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MY STUDENTS TURNED IN DRAWINGS of animals with extraordinary life spans.

I learned that there were species of tube worm that lived for up to one hundred and seventy years.

Arctic whales more than two hundred years old.

Clams with a life expectancy of four hundred.

Sponges that had been alive for more than a millennium.

A kind of jellyfish—the immortal jellyfish—that, after reaching sexual maturity, could revert to infancy again and again, maybe forever.

“Really?” I said, holding up Lucy’s drawing.

Lucy nodded proudly. She was a sophomore psych major. Her jellyfish wore a cape. A dialogue bubble above its head stated: I am immortal and a jellyfish.

I hung Lucy’s picture on the whiteboard next to Ravi’s arctic whale, which had a horn and a side-profile smile. Ricky’s tube worm was a bright red plume with the caption The tube worm is a vagina-like creature that can grow to be up to six feet tall. It is a deep-sea invertebrate whose only predators are accidental ones—mainly large mammals trying to have sex with it.

Kayla’s drawing was not a drawing but rather a full page of double-spaced text explaining why there shouldn’t be drawing assignments in a college creative-writing class. (Drawing animals is not creative writing any more than pottery is accounting.) She sat in the front row and glared at me. She had the posture of someone who spent her childhood balancing books on her head. She was almost certainly the treasurer of a sorority. I hung her essay next to all the animal pictures.

*  *  *

My department chair, Norman, invited me to his office. Norman was a squirrelly man who always appeared to be bracing for a punch. He was from a leafy college town in the Northeast and looked out of place in Wilmington, a waterfront tourist strip that happened to have a university. He had hired me the previous summer after a string of maternity and rehab leaves of absence had left the department in need of temporary faculty who could be trusted to stay childless and sober. I wasn’t sure why, out of the pack of graduating MFA teaching assistants, he had picked me, but maybe one of my professors had gotten the wrong idea about me and put in a good word.

“Look, Jonas, I’m not trying to be the administrator here,” Norman said. “But a student complained.”

This student had felt uncomfortable with last week’s homework assignment: attend a stranger’s funeral.

“Frankly,” Norman said, “I don’t know if I can blame her.”

This student was Kayla.

Norman waited for me to say something, but my mind was too foggy to find a good explanation.

“No more funerals,” I agreed.

Back in my office, I typed up a more traditional assignment: Write a story.

*  *  *

My mind was always foggy lately. At age twenty-seven, it was my first semester sober, and without four doses of oxycodone a day, a couple tramadol in the mornings, a few methadone now and then, and a weekend bump of heroin to take the edge off, I’d been having trouble finding my words. Sometimes when I was standing in front of the class and one of the kids asked a good question, my brain would start firing off ideas, and it was like I was alive again. I’d explain the relationship between dialogue and narration in fiction, do an impromptu performance of how a scene from a popular movie would sound if a narrator were commenting on each piece of dialogue, and feeling my energy rising with the sound of their laughter, I’d circle back to answer the original question by describing the moment in their assigned reading when . . . when . . . when . . . but the words would scurry into the fog again and I’d be left um-ing and uh-ing like an idiot.

*  *  *

Monday morning the students slumped through the door. They’d spent almost every Monday since they were five years old in a room like this. It took its toll—so often being somewhere other than where you wanted to be. When I used to get high, places were interchangeable. Everywhere was the best place ever—and then the worst. But now place mattered very much. There were few places I liked more than this classroom, with the cheap blinds over the windows, the long fluorescent light tubes overhead, and the students who, even though I often told them what to do, didn’t seem to hate me.

Except for Kayla. Her dislike troubled me.

I stood at the front of the class. I was wearing jeans and a navy cardigan that had been a gift from my ex. I had been growing my hair long since a methadone nightmare the year before had given me a fear of balding. The hair now reached down past my ears. It was strong and brown and shiny and probably the best thing I had going for me.

I held up a stack of student stories. “This was concerning.” I paused. “You killed all your protagonists.”

The students laughed nervously. Kayla maintained eye contact from her spot in the front row.

“I’ll admit that this may be my fault. I probably shouldn’t have sent you to the funeral. That’s on me. I was trying something new.” I paused. “But here’s the thing: Life is long and usually ends in death. Stories are short and usually don’t. Characters can have problems without having cancer, and suicide doesn’t always have to be the solution.” I looked out at the students, hoping to see a reaction, which was a stupid thing to do, since, even when the students were in the middle of life-changing moments—when they realized that all experience was subjective or that they didn’t have to major in business administration—they almost never visibly reacted. But today, seeing no reaction, I panicked. I took a sip of water and gathered myself. “Please stop killing your characters. It’s bumming me out.”

