangements to bring two Icelandic writers to campus: reserving plane tickets and hotel rooms, securing funding from departments and offices all over the school. I saw the Freezee Pops ad right after I met with the Vice Chancellor, and I called their number still in professional mode, asking for more details about the job.

  “Man, if you don’t know what driving an ice cream truck is, it’s just cruisin’ around, sellin’ cones.”

  As simple as they made it sound, I would have to sit through two training videos before they handed over the keys to the ice cream van. One was all about safety concerns, and the other they called “Sales Techniques.” A guy who supposedly founded the company sat down on his desk and told the camera, “Kids want to spend their money. If you see a child has more money, try to nudge him toward a more expensive item. Remember, kids want to spend their money. I can’t stress that enough. If a child goes home with an extra dollar today, then that will be one less dollar his mother gives him the next time your truck comes by.” He looked smugly into the camera, folded his hands in front of his knee, and nodded twice. It was an awkward pause. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to let that last message sink in, or trying to think of what he wanted to talk about next.

  Freezee Pops Ice Cream is located in the shittiest part of town, surrounded by strip clubs and adult bookstores. The only connection I can make is novelties. The other businesses on South 7th Street sell vibrators and anal beads and we sell Oreo Chip Burgers and Bubblegum Sno-cones. They have broken neon signs that look as bright in the daytime as they are probably ever going to look at night. So many bulbs are blown that I can’t really make out the names of the places, but I think one is called IRLS IRLS GIR. That one might be the Swedish strip club.

  Freezee Pops doesn’t really have a sign at all besides “No Trespassing.” Steven, the owner, explained to me that drivers for other ice cream companies would sometimes climb the fences to sabotage his trucks. “I know it sounds ridiculous,” he said, and it did. The Freezee Pops headquarters reminds me of a fortified compound, the kind of place where cult members would live. It’s very secure, and very selfsufficient. They have their own garage and mechanic on site, and an enormous freezer with enough ice cream to outlast a standoff with the federal government. Steven only opens the gates twice a day: in the morning to let the drivers get into their trucks, and at night so they can return them. When he shows up late, all the trucks line up outside the strip club across the highway.

  Steven put on his glasses when I handed him my application, but he seemed to peer over the top of them as he read. “Let’s see … three years teaching at the University of Louisville, one semester at IU Southwest … you know how to drive a stick-shift?”

  ***

  Side jobs have been a necessity. Over the past three years I have taught every class I’ve been offered at pretty much every college or university in the Louisville, Kentucky area, but in the summer there aren’t many opportunities. It’s like trying to pick fruit in the off-season. Teaching in the summer hinges on how many students sign up for the class, so I don’t know if I have a job or not until the morning the summer classes begin. I teach as adjunct faculty, as a part-time instructor, so even if my own class fills up, it can be taken over by a full-time professor if theirs doesn’t. It’s horrible. Fifteen minutes before I’m scheduled to teach, I can go from copying my syllabus to looking through the employment section of the student newspaper.

  Teaching part-time you can have all the appearances of job respect. Outside work, people are impressed when you tell them what you do for a living. But on campus, you share a five-desk office with forty other people and get paid a flat, per class rate. No benefits, no health insurance, and around one-fifth of the salary a real professor would earn. It’s the only professional position I can think of that works that way. You don’t see any part-time hematologists or adjunct surgeons. You can’t leave your doctor’s office and see him two hours later making sandwiches at the place down the street. For the past three years, I’ve had to scramble for jobs, piece together all the classes I could find, and when there weren’t any I worked as a waiter or a library assistant. I might teach until ten one night and be up at eight the next morning for my class at a completely different school. Sometimes I’d teach at three different universities in the same day. Any routine I settled into would be broken within fifteen weeks, when the semester ended. Part-time jobs in the summer were an extension of that. I ended my classes in April and two weeks later I was waiting tables at Acapulco Bar and Grill.

