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for Derek, who lived it,

and for everyone who deserves more









DISPATCH FROM THE END OF THE SEMESTER

I’m writing from under a desk. I’m writing from on the floor. I’m writing at two a.m. from the adjunct office in the literature wing of Henri Bowen B. Not my office, not anymore or not really or not ever. A lot of nots I will try to untie.

A cold December midnight in an underheated humanities building where anything could be afoot: creepy custodians, serial-killer professors, ghosts of dead adjuncts haunting the halls. The ideal setting for an Agatha Christie novel in which the ensemble cast gets knocked off one by one. The disappointing big reveal is that, actually, capitalism did it, and suddenly you realize that you aren’t in a mystery novel at all but just another Jacobin article, but no, no, it’s not even that, there is a twist beyond the twist: It’s just real life.

The “desk” is actually a wood laminate table with metal legs, and I am under it because my phone charger is only a foot and a half long. My phone battery drains from 60 percent to 1 percent in mere minutes, then completely shuts off one to five minutes later. I keep it plugged in like a landline and use the screen as a light, since the overhead would give me away.

I’m lying prone and propped up on my arms, so both my lower back and elbows hurt. Also my shoulders. Also my fingers, which are stiff from the cold. Most demoralizing of all, I’m writing on wide-ruled paper. My handwriting fills up all available line height, so my letters are bloated and unwieldy, and I worry it will affect the prose. I never thought of my love of college-ruled paper as a love of containment, but maybe it is.

I use my puffer coat as a blanket. The first few nights, I tried wearing it arms-in-sleeves, like a regular person, if a regular person were sleeping in an empty adjunct office, but I prefer the illusion of a blanket, plus the chunky zipper left such a deep impression on my stomach that it looked like I could unzip myself.

I don’t sleep much or well. Instead, I swipe. I pod. I Reddit and I Wikipedia and I worry. I tongue the sharp, craggy remains of tooth number five. I google. The other day I googled Henri Bowen, the building’s namesake and one of the college’s founding fathers. After fifteen years of dedicated service, he left both the school and Baltimore, citing the relentless heat, the oppressive humidity, and the college’s decision to admit women, which, he thought, would ruin the institution’s reputation and distract the male students.

I scroll through local job listings, writing up cover letters that attempt to cheerfully frame a career shift from academic to custodian, to cashier, but it’s right before Christmas, and not even retail replies.

I lose hours staring at the tiled floor. It’s the color of lightly beaten egg, white with yellow strung in. I search for images or patterns, a close reading of swirls. In the dark, now, barely lit by the glow of my secondhand iPhone, the floor is just a hard, cold plane of gray.

When the novelty of nothing wears off and I’m tired of the endless scroll, I write. Don’t mistake this for ambition. Maybe I read too many deserted-island-diary chapter books as a kid. Or maybe it’s something deeper—a desire for catharsis and revenge but mostly the latter. Maybe I want to figure out how I got here.

Shouts from the quad cut through the building’s hum, the last of the undergrads who haven’t disappeared for winter break tripping their way dormward. I imagine them back in those cozy rusticated stone buildings, stomachs full from the dining hall’s hibachi grill, tucked into their real, warm beds under extra-long jersey-knit sheets, and I pity them, the ones whose dreams are as immense as their student loans. Protected in college’s chrysalis, they believe that transforming into a butterfly is enough, that being capable of flying means flying.

I imagine the others, too, the ones planning their spring breaks abroad, whose ears are studded in AirPods, who are watching their parents’ HBO on their sleek, charged MacBook Pros. Then jealousy rises like stomach acid, the kind that you just end up swallowing back down.

I curl up under my puffer, enter sleep’s anteroom, sleep’s purgatory, sleep’s joke’s-on-you. Images flash in the cold dark. A flexing Zeus. The apparition of Gabe in the dark woods where my face was plastered to his car. Sophie in her Victorian catering blouse, her eighties blazer, her fuchsia backless dress, her long-lasting lipstick. Tom’s—that is, Dr. Sternberg’s—hands cupping mine at a bar, many years ago, his face cast in a dim yellow light.

To empty my head, to get rid of these people, I turn on a podcast where a guy theoretically helps you sleep by speaking in gibberish. I try to follow senseless sentences, the thread disappearing each time. It’s like reading a John Ashbery poem while high, like swinging from rope to rope to oblivion, like dropping something on the ground and picking it up, over and over again, but each time you pick the thing up, it’s a different thing, and yet you keep doing it, ad nauseam, as if, eventually, you’ll have something you can keep, something real you can hold in your hand.








Chapter 1 A LIVE BODY


It was 9:58 a.m. on a hot August day that marked the beginning of the fall semester, and I was late, apparently.

The shadowy bumps of heads turned toward me as I stepped into the dim lecture hall where an IT guy paced in front of the projector, his huge and ominous silhouette appearing and disappearing over a slide that said OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH.

“This started like an hour ago,” reported the undergrad manning the table of name tags at the back of the room. The tags hung from red lanyards that said WORK PLAY LEARN ROSEDALE WORK PLAY LEARN ROSEDALE.

“But Dr. Brighton said ten for new-teacher orientation?” I offered, the questioning lilt so I wouldn’t seem rude.

The student’s fingers flew across her phone. Black sunglasses were pushed into her hair—Ray-Bans, à la Tom Cruise in Risky Business, a movie she probably had never seen, but to be fair, neither had I. The glasses, I knew, cost almost two hundred bucks. My roommate, Brianna, had ordered a pair for herself, and by the law of proximity and the internet, I was now getting ads for them, too.

I scanned the tags while gathering my hair into a ponytail with both hands to cool off the nape of my neck and surreptitiously get some air to my sweaty underarms. “I can’t find my name,” I said.

“Oh, wait, are you one of those”—she looked up at me—“whatevers?”

“Part-time lecturer,” I said.

“No, that’s not it,” she said. “Oh, yeah, like an adjunct?”