*  *  *

After class, I asked Kayla to stay behind for a second. I was nervous. I knew from student evaluations that one-on-one interaction was not my strong suit. In class, Professor Anderson was hilarious and super sarcastic, but in office hours he was random.

“How’s the semester treating you, Kayla?” I said, making casual eye contact.

“It’s busy.” She clutched her binder to her chest.

“Are you enjoying your other classes?”

“I am.”

“You’re an econ major, right?”

“Psychology.”

“Psychology: the econ of the liberal arts.”

“What?”

“I get the feeling that you don’t like this class.”

She mulled the question over. “I don’t not like it.” A pause. “I had planned on liking it.”

“You have an A, you know.”

She sighed. “I feel like you’re not teaching us what you should be teaching us.”

“What do you think I should be teaching you?”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you want to learn?”

She opened her mouth but stopped.

“It would help if you told me,” I said. “Maybe what you want to learn is what other students want to learn, too.”

“You’re the teacher,” she finally said.

*  *  *

That evening, I went to an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. Technically, I should have been going to Narcotics Anonymous. But I found that the average age at AA was much higher, which meant that the sharers had better stories and that I was less likely to meet people who looked and sounded like me. After the meeting, I saw Spanish Richard waiting for me in the parking lot. Spanish Richard was a middle-aged three-hundred-pound recovering alcoholic who wore Hawaiian shirts and cargo shorts and cried every time he shared.

“My man,” he said, shaking my hand and pulling me into a half hug. “You out on the streets again?”

“I am not. I just haven’t been keeping up on meetings.” I didn’t tell him that I had never been “out on the streets”—I had used drugs in my apartment. “I have to get better about that.”

“How long have you been clean now?”

“About two months.” I refused to say, Seventy days.

“So you’re not an expert yet?”

“You are correct.”

“Have you started the steps?”

“I’m getting there.” I had no intention of doing the steps. AA was like religion—you could take the parts that worked for you and leave the rest.

“My man, at some point you have to ask yourself: How much more am I willing to lose?”

I nodded.

“You already lost a girlfriend. How about your job? How about your home? How about your car?”

I used to find it strange how the men at these meetings put cars on the same level as wives, jobs, and homes on the list of things they lost to drugs and alcohol. Not until I heard a twelve-stepper describing his two hours on the bus each day as “reflecting time” did it occur to me how much more a car could mean to someone who’s at the mercy of public transit and a parole officer. In the parking lot, Spanish Richard told me the story of his fall, again, and I found, again, that hearing about all-night drinking, lying, cheating, and car crashing, told with the same emphasis and pauses as the last five times, wasn’t boring at all. Just the opposite—it was comforting, like hearing a favorite bedtime story. Spanish Richard said that he now got more real joy from making his bed every morning than he ever did from alcohol. He talked about God as if God were a hotline I could call. He also mentioned a hotline I could call.

“It’s twenty-four hours.”

Then he put his hand on my shoulder. “You can handle it.”

I swallowed. “How do you know?”

Spanish Richard shrugged. “Because I can handle it.”

*  *  *

Three weeks after our first meeting, I got another summons from the department chair. Norman didn’t want to micromanage my process, but he was concerned.

“Maybe you want to use some course syllabi or exercises from the department file.” Norman cleared his throat. “Or maybe you would feel more comfortable handing over the courses to someone else.”

“I would love to use some course syllabi and exercises from the department file. I’ve been struggling for direction and I think that could be just what I need. How can I access them?”

“I’ll send you the link.”

I could feel that there was a but coming, so I preempted it. “I realize that I haven’t been on top of my game lately. There have just been a lot of changes.” I paused. “It’s hard to lose someone you care about. I didn’t think it would affect my work so much, but it has.”

Norman nodded sympathetically. He didn’t ask whom I had lost, which was lucky. The implication of sadness from losing a loved one sounded better than sadness from losing the version of yourself who got to be high all the time.

Back in my office, still employed, I ate a multivitamin and wished it were oxycodone.

*  *  *

That evening, I was walking down Front Street, passing by the bars where I used to drink, on my way to the corner store to buy an unsatisfying soda, when I ran into a group of MFA students two years behind me.

“Jonas! Where have you been?” they said, drunk and happy. “We never see you anymore!”

They didn’t know about the drugs or the sobriety, so there was no way to quickly explain why I could no longer be found at Lula’s or the Blue Post, where I used to spend five or six nights a week.