  During the fall and spring I taught courses in college writing, but in the summer I learned how to pour tea from the side of the pitcher and convince people to try our Mexican Eggrolls. At the end of the night, I’d take all the cloth dinner napkins off the tables and replace them with blue paper napkins for lunch. Then I’d bring out the clean silverware and marry the condiments, which means pour all the nearempty bottles of ketchup or mustard into fuller bottles to make it look like we’d just bought them, and wipe them down so they didn’t look as old and crusty as they really were. The restaurant had these little plastic connectors that went between bottles to make sure nothing was spilled. “Ketchup to ketchup or mustard to mustard,” the manager told me. He had this joke he always made about mixed marriages. Acapulco was one of those upscale Tex-Mex bar and grill kinds of places. It wasn’t a chain, but it was too fancy to offer you free chips and salsa. I could watch people as I handed them the menu and they realized it was pricier than they’d expected. They’d nod in sort of a slow acceptance, and then watch things very closely to make sure they got what they were paying for, or maybe hoping to catch a slip-up that would keep them from having to tip, or to pay for their meal in the first place. People might send back a margarita because of too much or not enough salt. “I wanted salt on the glass, not in the margarita,” but the free meal situation didn’t come up too often. The owner was pretty discouraging. The only time she actually told me to make the offer was when somebody found a thumbtack in her salad.

  On breaks I worked on lesson plans, put together my syllabus for the fall semester. The other servers used to make jokes, warn me that some night my students were going to come into the restaurant and I’d have to card them and refill their Diet Pepsis. It wouldn’t have happened, though. I never carded anybody. It just never occurred to me until it was too late, like when those prep school kids gave me the thumbs-up when I brought them a margarita. I got to know the rest of the servers and dishwashers pretty well. Most of them were college students, half of them studying to be teachers themselves, so we had no problem identifying with each other. The cooks, though, seemed a little mistrusting of me, like they weren’t sure what I was doing there. They were nice enough, really. They just always made me feel like the new guy. I don’t know, maybe they should have been a little suspicious of people. They were always buying pot out the back door of the kitchen from some kid who came by on a bicycle.

  My job at Acapulco paid my rent through the summer, and sometimes actually exceeded what I got paid for teaching. So it was back and forth, restaurant kitchen to the English Department.

  ***

  I grew up in times that taught me that it never pays to care about something, and that effort outside your personal artistic endeavors leads only to exploitation. Passion for starting a band, writing a zine, running your own record label — all this was ok — but caring about a job was in no way acceptable. Jobs were best tolerated, sat through with as little responsibility as possible. And a career? Just a job with more headaches.

  I’ve been teaching at universities since I was 23, but teaching part-time has never felt like a true occupation. My friend Chad even pointed it out, how weird it was for one of us to have such a serious job as teaching college. But it was part-time, and it didn’t have all the negative, soul-crushing aspects that usually come along with someone’s first serious job. Beyond teaching, my only other obligation was office hours, which seemed unfair since I didn’t have an office (seriously, at one school I didn’t even have a mailbox, just the bottom half of a cardboard box with MICKEY written in magic marker). I did most of my work at home, all the lesson plans and research and responding to student papers. Chad, who knew even in seventh grade that he was going to medical school, used to make fun of me. He understood about jobs and success before I even started to think about it. Chad has known me longer than almost anyone has, and he pointed out how funny it is that I’m becoming such a professional, how strange to see me actually care so much about teaching, actually put so much time into it after I’d laughed at him for owning a planner. “I’m really impressed,” he said, and I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or sarcastic. The last time he’d said he was impressed with something was when I showed him this cool breakdancing move it took me a whole year to figure out.

  But there was some responsibility to it. I could feel it creeping in. Teaching felt different than working at Acapulco. I cared about what kind of job I did. I felt like I could be good at it, and with four schools within driving distance, I could piece together a decent living. One semester I bet another instructor to see who could teach the most classes at once, and at how many different places. I capped out at seven, across four different schools, but he did ten. Ten. It was insane.