The word sounded new in her mouth. Add-junk. I, too, had been unaware of the weird institutional hierarchies at her age. Adjunct, postdoc, visiting professor, assistant professor, associate, full—they all taught my classes, graded my papers. It was hard to fathom a salary range of less than $10,000 to more than $300,000.

Part-time lecturers—or, less eloquently, adjuncts—didn’t fit with the academia of books and movies. There, professors were a protected class whose jobs were perhaps too cushy—a professor could teach as an afterthought, write a book every ten years, and never be fired! But adjuncts were hired on semester-long contracts, teaching whatever classes at whatever colleges, making a few thousand dollars per course. Such roles were originally designed to be temporary, a way for colleges to fill teaching gaps and for newly minted PhDs to buy time while applying to permanent positions that would come with a salary, benefits, paid time to research and write.

But fewer and fewer faculty received tenure, and when these professors retired—sometimes in their seventies or eighties—institutions often didn’t rehire for tenure-track positions. Instead, they used adjuncts or other contract labor—full-time lecturers, visiting assistant professors, postdocs—to cover the retirees’ former teaching duties.

Still, there were some good jobs left. There was hope. Or at least, at that point, I had spent two years adjuncting while on the academic job market and hadn’t lost it yet.

“Adjunct, part-time lecturer, same thing,” I said.

“Oh,” she said. “But, like, you don’t get name tags, and you’re not supposed to be here.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I guess this session isn’t for you.”

The projector screen glowed with the empty outline of an employee sitting in an ergonomic office chair: his shoulders back, his feet resting on a foot stand, his eyes level with the upper part of his desktop monitor, as evidenced by dashed lines that shot out from his eyes like lasers.

“It’s an absolute necessity to consider ergonomics in your workspace,” the IT guy said. “Your working conditions have vast consequences for your overall health.” He looked out at the audience. “Both knowable and unknowable.”

A double bind is when you can’t win. A child advances toward her mother, arms extended. The mother crosses her own arms over her chest, looks out the window, notes the mailbox is in disrepair. The child stops, drops her arms. “Why don’t you come here and hug me?” the mother scolds. The mother is my mother, but that’s not the point of the story. The point is: The adjunct office, I would come to learn, had an absurdly tall table and two broken chairs.

“So, where am I supposed to be, then?” I asked.

“Shouldn’t you know?” she said, back on her phone.

I left to track down Dr. Brighton, head of the Department of Literature at Rosedale, who had hired me the day before during a three-minute phone call. One of her professors—“a somewhat high-profile academic in his younger days”—had broken his hip disembarking from a plane at BWI on his way home from a vacation in Greece, and she needed a last-minute replacement. “The classes are The Campus Novel and”—a tiny pause—“The Masculine Voice.”

I didn’t hesitate, just launched into my spiel: “I’ve taught a range of undergraduate classes in rhetoric, English, and comparative literature, with a focus on modern American—”

“It’s fine,” she said.

“I’d be happy to elaborate on my research interests,” I offered, trying not to sound frantic. My budgeting spreadsheet had haunted me for months, its oppressive little cells, its endless columns stacked with late bills and upcoming bills, groceries and gas. I had ninety-six dollars in my bank account and was approaching four months overdue on rent.

Rosedale was a private college known for its picnics on Preakness—the post–Kentucky Derby jewel of the Triple Crown. The women wore sundresses and flying-saucer straw hats, and everybody got wasted on Black-Eyed Susans garnished with orange wheels and maraschino cherries. Which is all to say, Rosedale’s adjunct rate—$4,400 per class—was higher than any college I’d taught at over the past two years, and $1,400 more than at Lewis, the public college where I’d be teaching three classes that semester.

“My dissertation was on the embodied experience—”

“Sam,” she interrupted, “to be perfectly honest, I just need a live body. Are you a live body?”

“I am,” I said. I pressed two fingers below my jaw, felt my beating heart. “I’ve got a pulse and everything.”

She didn’t laugh.



After twenty-five minutes scouring a maze of unnamed buildings in the scorching summer sun, I finally found Dr. Brighton’s office in Henri Bowen A. It was a kind of institutional hazing ritual, figuring out where the hell you were. No one answered when I knocked, so I waited against the opposite wall, my skin prickling to goose bumps as my sweat evaporated in the overpowering AC.

The door next to Dr. Brighton’s was ajar. Through the crack, I could see floor-to-ceiling books, perfectly aligned on heavy wooden shelves. On an oak desk sat a giant retina display and a man’s hand on a Magic Mouse.

“Hello?” I said with a knuckle tap, leaning in, hoping he might have an ETA on Dr. Brighton.

When his head appeared from behind the monitor, I sucked in my breath and stepped backward. A little “Oh” escaped my mouth.

I knew the head. I had seen that head many times before, too many, in fact, and stupidly thought I’d never see it again. Pale face, pink lips, boyish cheeks on a face attached to a lithe runner’s body. Attractive but not too attractive, which was disarming in its own way. Even now the haircut was a vague nineties punk-rock/prep-school hybrid, but also out of time, a signature look: a side part with carefully tousled bangs that curled on their own, designed partly to cover a large forehead, partly to offset an otherwise buttoned-up look, like the cool youth-group pastor who always wants to discuss premarital sex.

Did his eyes flash fear? Or did I imagine it?

“Hi, Sam,” he said as he stood up and walked to the door. Tom—or Dr. Sternberg, as I’d never called him—didn’t want me in his office, though I’d already been in plenty of offices with him, and other places, too: coffee shops, bars, his home with his dog, Cheever, napping at my feet.

The sleeves of his button-down were rolled up in such a way that it seemed he could just as easily fix a car as fist a woman as teach a class. Behind him, the bottom row of his bookshelf consisted entirely of hardcover copies of Ten Four, the novel he’d published at twenty-nine, which had been nominated for a major award that was always mentioned in the first line of his bio.