“They kept me on for a second semester, if you can believe it,” I said. “All it took was for Daniel to realize he’s an alcoholic.”

“How did he only just realize that now?” said Stephanie. “I realized it when he yelled ‘poetry forever!’ in the middle of my first-year reading.”

“That wasn’t part of the poem?” I said. “I like that poem less now.”

“Daniel likes epiphanies,” said Audrey. “A character can’t just know that he’s an alcoholic at the beginning of the story. He has to realize it.”

“Come drink with us!” Bobby said. “We are drinking!”

“Christ, Bobby, stop yelling,” Audrey said, and yanked him by the shirt.

“I can’t,” I said. “I’m a real teacher now. If they catch me at a bar, they might ship me off with Daniel.”

We shared hugs and they bumbled down the street toward Lula’s. By the time they were out of sight I was shaking so badly I could barely stand.

*  *  *

The next day, I biked to work, inspiring two separate pickup-truck drivers to yell their guess at my sexual orientation. In my office I found a story slid under the door. It was from Kayla. A revision. The first draft of her story had been about a young marine whose plane was shot down on his way home from Afghanistan to marry his sweetheart. In this revised version, the marine’s plane still crashed into the sea, but this time he was resuscitated by an immortal jellyfish. The jellyfish gave up his immortality to save the marine, but there was a catch: the marine could never again leave the ocean. So the marine swam across the Atlantic to the coast of North Carolina, where he watched his lost love walking along the beach alone, day after day. Every evening, as she passed, he longed to reach out and pull her into the water. But he loved her too much, so he just floated in the waves, pining. One day he saw a man walking by her side, holding her hand. That night, the marine swam away without anger or bitterness—only sadness that this part of his life had ended.

*  *  *

On the last day of the semester, I ordered pizzas for the class. Ricky provided a “vegan pizza,” which was simply a loaf of sourdough bread. Lucy brought homemade cookies so perfect they looked photoshopped. We ate and laughed and played YouTube videos on the projector.

I gave a short speech that ended with “Now get out of here before I get emotional,” a line that I had planned the night before, but which, as I said it in front of the class, inspired actual welling in my throat.

On their way out, the students dropped their final assignments on my desk. Ravi shook my hand and thanked me for the class. Ricky waited for the others to leave, then looked me in the eyes and told me that this was the least boring class she’d had in a long time.

She closed the door after leaving; I was alone.

I looked at the empty desks. I slammed a pizza box over my knee. I hurled it across the room. I picked up another box and raised it over my knee.

“I can take care of that,” Kayla said, suddenly appearing in the doorway.

“Oh. I didn’t see you there.” I put the box down on the desk and made casual eye contact. “How is the end of the semester treating you?”

Kayla took the box from my desk, opened it, threw away the garlic-crumbed wax paper and the little plastic tripod, folded in the sides, and flattened the cardboard. She packed up the other boxes the same way, then tucked the flattened boxes under her arm.

“I’ll just run these out to the recycling bins,” she said.

I stood there waiting for her to return and wondering what parting words I should leave her with. It was nonsexual affection, but I didn’t want to give her the wrong idea. I just wanted her to know that she shouldn’t take my failure as indicative of what life would offer.

I waited. The clock read five past. Students from the next class queued up in the hall. One peeked in to see if I’d left yet. I glanced out the window, but of course she wasn’t coming back.

*  *  *

At home, I thought about calling my mom, a spiritual coach who was now living at a retreat in Sedona with no internet access. We had, over the years since I left home, settled into a rhythm where I called on her birthday and she called on mine, and we mailed each other handwritten letters on Christmas. It was a fragile stasis, and an unexpected request for comfort might shatter the whole thing. The more we talked, the greater the likelihood that someone would mention the past, and neither of us wanted to feel that kind of anger toward the other.

I opened my laptop and tried to write a story about immortal jellyfish and the longness of life. I had barely written a word since quitting drugs, aside from a journal in which, for the past 116 days, I had recorded thoughts like The days are really long and I miss drugs. Given that I had written every day since high school, it was strange to be without it.

When I was a grad student, under the tutelage of an eccentric professor who took a liking to me based on an orientation-day conversation we had about basketball and who I came to suspect was the one who had recommended me to Norman, I had written an unpublishable novel—a long book that managed to say little. Today I wanted to write something small that felt big. But already in the first paragraph, I found myself unable to describe the way a jellyfish swam. That was why my novel had been bad—it took me so long to describe anything. By the time I got to the end of an analogy, the reader had forgotten what thing I was describing in the first place. I wanted a half-sentence description of a jellyfish, fleet and deft and hinting at metaphoric meaning—the kind of thing that people would underline when they read it. But it took me five lines to describe the inflating/deflating plastic-bagness of the jellyfish. I opened a browser window and typed jellyfish swimming into the search bar. I clicked on a video from a nature program, in which a British voice narrated the jellyfish’s swimming perfectly. The voice spoke with such calculated eloquence that no word was wasted. I shut the computer.