  Teaching so many classes, though, started to feel like a job. Between teaching and commuting, I don’t necessarily have a lot of time left to be anything besides a college instructor. It’s becoming a part of me, a big piece of who I am.

  So how do I deal with this new responsibility? By driving an ice cream truck.

  ***

  When I woke up this morning at 8:30 AM, all I wanted to do was stay in bed with Danielle and it took every ounce of determination to keep me from calling Freezee Pops and saying forget this whole ice cream idea. But Danielle talked me into it. She’s good about that. Anytime I think, “This is crazy, should I be doing this?” she’s right there to assure me I should. She knew that if I didn’t go I’d be depressed for the rest of the day. I could live without the money — it’s something else I need from this ice cream job. This semester has moved too quickly. It’s almost March, almost spring break, and I look back and all I can see is classrooms, student papers, my fucking computer screen. And that isn’t what’s scary.

  What’s scary is that when I look forward, I see the same thing.

  So I got up, brushed my teeth, and drove out to South 7th Street. Steven handed me a Driver Certification Quiz. “You need to see the videos again?”

  The training videos are basically propaganda, although “Safety First” does feature a man in a clown suit who illustrates how drivers should check behind their trucks before backing up. He acts this out in exaggerated mime-like motions while a voice-over explains every step the clown is taking to make sure everyone remains safe and happy. After this brief safety message, the company’s founder steps back into the picture to share some of his personal insights on the ice cream business — how to get in good with local business owners so you can hit their parking lots on employee breaks, and how to collect empty wrappers from kids so apartment lawn crews don’t complain. But what really sticks with me is the advice the founder leaves us with: “Now I do want to see my drivers motivated, but motivating you is something I can’t do. You have to be self-motivated to succeed. Remember, the happy, smiling people in life are the successful people.”

  The advice from some of the veteran drivers is more direct. “Start out in your black areas,” one of them tells me. “That’s where you make your money, in the projects. But you don’t want to be caught out there after dark.” This guy is huge. He looks like he might subsist entirely on his frozen inventory. Like most of the drivers who have been here for a few years, he’s starting to develop a humpback from too many hours ducked under the low ceiling of the van. He walks over to the giant map of the city that takes up an entire wall of the office. While Steven outlines my route, they both point to specific spots I’ll want to watch out for. “This one’s rough,” they say. “We had a guy get robbed out at this one twice. It’s a crack neighborhood.” I nod and try to act interested, without revealing that most of these are places Danielle and I have lived at one point or another.

  ***

  Driving an ice cream truck in February may not be the best idea. I spend most of the weekend making slow unproductive circles. My ice cream route is kind of like a tour of our old neighborhoods, except stopping to sell ice cream here and there. Safety Rule #6 is “No passengers at any time,” but I stop and pick up Danielle before I go anywhere. It wouldn’t be any fun without her. What’s the excitement in being the ice cream man if there’s no one to enjoy it with you? She’s still in bed when I pull up, bells clanging. It’s 11 AM, and we have the entire day ahead of us. Truthfully I don’t think I could do it without her help. We work out a system where I’m responsible for the front of the truck, driving and handling interactions with customers, while she rings the bell and searches through the big freezer for Maple Nut Crunches or a Space Face Cookie. Her job is definitely harder. All day Danielle stands at a 75-degree angle, knocking her head into freezer doors trying to dig out the Astropops.

  Danielle and I have been married for six years, or seventy-eight months. We got married for fifty dollars, in the living room of our HUD apartment, two months after my twentieth birthday. We celebrate our anniversary every month on the 23rd, and we celebrate birthday weeks— seven days of birthday fun — in late June and July. We celebrate a second, yet in no way subordinate, Halloween in June. At night Danielle sleeps on her side, pinned between my outstretched limbs (think Da Vinci) and our two cats, who insist on sleeping across the bed instead of longways, like people. With two pets already, Danielle asked if I wanted to adopt a three-foot iguana. I did. The iguana has its own room.