He had yet to produce a second book—year after year for what, twenty years now?—and I knew it weighed on him, but the premise never changed: Because he’d written his first book so well and so early, he was a genius, and because he hadn’t written a second, he was a tortured genius, an even more revered designation. The only thing that could’ve improved his status was if he’d died young, and it was too late for that.

Tom had to be around fifty. The thought shocked me. The version of him I’d met in grad school was a transparent overlay on the man he’d become, though I had seen him in the intervening decade—or had it been longer?

“If you wanted to talk to me,” he said, crisp and polite, “we could have set up a meeting.” I was in the middle of the hall. He had walked me out here by walking toward me.

The more I looked, the older he seemed. His hair was graying, his bangs partially obscured three sharp wrinkles that cut through his forehead, his face was round to match a softening body. Everything had loosened—his eyelids, his cheeks, his neck—save his lips, which had thinned. And next to his left eye was an archipelago of age spots.

“I didn’t want to talk to you,” I said. He flickered between hims, the younger and the old.

“You did just knock on my door,” he said with a half smile. He was full of half smiles, generous laughs; even now, when he was being cautious, he was also being casual, making my own stiffness feel ridiculous.

When I used to appear in his doorway at Samuel Hudson, he would turn his head to the side and say “Come in” or “Come on,” the latter accompanied by a nod, and already I was following him, wherever he was going, possibly to the photocopier, possibly to an ATM, possibly to grab coffee for the both of us, on his dime. And when he said “Come in,” it was even better, especially if he rolled his chair close, sitting forward with his elbows on his knees, holding my work in his hand, shaking it, saying, “This could be very, very good,” and even if the coming monologue concerned generalities about talent and potential and not specifics about the writing, that little bud of pride and hope still bloomed idiotically in my chest.

“I thought you were in France,” I said.

“One comes back from sabbaticals,” he said. He had been a guest professor, I knew, but he had always preferred quips to facts.

“What about SHU?” I asked, pronouncing it shoe, like we all did. SHU, my grad school alma mater, where his position had awaited him, just a few miles away.

“You really didn’t know I was here?” he asked.

Why would I ever guess he’d leave SHU? Tom thrived on prestige. I couldn’t imagine a salary offer that would convince him to switch from a top-ten university to a relatively obscure liberal arts college like Rosedale.

“I was looking for Dr. Brighton,” I said. Was my voice shaking? I felt desperate to explain that my presence had nothing to do with him. “I thought you might know where she was. But I didn’t know you would be, well… you.”

“Are you teaching here?” he asked, assimilating the information, perhaps relieved that I hadn’t hunted him down, or distressed that I would be wandering around the department all semester.

“Part-time lecturer,” I said. “As of yesterday.”

“Ah,” he said.

“Orientation is—”

“Shit, is that today?” he said. I nodded. “All right, let’s find Dr. Brighton.” Let’s. I felt something pull inside me, that old feeling.



“You must be one of us,” Tom had said the first time we met, flashing a big boyish smile. I looked behind me, and he laughed. One of us. I’d never belonged to anything so quickly.

I’d walked into grad school orientation way too early, still sweaty from buying a used window AC unit and lugging it to my new apartment, and found him at the front of the room, wiping his bangs off his face, trying to get the projector to work.

There was an energy to his physicality that his author photo didn’t capture, and I was nervous standing in front of him, as if I’d just met my celebrity crush.

There were two tracks in SHU’s English and Comparative Literature program. On the academic track, your dissertation would be the traditional scholarly research project. On the creative track—which Tom led—your dissertation could be a novel. That’s the track I’d entered on—the whole point, originally, had been to find a way to support myself while writing a book.

During my first workshop with Tom, he told the class, “I’ve never read a story so delightful and gruesome, have you?” I’d written about a serial killer and the would-be victim he decides not to kill. The would-be victim goes through her whole life not knowing how brutally she was almost murdered and how lovingly she was spared. “This really charms you with gore from the very first page,” Tom said. I scribbled down his words in my notebook, and after class I rewrote them in precise print, so I wouldn’t forget, like a girl taping a love note into her diary. I was twenty-two—a young twenty-two.

“You’re a real writer,” he told me over coffee when we met off campus to discuss my work. In retrospect, such a statement is ridiculous—a cliché, a come-on—but at the time, I believed every word from his mouth. Everything he said must have at least two meanings, I thought, one deeper than I could comprehend. I had to pin my arms to my sides to keep the nervous sweat contained, which made it difficult to drink my latte. “Not everyone is cut out for it,” he added. Did he mean I was cut out for it? Or that I could be a “real writer” and not be cut out for it? It seemed stupid to ask. I picked up my little spoon to stir the foam around.

“Hey, Sam?” he said gently.

“Yes?”

“You can just be yourself around me, okay?”

During the second week of classes, Tom handed me a signed copy of Ten Four. When I returned it a few days later, he laughed and said he’d meant I could keep it.

The book is about a young man—a thinly veiled version of Tom—who feels pressured by his family to become a lawyer. On his first day of Harvard Law, he has a panic attack that he thinks is a heart attack. He leaves the university and heads straight into a job as a long-haul trucker. While driving back and forth across the country, he feels a freedom he has never felt before. He meets all kinds of people—gas station attendants, other truckers, sex workers, rest stop custodians, waitresses, coal miners, car accident victims (one of whom he saves), and even a charming family of undocumented immigrants traveling north. At the end of the book, he considers returning to law school, realizing he can use the privileges of his own life to help those in need.

The first time I read it, I loved Ten Four, caught up in the deceptively easy language, the descriptions of the open road, the grittiness of the truck stops. Tom had been compared to both David Foster Wallace and Denis Johnson in separate reviews, and somehow neither seemed wrong.

But on a second read, years later, I saw something completely different: a rich person’s fantasy of the lower class. The people on pseudo Tom’s road trip were half stupid, half sage, occasionally almost magical. The problem with poverty, it seemed, was not crushing debt or lack of access to health care but that people like the narrator failed to see the poor for who they really were—smart and useful in their own pure and charming ways. Most ridiculous of all, they taught him that poverty was freedom, that money didn’t matter.