*  *  *

I biked out to the beach. It was a twelve-mile ride, but the late-spring heat had not yet turned vindictive, and even if it had, I wouldn’t have felt it. My wallet was stuffed with $300 in twenties, money with which I was going to buy pills from Kit when he got off work at the Applebee’s he assistant-managed. It was early evening by the time I reached the coast, the sun hanging low in the sky, and the only people still out were crew-cut marines from Camp Lejeune, drinking bottled beer with their young wives. They’d be sent to Afghanistan, or back to Afghanistan, shortly. If the soldiers on the beach survived the war, they might show up in my classroom one day, straight-backed and polite and quietly desperate to make up for lost time. And what could I teach them?

I laid my bike on the sand, rolled up my jeans, and waded shin-deep into the surf. The water that pooled around my ankles had been part of the ocean before I was born and would be part of that same ocean after I was dead. I wasn’t sure what to do with this information.

“Professor Anderson?”

I turned and saw Kayla, walking hand in hand with a broad-shouldered and crew-cut man. He had brown forearms and a white chest that looked like parts from two separate action figures. Kayla wore a bathing-suit top and jean shorts and looked like she was trying to reconcile what she was seeing in front of her with what she knew. I couldn’t tell whether her surprise came from catching me wading in the ocean by myself or from seeing me outside the classroom.

“It’s a little tradition of mine.” I trudged out of the water. “After I turn in final grades, I go for a dip. You got an A.”

She smiled. “Professor Anderson, this is my fiancé, Hank.”

“Nice to meet you, sir,” Hank said.

I braced for an alpha-male handshake, but Hank’s grip was gentle. Up close, I saw that he had the face of a boy. It dawned on me that I was the adult in the situation.

“Have you two made any plans for after graduation?”

“I have another year left,” Kayla said. “But I’m going to be a flight attendant.”

“She’s going to see the world,” Hank said.

“How exciting. Any particular part of the world?”

“All of it, hopefully,” Kayla said.

“And when’s the wedding?”

“Next month—right before I ship out.” Hank looked over at Kayla with his big young eyes. “I can hardly wait.”

Kayla ran her fingers over her ring, which looked more like an earring than an engagement ring—a skinny band with a tiny diamond.

I took the $300 from my wallet, folded the fifteen bills over once, and held them out to Hank. “Happy wedding.”

Hank froze.

“Please. I insist. You make a lovely couple.”

Kayla took the money from my hand. “Thank you, Professor Anderson.”

Hank stared at his feet.

“It’s our first wedding present, babe,” Kayla said, handing him the bills.

Hank lit up as if he had just realized she was going to marry him. He put the twenties in the pocket of his shorts and shook my hand again, harder this time. “Thank you, sir. That’s extremely generous of you.”

“Maybe you can buy a dog,” I said.

Kayla hugged me. I gave her a quick one-handed pat on the back—my hand stuck to her skin for a moment—and wished them both good luck.

They walked along the water’s edge, and I watched their footprints disappear in the wet sand until their bodies had disappeared, too. Out past the breakers, a jellyfish bobbed along with the tide, with nothing to do but live forever.


IN THE FALL, ONCE I settled into my sobriety, I learned that I was a far better teacher when I wasn’t high. Even if I had been a decent teacher under the influence—prepared and reliable and often funny—I always addressed a general audience rather than unique groups of students. It was the same audience I addressed when I paced around my apartment late at night, giving speeches because I was too wound up to sleep. I would have talked the same no matter who was listening. Back when I was using, I would call Stella, my best friend from college, to just talk talk talk, to the point where she stopped picking up unless she was drunk enough to want to jump in with her own rambles. Now I was the one avoiding her calls. I couldn’t pick up without explaining about the drug problem I’d kept from her, and I couldn’t imagine any reaction to that news that I’d like to hear.