  We purposefully leave the housing projects for the end of the day and waste an hour cruising through the park, temptingly keeping pace beside runners. Finally we park and eat Chocolate Eclairs at the top of this huge hill until even the health-conscious can resist no longer. Just the fact that we’re in an ice cream truck adds this air of humor to everything we do. Getting change at the laundromat, listening to Dre and Snoop on the radio, turning it up as loud as the truck’s speakers can handle. I’m the ice cream man.

  Everything I do today feels different because I’m the ice cream man. The ice cream man pumping gas into his van. The ice cream man using the gas station restroom. We drive past a sidewalk sale at our favorite record store just to show off the truck, but nobody waves us down. They just stare, wearing their scarves and jackets.

  I think Freezee Pops was so free with the trucks today because it’s a rainy February weekend. Steven told me that normally your first day you tag along with another driver, but he said he trusted me, that if I thought I could handle my own truck, it was mine for the day. The only good thing about driving in February is that Danielle and I are making the first round of the season. Kids haven’t seen an ice cream man for so long that we’re like the second coming. I can see them tense up like rabbits sensing danger. The bells take a split second to register, and then kids drop whatever they’re doing, leave bikes in the middle of the street and run down the sidewalks screaming “Ice cream may-nnn!”

  The hardest part of the job is keeping a constant lookout for kids. They jump in front of the truck out of nowhere, yelling for me to WAIT! while they run inside to get money. The Sales Techniques video taught me the strategy: first you drive through a neighborhood making no stops at all. Kids hear the bells and become frantic like there’s no way they’re going to find money in time. So while they’re scrambling around begging parents for change and trying to alert all their friends to your presence, you’re making a slow loop back around to where you started, and this time through you drive really really slowly.

  Another thing the video taught me is that it’s important to recognize your repeat customers. One kid we sell to still has ice cream on his face from the day before. He rides up on a scooter and offers me two wadded dollars and a handful of sticky coins. This kid never names off the ice cream he wants. He just points to the pictures on the side of the van and sticks his hand back in his mouth. He pockets his two Cherry Banana Pops, but tears into his Pokémon Stick right away. He unwraps it and clenches it in his two fists like it’s the Holy Grail. Before he takes a bite, I hear him say to himself “This is so cool!”

  After I drop off Danielle at home and return the truck, I learn how to check the inventory in my freezer and separate my cash into neat little stacks by denomination. I get to keep thirty-five percent of what I sold, minus seven percent for taxes, minus a five-dollar truck rental fee. Steven is encouraging. “A hundred and sixteen dollars — you didn’t do bad for your first day!” Tomorrow, though, he assures me I’ll sell three times as much.

  Sunday morning I load my truck full of ice cream with Steven still cheering me on then I drive home to my apartment and go back to bed. When Danielle and I wake up, the sun is overhead. It has turned into a really nice day for February, 75 degrees and sunny and everyone’s outside — Louisville’s first glimpse of spring. But do I bag the huge sales other drivers had promised for my second day? Do I move Malt Crunch Bombs and Big Dippers and make a name for myself in Freezee Pops retail? No. I leave the truck in Cherokee Park for a few hours and go for a walk with Danielle. We blow yesterday’s money on black bean burgers and molten chocolate cake. We only sell ice cream when it’s convenient, when people approach us. This new sales strategy brings in around forty-five dollars, and I come home to read student papers all afternoon.

  I had all these ideas for the truck, like getting a haircut before I returned it, putting my cat carrier and some laundry in the front seat like I’d been running errands all day. Or trading ice cream to some neighborhood kid to hide in the truck and play dead while Steven checks inventory, or starting a turf war with the Good Humor crew across town. In the end, though, I didn’t follow through. My one great prank was at Jake’s expense.