The literary establishment was, of course, blind to the condescension. They loved Ten Four because it confirmed their worldview and made them feel generous at the same time, to think about poor people in such a positive light. What was my excuse? My mom had been a secretary, and my father had worked endless overtime as a gas station attendant, a car mechanic, a delivery driver. We weren’t destitute, but there were thin times and even thinner times, and I knew well that lack of money wasn’t some secret key to wisdom you could slip in your pocket. It was heavy; it pinned you down.

Ten Four was the right book at the right time, written by the right kind of person. Hemingway gave way to Cheever gave way to David Foster Wallace gave way to Jonathan Franzen. Tom Sternberg was an obvious heir. But then he never wrote that second book, and the moment—I thought, I hoped—had passed.



I fast walked a half pace behind Tom as we hunted down Dr. Brighton. He thought she might be in a meeting near the auditorium, the place he now realized he was supposed to be, too.

“Working on anything new and interesting?” he asked, as if he had stayed abreast otherwise. For many years of grad school, we’d barely spoken.

“Doing a revise-and-resubmit on embodiment for Critical Inquiry,” I said, hoping to impress him.

“Really? Critical Inquiry? Was that your dissertation, embodiment?”

“It was.”

“Thematic thread makes sense; this sort of stuff follows you through the years.”

“Sure.”

“Your stories were about disconnection, if I remember. You seemed to be struggling with an almost overdetermined lack of embodiment.”

Years ago, I’d admired Tom’s ability to nail down the heart of my work. I’d felt heard, known. But this was a power play—had it always been? The offhandedness of his comment made it feel dismissive, like: It’s been a while and I can’t really remember anything about you, except maybe this problem with your psyche, which I see you still have not resolved.

“What about you? Are you working on something new?” I asked, hoping the question would be as painful as always. But just then we stopped in the doorway to a classroom of chatting professors.

“Here we are,” Tom said.



Soon Dr. Brighton—who now thought I wasn’t supposed to be at orientation after all—was leading me back to the adjunct office in the Department of Literature, rattling off information about keys, computers, and campus values while I wondered what the fuck Tom was doing at Rosedale.

She paused in the middle of a skybridge in a light-bathed atrium that connected New Bowen (Bowen A) to Old Bowen (Bowen B), looking proudly out of the massive windows as if she were the very god who had created this scene. The lawn was bright green despite the dry summer. I could see part of Old Bowen’s facade, a neoclassical behemoth with three entryways flanked by columns and, out front, a marble statue of Zeus, pure white and flexing, sparkling in the sun. I always imagined Zeus as a CrossFit guy, throwing lightning bolts from a throne of clouds, occasionally recalling that time he’d turned into a swan and banged Leda, an action described by scholars variously as seduction and rape.

Below us, students were eating meals, which, according to the café sign, were only SNACKS! Small boxes of sushi, Old Bay chicken wings, bubble tea. My stomach growled. A man in line looked up, caught my eye, and offered a kind but self-conscious smile, breaking the fourth wall of a scene where I had been mere spectator. He was older than the students, maybe a professor or a guidance counselor, and had a kind of earnest fifties-crooner look—mostly it was the jet-black hair slicked with gel—except he was Asian. He glanced up at me again as he advanced toward the register. We both smiled, averted our gazes.

“Come,” said Dr. Brighton.

The view from the adjunct office was epic, overlooking the main quad’s long green lawn bordered by colonnades that ran to meet a grand stone library. The office itself was empty save two tables and two chairs. The walls were an almost frantic white, like bad veneers.

“We cleared this out when we got rid of all the paper and desktops on campus,” said Dr. Brighton almost apologetically.

“Excuse me?”

“We’re a fully mobile campus.”

“Oh.” Was paper not mobile?

“This was made very clear on our website,” she said in a chastising tone. “We were named Computer magazine’s Number One Mobile Campus of the Year. It’s one of our most exciting green initiatives. We’re hoping to eliminate paper as much as possible, make everything portable. The students and professors are all issued MacBooks.”

“Will I be issued—”

“Well,” she said with a smile, as if, by interrupting, she could pretend I hadn’t tried to speak. “I’ll leave you to it.”



I first noticed Sophie—eraser-pink lipstick, skin glimmering in a glaze of sweat—jogging away from the adjunct office at Lewis as I was walking toward it. She wore black pants and a vaguely Victorian button-down, stiff and white with slightly puffed shoulders, scalloped piping at the neck and cuffs. It didn’t match her black high-tops, her wrinkled tote that said SHOP LOCAL. She seemed to be about my age, early thirties, tall, with the straight, boyish figure I’ve always envied, the kind of woman who wears a T-shirt and her arm doesn’t fill out the sleeve. Her brown hair was up in a ponytail, and her bangs were at that awkward midpoint—too long to fan evenly across the forehead, too short to be pushed behind the ears.

She slowed to a fast walk, tucked a hooked pointer finger into her collar, and slid it back and forth. “Hot one,” she said to me. I hadn’t realized she’d registered my existence.

I noticed her again a few hours later, while I was getting some air outside of Russell Memorial Hall, a beige square building with all the no-frills practicality of public funding. With no awnings or overhangs nearby, I’d opted for the splotchy shade of a parking-lot tree and was peeling open a cheese stick when she emerged from the backseat of a beat-up black Mazda wearing an oversize green blazer and matching wide-legged pants. “Ta-da,” she said upon noticing me. “Sophie,” she said. “Adjunct.”

“Sam,” I said. “How did you get a sticker for Lot A?” I’d had to park in Lot D, which was a parking garage so far from the main campus that a shuttle ran during the semester.

“Got hit by a car,” she said.

“Is that all it takes?”

“It was more like a very hard bump, though my back was pretty fucked up,” she said. “I went through this whole rigamarole for the disability sticker last spring, so for three weeks I had to take the shuttle, basically a nightmare when you have a bruised tailbone. In retribution, every semester, I peel back the sticker and scrape off the date and write in a new one.”