That summer, when Norman failed to renew my contract and I left Wilmington after three years of grad-student TA-ing and one year of adjuncting, I had taken a temporary position, with the possibility of renewal, at a little state college in Eugene, a green and rainy city where a white guy in a monk’s robe stood on Pearl Street yelling Dalai Lama quotes at passersby. I began to imitate the female colleagues I’d watched work so hard to earn the respect that the students offered any half-competent male teacher. I focused on teaching individuals. I made office-hour meetings mandatory before and after every paper. I assigned difficult theoretical texts that I spent every evening rereading, filtering them down until I could distill their ideas into easily understandable examples. I gave low grades with heaps of comments and offered the students opportunities to revise as many times as they wished. I took up smoking in the quad between classes. I had no pedagogical reason for this last decision, but I thought it might be good for the students to see me unprotected by the podium—to see me, at least temporarily, as a person in need of a break, rather than a teacher they wanted to please, punch, or fuck.

Also: I liked to smoke. More than the nicotine itself, there was the joy of looking forward to the cigarette as the break approached. Then there was the joy of standing outside, holding the cigarette, raising it to my mouth, and inhaling—this totally automatized and consuming set of actions that left no question about what you were supposed to do.

I often smoked with Louise, a middle-aged English lit professor. She had such great advice that when I didn’t have real problems to ask about, I would make one up. One October afternoon, as the Oregon rain politely tapped on the awning under which Louise and I stood, I told her that my comp courses were going well, but that I was struggling to get my creative writing students to talk.

“Put them in groups.” Louise let out a long trail of smoke. “Assign them a scene to interpret and perform. If it’s just you standing at the front of the classroom, their tolerance for silence is infinite. But if it’s three or four of them looking at each other, with no mediator to blame, silence makes them nervous. They worry that it makes them look weak. Especially the boys.”

*  *  *

The following week, I broke my creative writing students into groups and assigned each group a classic short story that they were to adapt into a dramatic scene.

The first group was to perform Hemingway’s “Hills Like White Elephants,” which anyone who’d dealt with creative writing in the academy would know by heart. The story was essentially already a play—there was minimal exposition and lots of unexplained dialogue. The two characters, a young man and a young woman, sit in a train station café drinking while the man tries to talk the woman into getting an abortion. I didn’t enjoy teaching the story. Since the word abortion was never mentioned, many students would have no idea what was going on and would assume the couple were discussing an appendectomy or boob job. Even the students who understood the story ended up writing horribly because they did not yet realize the difference between knowing all the details and sharing only a tenth of them, and not knowing any of the details and just writing cryptic sentences.

The “Hills” group came to the front of the class, and Drew, a strong-chinned business major, positioned two desks facing each other. I rolled my chair to the side of the room to watch.

“These desks will serve as the restaurant table,” said Jonathan, a boy who was surely bullied in high school. Round-faced and frowning and always wearing a black T-shirt that was at once too big and too small, he had narrowly missed being born in a time when he could’ve grown up Goth. Instead he was stuck with whatever subculture the bullied used for armor these days. Even though he spoke with a tone of teenage annoyance, I could tell that he’d spend hours on twenty-minute assignments. I wanted to tell him that he was doing well. That it was okay. That people would probably always want to punch him in the face, regardless of whether he acted superior or disinterested, so he might as well be nice. But that seemed like the kind of speech that might lead to another nonrenewal of my contract.

Alyssa sat down at the restaurant table. She was in both my creative writing and composition courses. Her papers were generally on the C+ level, but she was enthusiastic and responded gratefully to criticism. She was also black—which might not have been relevant if it hadn’t affected the way I treated her. She was the only black student in my creative writing course, and one of only three students of color in my comp course. When she had explained her difficulty in making it to the mandatory office-hour meetings due to work obligations, I had agreed to correspond via email instead, which I’d refused to do for the two white students who had asked. If she was a day late on a paper, I would sternly tell her that I’d let it slide this time, and she would thank me profusely, knowing that I would let it slide next time, too.

She took a pair of sunglasses from her purse and handed them to Jonathan. They were of the white-framed, bug-eyed variety. I found it hard to imagine why he would need these sunglasses, or any sunglasses, for “Hills Like White Elephants.” Jonathan pulled a black trench coat from his backpack and put it on, and with sunglasses on face, he retreated to stage left of the classroom, while Alyssa and Drew sat down at the restaurant table. Alyssa stretched out her neck a few times. She nodded at Drew.

“Action!” Jonathan yelled.

Alyssa and Drew mimed drinking.

“Those hills out there look like white elephants,” Alyssa said.

Drew paused. “Those are white elephants.”

Alyssa squinted at the imaginary hills, then down into her glass. “God, I’m drunk.”

Drew looked at Alyssa sadly, convincingly, as if this wasn’t the first girl he’d tried to talk into an abortion. “It’s a simple procedure, you know.”