  Jake and Carrie were married young like us, came from small towns in southern Kentucky like us. Danielle and I have known Jake and Carrie almost as long as we’ve known each other, so long that I catch us telling each other stories that I know we’ve told before, and we all react like it’s fresh material. I can’t tell sometimes if we’re humoring each other or if we’ve actually forgotten. Our stories combine and merge in different ways in our minds. We remember things but can’t agree on what order they happened in, or which ones of us were there at the time.

  We drive past their apartment building very slowly, ringing our bells, and then we drive around the corner and park on a side street. We run up the stairs to Jake’s apartment screaming Come on, let’s go! The ice cream man’s outside!

  Even with all the energy we put into it, we still can’t budge Carrie, who is genuinely suspicious of anything I do. But Jake scrambles to find some money and we rush him out the door and around back to where the truck is sitting vacant. Jake’s getting anxious already. “Aw, there’s nobody in it.”

  “We should break in.” Danielle starts to pull on the door handle.

  “Yeah, fuck it. I’m going to get some ice cream anyway.”

  The door pops open and we both feign surprise. “He left the keys in here!” I start the engine, but Jake’s already gone. He’s all the way around the corner, halfway back to his apartment. I watched him take one really long step backward with this sincerely conflicted expression on his face, like he was piecing together the situation, and then he decided to run.

  In his mind, it was the last time he’d ever see me. He thought I was really doing it, hitting the road in a stolen ice cream truck.

  ***

  My few sales on Sunday are courtesy of my friends. I ring ice cream bells outside Chad’s apartment and interrupt his weekly Dungeons & Dragons game. Chad has played Dungeons & Dragons since I met him in junior high. He was actually a nationally-ranked Dungeon Master (No. 12) two or three years ago, the same year of medical school he had to repeat. Chad’s bookshelves place Spells for Wizards between toxicology textbooks and Pharmacology Today. Hearing ice cream bells, all his friends from med school and the comic book shop put down their dice and come outside to investigate.

  By the time I return the truck that night, I’m ready to get out of the ice cream business. I line up my truck next to the others, lock the front doors and go out the back to plug in the freezer before I close the sliding back door. Something feels wrong. I have my inventory checklist — I remember turning on the interior light to check everything off and count my tiny bag of coins. It isn’t until I am inside the main office that I realize what I’ve done. I have left the light on and locked the keys in the van.

  I never look back.

  Since I met Chad’s friends in that context, it was only natural for them to assume ice cream man was my main gig. I see one of them a few weeks later and he asks, “How’s the ice cream business?” I tell him about the demise of the job, and he’s sincerely disheartened by it. “Oh man. What are you going to do now?”

  “I don’t know,” I tell him. “Teach college?”


  Two

  Looking through student course evaluations from last semester, I get some ideas for how to enhance my skills in the classroom. In response to one of the survey questions — “Please comment on the instructor’s style, enthusiasm, etc. Do you have suggestions for improvement?” — students offer the following:

  Show your legs more.

  He was always a happy guy, but sometimes he could be a prick.

  I will take these into consideration.

  I am teaching at four universities in a 30-mile radius: The University of Louisville, Spalding University, Indiana University Southwest, and Jefferson Community College. The time I’m not teaching, reading papers, or going to meetings I spend driving back and forth between downtown Louisville and Southern Indiana. The ice cream truck was a welcome distraction, even if it did entail even more driving.

  And now that I’m out of the ice cream business, I am faced with some decisions. When you work as a part-time lecturer, at some point you have to stop and consider which approach you want to take to the job: will you be a permanent part-timer, accumulating as many employers as possible and working extra jobs on the side, or will you apply to PhD programs and hope for a tenure-track job and all the health insurance and job security that come with it? People do it both ways. There’s a steady rotation of people in their twenties and thirties who teach part-time until they find something more stable or more lucrative. There are bookstore managers and newspaper copyeditors making some extra cash on the side. Then, there are parttimers in their sixties and seventies, some of them retired from other jobs, some of them spouses of tenured professors, but some of them wrapping up three or four decades of part-time teaching, still paying for their own health insurance.