“Amazing,” I said. I gestured to her ensemble. “Wardrobe change?”

“I was catering,” she said. “Up at fucking Pimlico. Some bride and a gaggle of extras getting their hair done for a wedding, eating French toast on toothpicks and drinking mimosas since four a.m.”

“Extras?”

“Bridesmaids, whatever,” she said, waving her hand.

Sophie was teaching two sections of English Composition—a required undergrad humanities course taught by adjuncts and TAs across disciplines—along with two Intro to Poli Sci courses. I was also teaching English Composition, along with Survey of American Literature I and II. She warned me that if I didn’t pass the mind-numbing series of IT and sexual-harassment modules, they would eventually hold my paycheck. “You have to do it every semester,” she said. Because adjuncts weren’t continuously on payroll—we were basically hired and then rehired as temps from semester to semester—we had to keep doing it as if we were new.

“I’m not planning to get used to this place,” I said.

“So far they’ve kept reupping my contract.”

“But, just, adjuncting generally.”

“Yeah? How long have you been adjuncting?”

“Four semesters,” I said, thinking it might sound shorter than two years.

In my first postdefense academic year, I’d taught a single class each semester, at BCMU and then Montoya, at a rate of $3,000 and $3,300 per class, respectively. My income didn’t even cover the $500 per month I owed on my undergraduate student loans, so I’d burned through most of what I’d managed to save during grad school as I worked on rewriting one of my dissertation chapters, which I submitted to Critical Inquiry at the end of the academic year.

The following year I scored three classes each semester at MBMU. The $18,000 (before taxes) didn’t cover my expenses—rent and student loans alone came to $15,000. Even as I couldn’t quite pay my credit-card bill each month and got behind on rent, I assumed it was only temporary; the department head at MBMU told me they planned to hire a lecturer to teach my classes, the implication being that I was a shoo-in. It wasn’t a tenure-track job, but it paid more than adjuncting, and the yearlong contract was theoretically renewable.

They ended up hiring someone five years younger than I was, straight out of a slightly more impressive grad school, reinforcing a percolating worry—that it had taken me too long to finish my PhD, that at thirty-three, with no other experience under my belt, I was already too old to get a full-time job in a tight academic market brimming with fresh meat.

When I’d started grad school straight out of college, the advice was to go slow. At the time, eight years to complete a PhD (with a master’s degree along the way) wasn’t just realistic, it was encouraged. But it took me even longer—ten years—because I’d switched tracks two years in and basically had to start over. By the time I was done, the advice had changed, and students were wrapping up PhD programs in just six years.

The same day I learned that they’d hired someone else at MBMU—which meant that I both hadn’t gotten the job and was out of a job—I received a revise-and-resubmit from Critical Inquiry, one year after I’d submitted the paper. This was big news. A publication like that could change the entire job search, and I knew my main goal had to be rewriting it, but first I had to pay the rent—past and future—and all the other bills, and to do that, I had to find some work.

I simultaneously celebrated the win and drowned my sorrows by eating a Hershey bar, rectangle by rectangle, while carpet-bombing the inboxes of every department chair in Baltimore, asking if they had classes up for grabs. By the end of that academic year, I’d applied to thirteen tenure-track jobs, seven postdocs and lectureships, and five one-year visiting assistant professorships, while also floating around in the adjunct hiring pools for most of Baltimore City and County’s thirteen institutions of higher ed.

I gave Sophie the CliffsNotes version of this.

“So what now?” she said. “You have some secret escape plan?”

“Well, I’m still hoping to get something more permanent.”

“I’ve found that hope isn’t a very good strategy.”

“What other strategy is there?”

“Insurrection,” she said, straight-faced before she laughed.

I told her about Rosedale, how I’d been uninvited to an unpaid orientation which I’d then had to go to on another day because their system had failed to generate adjuncts on the attendance sheet and, actually, it was mandatory.

“Ugh, Rosedale,” she said. “Probably don’t want the riffraff associating with the professorial class.”

“At least it’s work,” I said.

“Speaking of, I’m getting a meeting together, trying to unionize. Interested?” She handed me her phone to type in my name and number.



A few days later, Sophie and I converged on a post–faculty meeting classroom bursting with abandoned bagels. Other than the students, I hadn’t talked to anyone all week. At Rosedale, familiar colleagues reappeared only in slivers or blurs. Dr. Brighton rushing down the hall, not even noticing my pathetic wave. The guy I’d locked eyes with across the atrium always seemed to be crossing the quad just as I looked out the adjunct office window before leaving to teach The Campus Novel. And Tom, of course, whom I avoided, not even glancing at his doorway if I had to walk past. Somehow this only made his presence more acute, like a numbed body part tingling its way back to life.

Sophie was wearing bloodred lipstick and stuffing a bagel into the interior pocket of her oversize dark purple blazer, part of an eighties business suit that made me wonder which job she’d come from, though later I realized this was just what she wore to teach. It was a bold choice—I tried to neutralize myself in the academic setting, stuck to the boring professionalism of grays.

I glanced around to make sure no one other than Sophie was watching, then wrapped two bagels in a napkin that I slid into the padded laptop compartment of my duffel bag before slathering cream cheese on a third. I’d learned the art of foraging as an undergrad. The goal was not to look too desperate, to act like you just happened to be there and were only trying to minimize food waste. Ludicrously, my first paychecks wouldn’t drop until the last day of September.

Sophie either didn’t notice the duffel or didn’t feel the need to comment. It was a three-hundred-dollar cream-colored canvas cylinder with brown leather accents. Classy but out of place, like I was about to take a road trip to Nantucket. The bottom was already tinged lightly in dirt. What kind of psychopath would buy cream-colored luggage?

I had gotten the duffel for free from my side gig writing fifteen-hundred-word product reviews for a travel website I didn’t entirely trust. The reviews were supposed to be “cheerfully honest personal takes,” and I got the sense pretty quickly that, while I was supposed to highlight a limited number of flaws, full-on panning was frowned upon.