Alyssa said nothing.

“It won’t hurt at all.”

“I wish you would shut up,” Alyssa said.

“Ahh!” Jonathan kicked in an imaginary door and burst into the restaurant. “Stop what you’re doing!”

“What’s the meaning of this?” Drew yelled.

“I have been sent from the future. I’ve come to warn you about your baby.”

“My baby?” Alyssa said.

“I’m afraid it’s no ordinary baby.” Jonathan removed his sunglasses dramatically. “It’s . . . Satan!”

I leaned forward.

“My God,” Alyssa said. “What should we do?”

“What do you mean?” Drew said.

“Can we keep it?”

“Did you hear what he just said?” Drew asked.

“We could have all this”—Alyssa motioned out the window—“and every day we—”

“That man from the future just said that Satan is growing in your belly!”

“I’m afraid there’s only one thing to do.” Jonathan reached into his coat and pulled out a coat hanger.

The class gasped.

I saw whatever was left of my teaching career flash before my eyes.

Then Jonathan took off his coat, hung it on the hanger, and laid it on my desk. “Sorry, I was getting a little hot there.”

“Ha ha ha!” I said.

“But as I was saying”—Jonathan’s voice rose a little out of control, thriving on the energy of the audience—“there’s only one thing to do!” He pulled a ruler out from his waistband and pointed it at Alyssa’s stomach like a gun.

“Over my dead body,” Drew yelled, and pulled out a ruler from his waistband.

“Those hills are white elephants,” Alyssa yelled. She took out her own ruler from her jeans and yelled, “Pow pow pow!”

All three of them began to shoot. Drew fell quickly. Jonathan’s death was more dramatic; he lay out on my desk and expired in a long, stuttering fit. Every time I raised my hands to start the applause, Jonathan’s corpse started shaking again. Finally, he settled and died, and Alyssa, the only one still alive, took a bow. I stood up to cheer. It occurred to me, not for the first time, that I spent more time with these students than with my friends and family combined. Which, at the moment, felt just fine.

*  *  *

I was smoking in the quad with Louise. I told her that her exercise had been a success (which was true), but that I was now having trouble with a disruptive student (which wasn’t true).

“Before I went back to do my PhD, I taught high school English.” Back then, Louise said, she’d had a student who was always disrupting class, correcting her, making jokes, smirking. “You get one of these boys in almost every class, especially if you’re a woman. But this one was different from the others.”

She said that this boy wasn’t just arrogant and resentful—he was malicious. He didn’t just want attention or to show that he was smarter than the teacher—he wanted to dominate.

“One day, he was mouthing off as usual, commenting under his breath after everything I said, flicking balled-up papers at this poor girl, and I said that I’d had enough. I wrote a note and told him to take it to the principal. He said, oh, no, that wasn’t necessary. He was only kidding and he’d stop. But I told him it was too late for that now. He had made his decision. And now he had to go to the principal’s office.” Louise took another drag off her cigarette and exhaled. “His face turned red and he got all worked up, saying I had no right and he hadn’t done anything wrong and so on. But when he saw that I wasn’t going to budge, this calmness spread over him. He smiled, looked me in the eyes, and said, ‘You’re such a cunt.’ ”

“He didn’t.”

“He did. In front of the whole class.”

“What did you do?”

“It threw me at first. I’d already been called every name you can think of and probably a few that you can’t. But usually the name-callers were boys in the hall who didn’t see me coming up behind them. Or someone who’d scribbled that I was a bitch on a note I intercepted. Or someone writing in Sharpie on a bathroom wall. But it had never happened like this before. No one had ever intentionally said it to my face like that before. But I gathered myself. My mentor had told me that whenever you’re in doubt, you should ask the student a question. Turn it around. Put them in the position of answering. I looked at the boy. I said, ‘Do you know what a cunt is?’ He smiled that little superior smile of his and said that, yeah, he knew what a cunt was. That smile of his said that not only did he know what it was—he’d seen his fair share, too. So I said, ‘Then why don’t you draw one on the board?’ He stared at me. ‘What?’ he said. I said, ‘Please draw a cunt on the board for the class.’ ”

“Ha! What did he do?”

She put out her cigarette. “He marched his ass down to the principal’s office.”

I laughed, long and sincere, not even faking it. “When I grow up, I want to be just like you, Louise.”

She shook her head with a smile. “Now, why on earth would you want that?”