  The question I have to ask myself is if I love teaching college enough that I’m willing to sign up for five more years of school and an increasingly slim chance at a tenure-track job? It’s something I’ve given a lot of thought. I’ve talked to other part-time lecturers, who say do it now, get the PhD before I get old and burned out. I’ve talked to the English professors and researched the top programs, weighed the five courses I’m currently teaching against going back to school. I’m making more money now than I would as a grad student, but much less than I’d make as a real professor. But on the other hand, it feels like I’m turning my back on my idea of not letting a job define me, and on my plan to cancel out the responsibility of teaching college with stints driving ice cream trucks or stocking vending machines. It’s not an easy decision. And just as I start filling out applications, IU Southwest offers me a job as a Full-time Lecturer.

  ***

  Full-time Lecturer is a new job title created strictly to keep the accreditation boards off a school’s back. The way it works is that the accreditation agency expects a certain ratio of courses to be taught by full-time faculty. So to avoid losing their accreditation and still avoid paying for actual tenure-track professors, universities create a few of these low-level, low-paying positions that aren’t technically parttime, but come with none of the benefits of being a professor. You can’t get promotions. You can’t get tenure. You teach the lower-level classes the professors won’t touch, but at least you teach them all at one school.

  Becoming a Full-time Lecturer is like becoming Head Dishwasher. You get the title, but with it comes more responsibility. It’s one job at one school. It pays more, and I’ll get some half-ass health insurance, but I’m not sure it’s worth it. I’ll be in limbo —required to go to faculty meetings upstairs but sent back to the basement to type the minutes on our community computer. There is talk of a new office, my own office, but for now I continue to share a desk.

  The transitory nature of the job was what drew me to it in the first place, but I understand that I can’t keep driving from campus to campus forever. The full-time position would end all that. At the same time, though, there’s something I like about those words “temporary” and “part-time.”

  I haven’t given them my answer.

  IU Southwest is a commuter campus, a regional branch of Indiana University. There are no dorms or fraternity houses, but there are fraternities. They share a small Greek Life office that looks like it was not built for parties. A lot of the students are the typical 18-21 years old, but there is a strong contingent of nontraditional students, people who’ve been out in the world and already have jobs that pay more than mine.

  The IU Southwest lecturers’ office is dank and crowded. Forty of us in the basement, so close to the inner mechanisms of the humanities building that our room’s temperature can’t be regulated and we make do with thrift store fans and hand-me-down sweaters donated by retiring professors. The phone rings incessantly until it is taken over by Gordon, who’s been here seventeen years and runs a side business selling curtains from the main office phone. Gordon’s desk looks like he’s stockpiling food in case we get trapped down here. Cases of ramen noodles and Save-A-Lot instant potatoes — he eats them hunched over his desk between classes.

  Gordon is one of the few lecturers who seem to know that I work here, which somehow feels like an accomplishment. I can only guess that I’ve pulled it off by dressing in thrift store t-shirts and still being young enough to look like a student. One day I had been sitting at my desk for two hours and one of the other lecturers walked past and said, “Are you still waiting for your professor?”

  Room 002 is hard to locate. Students walk right past the entrance because this couldn’t really be their professor’s office. Could it? Students who do find their way to our desks squeeze past stacks of English 101 portfolios from six years ago, from instructors long gone. Ghosts. The old-school lecturers entertain each other by reciting humorous grammar mistakes from student papers. It’s awful, really, but they’re burned out, tapped. They’ve read too many papers.

  The permanence of a new full-time job makes me wonder if this will be me someday. Will I stop getting excited to read student evaluations? The prospect is more than depressing. When I was parttime, I didn’t worry about this kind of thing. I was too busy driving from campus to campus, crossing my fingers for a summer class to keep me away from the restaurant. But at the same time, I liked the variety. The ice cream truck was a last-ditch effort at holding onto that kind of life. And now here I am, sitting at the same desk I was yesterday, waiting to go teach in the same classroom. If it feels like this much sameness already, how will it feel when I’m Gordon’s age? If a career means accepting a permanent role, does it also mean that you accept that you will eventually become bored with that role, and thus bored with your life? Does it mean no more ice cream trucks? I try not to think about it.