I got $250 per review, plus I could keep whatever items they sent, and write under a pseudonym. Mostly they sent cheap stuff like eye masks or power adapters, so this duffel was a bit of a boon, especially since my navy backpack had kicked the bucket over the summer, along with my laptop, as if by suicide pact. The duffel was enormous, thankfully fitting all five Lit classes’ worth of books and papers.

I had started the product-review job during my fifth year at SHU. We were discouraged from taking “side gigs” other than odd jobs for professors or teaching the undergrad classes that paid our stipend, which was only $14,000 the first year. “Grad school isn’t the real world,” Tom had told me. “That’s exactly the point. It’s a nest. It’s nurturing. Do whatever you can to focus on your real work.”

I took his advice, working only a part-time summer job at the library and using the allowable four-year deferment on the $64,000 of private student loans I’d taken out as an undergrad. By the time I had to start repaying the loans, they had collected so much interest that the balance had ballooned to over $80,000, and I was chained to payments of $500 a month for the next twenty-six years. That’s when I started taking in piecemeal work writing SEO-optimized product copy, tutoring in the writing center, and reviewing products.

“Fucking ridiculous, so much food,” Sophie said, mouth full of bagel. “Some of us are on food stamps.” I took a bite of my bagel and noticed, for the first time, a dull ache in one of my teeth. “Wanna grab coffee in the faculty lounge?” she asked. “I’ve got fifteen minutes before class.”

The tenured professors who swung in and out of the lounge were mostly cordial, but one woman side-eyed us, intruders. The look was enough to make Sophie want to keep coming back, which we planned to do Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, a friendship that would be made in fifteen-minute intervals, my only socializing time of the week.

The rest was work. I had to teach thirteen classes each week, and my schedule was absurd:


	Lewis, 8:00–8:50 MWF, Survey of American Literature II

	Rosedale, 10:10–11:00 MWF, The Campus Novel

	Lewis, 1:25–2:15 MWF, Survey of American Literature I

	Lewis, 8:00–9:15 T/Th, English Composition

	Rosedale, 2:30–3:45 T/Th, The Masculine Voice



They say that for every hour of teaching, you need two to four hours of prep. Because I’d never taught any of the classes, and the somewhat high-profile academic’s syllabi included six novels that I’d never read, prep for me was at least four. That was sixty-five hours of work up front and didn’t include office hours or printing lecture notes or running back and forth from campus to campus or grading, one of the most time-consuming tasks. I had more than a hundred students who, over the course of the semester, were meant to turn in a combined total of over two thousand pages of written work, and I felt a particular obligation to provide good feedback because it’s so important in literature and writing courses. As for my own research, I’d aspirationally taken a few books out of the library for the Critical Inquiry rewrite but had yet to open them. The academic job season was in full swing, with new postings appearing each week, and I spent every spare minute writing applications.

The pockets of time with Sophie in the lounge were a release valve, a chance to blow off steam. She talked with purposeful volume about contract labor, the plight of the adjunct, the labor movement, CIA-backed coups, the ice loss in Greenland, the burning of the Amazon, the pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong, our fascist reality-TV president, and the MeToo movement, which still hung ripe in the air after the Harvey Weinstein bombshell two years before.

Sophie supported the movement broadly but criticized its inevitable ties to the capitalist structure—i.e., the commodification of trauma. I was impressed by how easily she’d synthesized this argument, which she seemed to be making off the top of her head, and how willing she was to criticize aspects of a popular movement so recently at its peak. As she ranted, her face ignited with passion, gleamed with it, the hazel of her eyes almost disappearing into her shining pupils.

I told her, with a dash of theatrics, about teaching at Rosedale. She was offended by its private school preppiness and relished the ridiculousness of certain details—the mere fact of an equestrian team, for example, or the college’s commitment to being a “fully mobile campus” and the associated undertone of environmental sustainability.

She listened with an expression of deep camaraderie, her lips parted enough to frame a portion of her two front teeth, bright white against the dark lipstick, lipstick that remained despite whatever we were consuming. I had never learned the secret to long-lasting lipstick.

I considered mentioning Tom. His surprise appearance at Rosedale seemed more absurd to me than an equestrian team, but I didn’t know how to frame it, what the story was, what to say.







Chapter 2 CASUALTY


Outside, the temperature was scorching for two days, then cooler for a day, then blazing again, and we started reading the modernist poets in American Lit II, the red wheelbarrow and the cold plums, and my car was towed from Lewis’s Lot D.

Apparently, you needed a sticker to park there, but to get a sticker you needed to work at the university, and to prove you “worked at the university” you needed a pay stub, which, as I’ve noted, I wouldn’t get until the end of September. I explained this to the guy at the tow lot, to a woman at the registrar, to the director of Parking and Transportation Services. I was always doing this, trying to prove the breakdown in logic, but no one was ever responsible for that crack in the system where I fell through.

I would eventually put the $215 towing and storage fee on my credit card, but not before I burned $15 on an Uber to get to Rosedale in time to teach Pictures from an Institution, which was full of quaint scenes, like a professor getting hired for a full-time job on the spot after a single, casual interview.

After The Campus Novel, despite the humid, misty rain, I decided to walk back to Lewis for American Lit I, where we were chasing Native American trickster tales with sobering explorer narratives of the New World.

There was a strange dissonance to teaching five classes in the same field at once, like church bells and alarms announcing noon at slightly different milliseconds, at different pitches and cadences, for different lengths of time, so your brain is forced to search for a pattern or go crazy.

American Lit I ran forward through time and would catch up with the beginning of American Lit II only at the end of the semester, by which time American Lit II would jump off the diving board of now, ready to swim into the future. The Masculine Voice essentially expanded the timeline of the second half of American Lit II, while The Campus Novel was mostly a magnification of weeks nine to twelve, but in no particular order, and English Composition was an all-encompassing meta experience about what, exactly, one was supposed to do with words at all.