*  *  *

My loft was a nice spot with big windows that offered a sedating view of the rain, but it was priced at just $525 a month—cheap enough for me to put away some savings, seeing as I wasn’t paying for drugs, nights out, or pretty much any expenses except groceries—because it was directly across from the Amtrak station. The whole unit shook with each passing train.

That weekend, a parade of late-night horn-blowing Union Pacific freight trains kept me up. In the mornings, the NA meetings were obnoxious. In the afternoons, the new novel refused to be written. In the evenings, I longed for pills. By Monday, I had accomplished nothing besides not getting high, and by the time class started, I was feeling irritable. But I was determined to teach a good class anyway.

“What were our first impressions?” I said with as much pep as I could manage.

The students were supposed to have read a story by a black writer that dealt with race. There was a quiet shuffling, as the kids who always talked waited their customary five seconds before they began talking.

Drew turned his perfect chin in my direction. “It was fine, I guess. I’m just so tired of reading about race.”

I felt a sudden urge to ask him to draw a cunt on the board. But it seemed tricky to work that into the discussion.

“What have you read lately about race?”

Drew thought about it. “That story about school integration.”

“Okay, what else?”

He was quiet.

“It’s just that, if you’re saying that you’re so tired of reading about race, you must have read about it a lot.”

Drew rolled his eyes.

“We’ve hardly read anything about race in this class. And I can’t imagine you’re overwhelmed with the topic in your other classes. Is it possible that you’re not tired of reading about race, but that you simply don’t want to read about it at all?”

“I liked the story,” Alyssa said.

Everyone turned and waited for the representative for blackness to speak. I wanted to get them not to look at her like that—but I also looked at her like that.

“What did you like about it?”

“There were black characters.”

“I’m sorry. We should read more stories with black protagonists.”

“No—I didn’t mean it like that! I wasn’t criticizing. I just meant that in this story, it was nice. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry! I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to be sorry! I’m sorry.”

Once I was convinced that I hadn’t offended Alyssa and that she understood that she hadn’t offended me, I found that I no longer knew what to ask about the story.

“So,” I said. “What did we think of the structure?”

*  *  *

Once, in college in San Luis Obispo, waiting in line to get into a bar, I saw the black guy in front of me turned away because the dress code forbade plain white T’s. I was wearing a plain white T, but my shirt was V-necked and fitted, rather than crew-necked and baggy, and the bouncer didn’t hesitate before letting me in.

In graduate school, watching an internet stream of the National Book Awards with my classmates (one of our professors had been nominated for an award), during a black writer’s acceptance speech on the struggles of her childhood in the South, a white classmate blurted out, “We get it—you’re black.”

On an airplane back from New Orleans with my girlfriend, we were seated in the middle of a college baseball team returning after a tournament. A drunk baseball player asked a black stewardess if she liked white chocolate. The stewardess had said, “Sweetheart, you couldn’t handle this.” The baseball player’s teammates laughed and she walked away. But then he asked her again. And again. And again. She was the only stewardess on the small plane, so she had to walk up and down the aisle every few minutes, passing him every time. Finally, after his fifth loud advance, she crouched down, pointed a finger in his face, and said, “You need to cool it.” When she stood up, he laughed, turned to his friend, and said, loud enough for everyone to hear over the roar of the plane engines, “As if I would fuck that bitch.”

Lying on my couch that day after class, I mentally rewrote each of these memories into scenes in which I’d done something.

*  *  *

It was near the end of the semester that Alyssa showed up to my office for the first time. We’d been corresponding via email every week, and she had been making great progress on her final essay for composition. Her paper dealt with contemporary sitcom representations of blackness, and many times throughout the term, I’d worried that I’d somehow pushed her into writing about blackness, or that the uber-white system in which she was stuck made it necessary for her to address the subject of race. But she’d recently started incorporating personal experience through an elegant authorial I. This confident personality shining through her prose quieted my fears. It made me think not only that she had picked the topic she wanted, but also that I was a good teacher.

“How is your son doing?” I asked, making the eye contact I was gradually becoming more comfortable with.

“He’s getting big! He’s turning four next month. I can’t believe it.” She took out her phone and showed me a picture of a happy plump boy, who smiled like he knew he was and would always be loved.

“Look at that smile. He’s going to be a heartbreaker.”

“Not yet!” She laughed. “I’m not ready for him to have any girlfriends.”

“So,” I said, transitioning into teacher mode, “do you want to talk about your essay?”

“That would be great.” She took a legal pad out from her backpack.

I pulled up her latest draft on my computer and spent twenty minutes going through it page by page, diagramming her paragraphs, considering their relation to the thesis, and asking how she thought each point might connect to the previous point. We made a list of the areas that she’d want to develop for the final draft, and I said, “I’m really impressed, Alyssa.”