  ***

  I was offered the full-time job at IU Southwest because I published an article about teaching. Doing research and publishing articles is the one thing professors are required to do that lecturers aren’t, so it made me look like the perfect candidate, someone who’d do the whole job for half the pay. The article was about using surrealist games to teach research writing. The idea behind it was that most of what you do in college is write about other people — their books, their art, their ideas. But what if students could become the artists and writers and thinkers and then write about that? We did automatic writing and automatic drawing. We cut words out of the student newspaper and arranged them into random new sentences. And we wrote about all of it. During finals week we were going to play a baseball game using baby doll heads instead of baseballs, but the heads were expensive, and we were pretty much rained out. So instead we ate regular, non-surrealist pizza and played darts until the bar closed down and we said our goodbyes. I say it was eyestrain from reading seventy-five final papers, but some could have sworn they saw a tear.

  I had the course description and some sample syllabi from past semesters, but I wanted to do something new, something that wouldn’t look like every other English class these students had ever taken. I started writing the article because I was just waiting for someone in administration to come in and tell me not to teach it that way again. So in case they did, I had a theoretical framework, a defense, a manifesto. But the more I wrote about the class and the more I talked to those students, the more I understood that it really worked. I sent the article to a journal, they sent it to their reviewers, and they accepted it.

  And here’s where I got uncomfortable. I had been sending out stories to literary magazines for years, and I never got one acceptance. I wrote a novel and sent it to agents and small publishers, and I got “thanks, but not quite right for us.” I published it myself and gave it away for free and a reviewer said it was “not a novel.”

  After all that rejection, I publish an article in a peer-reviewed academic journal on my first try. It wasn’t that I wasn’t excited about publishing the article. I was. I worked hard on it. But this was not how I had pictured getting my name into print. It’s difficult to imagine two kids walking out of a public library somewhere, saying “Man, did you see that new issue of Composition Studies?” It was depressing to be better at something I just started than something I’ve worked so hard at for so many years, but still, I was excited about the contract to publish my teaching article. So excited that I started to believe it would fall through.

  I have always sincerely believed that getting too excited about something can destroy it before it happens, that you can’t celebrate until the actual moment of proof.

  This keeps me from enjoying anything.

  When I found out Composition Studies wanted to publish the article on my surrealism course, I looked over my shoulder to see if anyone else could have read the e-mail, the same way I do when I get less professional messages about “Dogfart Sluts!” or the “Shower-cam!!” I was taking my brief turn at the computer — the computer — in the part-time lecturers’ office. Other teachers were lined up behind me, but I froze in my seat. I was afraid that if I moved, or breathed, my excitement could create a ripple in the universe, that it could jar a book off a shelf at DePaul University, crack the editor in the head rendering him useless to academics, and the presses would never start. So I kept quiet.

  It would be months before the new issue came out, but I didn’t tell anybody, not even Danielle. I had harassed her with my theories and reflections on teaching and made her read over drafts to see if they made any sense, but now I was suddenly, suspiciously quiet. When I reread the acceptance e-mail, I chewed my fingernails, muttered “Godfuckindammit” when I realized I’d sent in the wrong file on disk — “Surrealism Course Revised Version Seven” instead of Version Six. But Danielle was kept in the dark. By the time I told her, by the time the article finally came out, it had lost all impact on me. My moment to get excited was long past — I had suppressed it all until it disappeared. So I took pleasure in Danielle’s surprise, experiencing what should have been my own excitement vicariously.