Sometimes the contradictions were satisfying (like teaching the Puritans and the Jazz Age the same week), but other times (Faulkner and The Federalist Papers) the combinations were harder to make sense of. Certain authors appeared in multiple classes, advancing through the semester in a crescendo of Hemingway, Hemingway, Hemingway.

I walked down the long driveway wearing my duffel bag like a backpack, the straps cutting into my skin, later evidenced by a bright red slash under each armpit. So far, I had used this duffel in no way that was appropriate to talk about in a review. I cinched the hood of my raincoat tight, hoping no one would recognize me, as the plastic lining of the coat, which wasn’t even that old, flaked off behind me.

The twenty-three-minute walk, according to Google Maps, didn’t account for Rosedale’s estate-like, winding driveway, which had no shoulder. Either it had never occurred to anyone that someone would walk here, or it was active retaliation against people without cars, which seemed to be misaligned with the environmentally friendly values spouted on digital signage around campus. It was on brand for Baltimore, though, that these two schools were so physically close, a mile and a world apart, with no public transit between.

At the sound of a car coming down the road, I stepped off into the wet grass, but instead of driving past, the car slowed. A window whirred down, the deep tones of a good speaker system pouring out, Childish Gambino singing about America. I hoped it wasn’t one of my students. Or Dr. Brighton. Or that guy from the atrium. Or anyone. I felt a split-second charge, like the pulse when a coin toss reveals a true desire: I wanted it to be Tom. Get in, get in, he might have said years ago. Sam, this is dangerous, you can’t walk on the side of the road. You need to take care of yourself. I hated myself for wanting it, the same stupid comfort I’d already bought into, then deemed defective.

Instead, it was another ghost from my past: Aliana Williams, dressed like she’d walked out of a J.Crew catalog and into a car commercial about a woman who could have it all. The cap sleeves on her baby-blue top, a style that typically accented the worst part of the arm, only seemed to show off how thin and hot she was. “Sam?” she said. “What are you doing?”

“Car problems,” I said.

“Where are you headed?”

“Lewis.”

“Hop in. I can swing past.”

I set my duffel in the back footwell. The beige leather seat held a cardboard box of hardcover books with bubblegum-pink spines repeating the title, Rolex, and Aliana’s name in all caps.

“Nice duffel,” she said as I buckled up. “I have the same one.”

“In cream?”

“Yeah, exactly the same.”

I congratulated her on the book, which I understood was doing well.

“Oh my God, thanks,” she said, shaking her head in a show of disbelief as we made our way down the drive.

I’d met Aliana at SHU over a decade before. She was six years older than I was and had worked for a talent agency in L.A. before quitting to attend grad school. Rolex referred to both the luxury watch and a type of ecstasy. The pink cover featured a giant blue pill, the same shade of blue as Aliana’s shirt. (Not a coincidence, I later deduced after stalking the Instagram pictures of her whistle-stop tour of local bookstores.) The pill was imprinted with a pattern akin to the Rolex logo, a crown with spikes so long it looked like a Photoshop stretching error.

The book was “autofiction”—that is, a memoir with fewer potential legal issues and more clout—about the pressures of attending a private high school in Hollywood with the children of celebrities. It was also about how she’d always been bullied for being naturally skinny and about how much E she’d done while nonetheless maintaining an A average and getting into Yale.

I had read some of the book in first-draft form, many eons ago in workshop. It had a faint literary edge but mostly bridged the gap between pop lit and straight-up gossip, and I had to admit it sucked me in.

“What brings you here?” I asked her.

“Oh, you know, just signing some copies around town,” she said. “Local shops, campus bookstores.”

“But I thought you’d gone westward,” I said. Westward? Aliana made me feel so inferior that I behaved like a robot poorly programmed to act like myself.

“Moved back east, D.C.,” she said lightly, because she knew that I’d immediately understand why. We’d all applied for that job. I focused on the raw slits of skin under my armpits and the emerging dull throb in one of my teeth, pain easier to manage than seething jealousy. “The whole racket is such a crapshoot,” she said. In the four years since I’d seen her last—she’d defended before I had—she had somehow polished her book, published it, and secured a tenure-track job, all while looking like a cryogenically frozen specimen of L.A. She was a woman who always lived up to her brand. Online, she posted pictures of herself and her minimalistic, modern workspace—a giant white shag carpet, a rainbow of book spines, all the necessary brands: Apple, Moleskine, Blackwing. All the necessary causes: Vote, Time’s Up, Self-Care.

“What are you up to?” she said. “Writing fiction at all?”

“Oh, you know.”

She frowned. Creative writers have a habit of thinking every other literary professional is just a failed novelist, though in my case, it was at least partially true.

“I always thought you were one of the most… creative in our program,” she said. It sounded less like a compliment and more like I was a whimsical yet incomprehensible amateur. “You were writing those unromantic love stories for a while,” she added. The least generous way to define the project.

“Couldn’t ignore the siren song of an academic dissertation,” I said noncommittally.

Aliana forced a laugh. Her body stiffened. She tapped the steering wheel as we waited at the light, looking around as if it were a city she missed dearly, but we were just on a random stretch of road that looked even more generic than usual in the misty rain. The light turned green and she accelerated. “I’m kind of surprised you took a job at Rosedale,” she said. “I mean, did you want to work with Tom? Seems a little strange, no?”

It was a weird accusation. What could Aliana possibly know about Tom and me? And why would she care?

“I didn’t even know he was back in the country,” I said, shifting in my seat.

“You must have known he left SHU.”

“I had no idea until, like, two weeks ago,” I said, feeling so uneasy by Aliana’s shift in tone, by some hidden implication, that my voice slipped and it sounded like a lie.