She smiled, looking relieved. “I’m so happy that you like it.”

“Do you have any questions moving forward?”

“No. Thank you so much for your help.”

“That’s what I’m here for. Even if I don’t have anything good to say, sometimes it helps to just hear someone else talk about your paper.”

“You always have good things to say!”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.” I smiled and waited for her to start to leave, but she stayed put. My smile started to hurt. “How are your other classes going?”

She looked down at her notebook. “Two of my classes are with you, as you know, and those are great. But I think I’m going to fail my other class.” She paused. “See, I messed up and now the professor wants to fail me.”

“What happened?”

Alyssa said that this professor, a Dr. Harrison, had given her a D on her first paper. But she probably deserved that grade, she admitted. She hadn’t understood the assignment and she hadn’t asked for clarification. But for the second paper, she had buckled down. She made an appointment with the librarian to help her find sources. She took a rough draft to the writing center for help.

“It’s okay if I didn’t get an A+. But it was a good paper. I think it deserved at least a C.”

But the only comment that Harrison had left was that Alyssa hadn’t cited a quote correctly.

“He thought it was plagiarism. He didn’t even give me a grade.”

She’d cited five sources, but she had paraphrased one point from a writer that she forgot to cite. “I offered to rewrite it from scratch! I didn’t just want a free pass.” But Harrison said you only get one chance with plagiarism. “So now I have a disciplinary hearing scheduled for after finals.”

I was furious. Who did this Harrison think he was? Here was a single mother who, unlike most students, actually wanted to learn, and he was going to ruin her academic career over a missed citation?

“These things tend to get blown out of proportion,” I said, mustering professional calm. “I can talk to Dr. Harrison, if you like. I’ll bet we can straighten things out.”

“You would do that?”

“Of course.”

“Oh my God, thank you, Professor Anderson! You’re a lifesaver.”

“Please, it’s nothing.”

But it wasn’t nothing, and I knew it. I left my office that day feeling better than I had in some time. This good feeling, oddly enough, made me want to get high.

*  *  *

I walked from my apartment down Shelton McMurphey Boulevard, parallel to the train tracks. The pine-tree-studded hills of Skinner Butte stood to the right and downtown Eugene to the left. I tried to convince myself to keep walking—to get my ass to the NA meeting in the Whiteaker. Life was going well. I was helping students. I was filling my days. I needed to stay clean. I hated meetings—especially evening meetings, which were always overcrowded with young people needing to fulfill a court sentence. But the meetings at least distracted me until the urges passed. I kept dreaming that I found a glowing orange prescription bottle of oxycodone under a park bench. That I had all these units of guaranteed joy waiting for me. It was the guaranteed part that was so exciting. The knowledge not that joy might be coming, but that it would be coming in thirty to forty-five minutes. I’d snorted pills, smoked them, and once Kit had shot me up with spoon-melted roxy. But I preferred the delay that came when you just swallowed them. The time after I took the pill but before the high hit was my favorite. It was all there in front of me.

I walked down into the park under the freeway overpass on Washington Street. On the basketball courts, where the backboards hung suspended from the bottom of the overpass, there was a commotion. A tweaker with a shaved head in a green Windbreaker was kneeling on the court by himself, screaming. He was beating his knuckles on the asphalt. I could see the streaks of red flash through the sky every time he raised his fist. If a person at the meetings recited this story, he would say, “When I saw him on the ground, I knew that that could have been me. That I was one of the lucky ones.”

But that couldn’t have been me. I was better than this tweaker, better than the people at the meetings who’d lost their children to Social Services, their freedom to the state, their legs to car crashes. I had barely lost anything. We may have had similar addictions, but we were not the same.

“That’s what you want to do?” the tweaker yelled, looking up at me. “That’s what you want to do?” He stood up and charged me.

At six-one, I was maybe six inches taller than the tweaker, and his bony limbs couldn’t add up to anything close to my 175. On top of that, a barely dormant rage from pre-growth-spurt smallness and bullying had made my older self stupidly prone to fighting. But when that crazy-eyed, bloody-boned tweaker came at me, I didn’t fight. I ran. I ran in long hard strides, sucking in air as I flew through the park and back out into the street. I didn’t stop running until I got to the meeting.
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“I honestly can’t think of a novel I would more want to be reading in the

very particular now of our world . . . Wisely comic and tremendously moving.”

—RIVKA GALCHEN, author of Asmospheric Disturbances
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