  The problem with becoming a full-time college instructor is that I like teaching. I work hard at it, and I feel like I could be good at it. I was a student recently enough that I can still remember what did n’t work. When I was a student, not much did. I spent most of my time ditching my classes to write stories. I believed that someday when people would ask me what I do, I’d reply “writer.” “Full-time Lecturer” doesn’t have quite the same ring. Now that I’m full time, teaching could rival writing, and I’m worried about that. All this time I’m spending teaching and writing about teaching was time I wanted to spend writing novels and memoirs. Writing was already crowding the time I had left for living. As good as I feel about being offered this new full-time job title, the idea of taking it also feels kind of like giving up.

  ***

  I used to feel different about this stuff. I didn’t always feel so protective of my time. I was more interested in money than time. Growing up I saw my parents fight about money and borrow money and fight about borrowing money. I tried to act like I was in line by myself when Mom paid for groceries with food stamps. I wasn’t the poorest kid at my school, but my friends all seemed to have more money than I did. I stopped eating lunch at school because I was embarrassed to show my Free Lunch Program card. And once, when our electricity got turned off due to unpaid bills, I had to carry a frozen pizza to our neighbor’s house and ask if my sister and I could use their oven.

  My mother was going back to school to finish her degree and teach elementary school. My dad ran his own auto body shop. He could have made more money working for a bigger auto repair place. Instead, he and his friends built his own garage behind our house. He hated working for someone else. He wanted to make his own hours and be his own boss, but I wanted to have more money. I wanted to have the things my friends had, so I resented him. I thought he was lazy. Mom wanted to be home to see her kids off to school and home when the bus dropped them off, but I told her I’d rather have a denim jacket with leather patches like the one my friend Chad wore.

  I spent my weekends and summers working at my uncle’s convenience store because I was bored and I wanted money. From the time I was twelve or thirteen I would help him stock shelves and break down boxes for recycling. He paid me in cash and I never spent any of the money. I kept it all in a shoebox and I’d count it from time to time, but I never spent it. Eventually my mom borrowed most of it to cover bills and never paid any of it back, but for a few months there I had a shoebox full of money.

  So when I went to college I was going to major in business. I knew nothing about business other than that business makes money, which isn’t so much the case with creative writing, the subject I was actually interested in. Either way, I didn’t sign up for any business classes my first year. I chose classes on the basis of how much it surprised me that they actually fulfilled a credit. Fitness Walking. The History of Country Music. I became roommates with a guy named Shane who was six years older than me and loved nothing more than to point out things about me that struck him as stupid. My hair. My clothes. The music I listened to. My choice of major. When most eighteen-year-olds are moving into dorms with people their same age, I lived with a chain-smoking twenty-four year old paraplegic.

  For Shane, living on his own was no new adventure. It was a habit. He’d been out in the world working in hotels and doing construction until he wrecked his motorcycle. He had a lot more courage than I did at eighteen. I don’t think he would have ever gone to college if the Vocational Rehabilitation program hadn’t paid for his books and tuition. He was only six years older than me, but it felt like he’d seen a lot in those six years. I felt like a little kid away from home for the first time.

  Living with Shane was the first time I’d had to pay for rent and my own food, and my goal was to spend as little money as possible. I kept all my food receipts in a ceramic fish the old woman next door gave Shane to use as an ashtray. I even kept Taco Bell receipts in there. I had some idea that I would be able to deduct them from my taxes. When people came over to our apartment, Shane dumped my receipts on the floor to illustrate what a tightwad weirdo I was, and nobody disagreed. So I stopped saving receipts and tried to stop worrying so much about money. Shane was a huge influence on me, although the way things ended, it wouldn’t have seemed that way. It’s something I wish I had told him, but we don’t really talk to each other anymore.

  Then, the next year, two things happened. I moved out of Shane’s apartment, and I met Danielle. Danielle and I met as roommates, each of us friends of a third, weird roommate, Chris, and having spoken to each other only twice before. The entire year, Danielle had a job for only 35 minutes. That was it. A few days after we signed the lease, she got a job at White Castle and Chris and I drove her to work. Half an hour later, she called us to come get her.
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