How would I have known, anyway? I’d slowly fallen out of touch with everyone from our cohort, all those people who, for over a decade, had been my only people. They had all moved—for fellowships, for postdocs (in Seattle, in Helsinki, in Sydney, in Detroit), for partners, for marketing jobs, for start-ups. Most had graduated while I was still holed up in my carrel in the stacks, trying to write an academic dissertation I was almost sure I was incapable of writing. In the past year, the text messages had waned significantly. I couldn’t tell if it was their fault or mine. Many of them were in precarious situations, too, but each of their successes made my failures feel more acute. I’d spent the past few years bracing for the future that had just come to pass, in which an old classmate had beaten me out for a tenure-track job.

Aliana breathed heavily through her nostrils, as if calming herself down. “Listen,” she said. “Just let it go now, okay?”

“What are you talking about?” I felt like I’d walked into the middle of a play ostensibly about my life, except I couldn’t decipher the premise.

Aliana made big, disbelieving eyes, then composed herself. “I’m not gonna do this,” she said, shaking her head. The defensive architecture of a rich woman who had done years of therapy. Hyperaware of her emotional output, spending it all on speaking her truth or plumbing for the answers she felt she deserved, then popping up “boundaries” real quick, so you never had a chance to respond. Self-awareness, terminating at the self.

We pulled into Lot A at Lewis. I peeled myself off her seat, where plastic flakes of rain jacket had stuck onto the leather. I tried to wipe them off, embarrassed by the metaphor of my disintegrating coat.

I extracted my duffel from the backseat, putting the strap around my shoulder like a regular person. The repeating spines of Rolex made me dizzy, and when I looked away, they clouded my vision as fluorescent afterimages, the spines slatted like blinds.

“I’ll have to get one,” I said.

“Oh, of course not.” She reached around the seat and pulled out a copy. Then, in one fell swoop, she extracted a baby-blue Lamy fountain pen from her leather purse, popped off the top, and signed the cover page in elegant cursive. She handed the book to me and smiled, one side of her mouth too upturned to be friendly. “Maybe Tom will sign his new book for you, too.”



My airways felt tight as I raced toward the adjunct office at Lewis while the Google search loaded on my phone with a predictable lack of urgency. I clicked the first link that appeared, waiting in an echoey stairwell as the cover revealed itself in tiny increments.


CASUALTY



it said, large and in all caps, and though I couldn’t tell from the image, I imagined the letters were beveled, the mark of a book predestined for success. You could argue that Tom himself had been beveled at birth. Below the letters, a black-and-white photo of a disheveled man in a blazer, sitting at a messy desk stacked with papers and books, flying high on the myth of the mad-genius professor.

The figure’s face was scribbled over with neon pink pen that made me think: bitchy schoolgirl, childish revenge. All I could really make out from beneath the angry tumult of magenta was one beady eye, staring at me, condemning me for staring back.

The last strip of cover loaded, as if to emphasize a point:


BY THOMAS STERNBERG



I scrolled down to the description:


Twenty years after the heralded debut that thrust him to literary superstardom, Thomas Sternberg returns with a powerful, genre-bending portrait of a professor reckoning with his checkered past.

In the fast and loose days of 1980s academia, a prominent professor finds himself entangled with a younger female student, a promising yet unsure scholar. What begins as innocent intellectual conversations and heartfelt correspondence grows into something more charged after she writes a letter to him detailing her discovery of his sex toys while house-sitting. A disappointing sexual encounter leads to the dissolution of his marriage, and the two lose touch.

Years later, as a feminist movement sweeps the nation, the former student publishes a think piece telling her version of the story. The professor is bewildered to learn that she considers him responsible for her subsequent personal and professional failures—and the institutions are swift to respond. Forced into retirement, the professor begins to grapple with his past through profound and surprising encounters with literature, culture, and memory. This is a wholly different story of accountability, asking us what we gain from the momentum of a movement and what we lose to a lack of nuance.

A fiercely honest and vitally important novel for this historical moment, Casualty is an unforgettable examination of privilege, power, and passion from a writer who has waited—who has made us wait—twenty years to dazzle and challenge us all over again.

ADVANCE PRAISE FOR CASUALTY

“Masterful.”

“Unlike anything I have ever”—



I skipped the blurbs, reread the synopsis—once, twice, three times—came back to the blurbs, read them twice, found the publication date (October 29), scrolled up and down past the cover, scrolled all the way to the bottom of the page and up again, kept scrolling until the forearm muscle connected to my thumb began to ache and the 11:15 classes let out and the students started stomping and clacking up and down the stairs, their voices echoing in the stairwell. I backed up against the wall, clicked off the phone, dropped it in my pocket. I wanted to read the book immediately and I also wanted never to read it and I also wanted to throw up.

I had a student meeting at 12:30; I had Survey of American Lit I at 1:25; I had office hours for Lewis at 2:30; I had to come up with a lesson plan for American Lit II’s 8 a.m. class tomorrow; I had to plan all the classes after that; plus, there was an onslaught of job apps due soon, Samford and St. Mary’s and St. John’s. But I could only think about Tom’s book.

Aliana’s words echoed in my head in her stiff, annoyed, incredulous tone: “Did you want to work with Tom? Seems a little strange, no?”

The details didn’t match up—not even, I’d argue, the “intellectual conversations.” The book could be inspired by anyone or no one. Maybe he was combining stories, making a composite, that fiction-writer specialty. Maybe the book had to do with another student—who? someone in my cohort? I felt a pang like jealousy, then a pang of embarrassment for feeling it. I could picture the sex toys, important enough to make the cover copy: the silicone rabbit, the glass dildo, the blindfold and the lube and the feather on a stick.

Trying to settle myself, I walked from the adjunct office to the faculty lounge, looking for coffee, but there wasn’t any in the pot. I walked to the bathroom and washed my hands with the almond-scented soap. I was only freaking out because of Aliana’s accusatory tone. The book couldn’t have anything to do with me. In the past, I’d let myself imagine I was special, and I didn’t want to make that mistake twice.



The tow lot closed before I could get to it, so I had to take the bus home from Lewis. An extravagantly bony guy with a blue bandana wrapped around his head ambled onto the bus, the skin under his eyes sagging, revealing a pink, wet strip of eye socket. He sat down next to me, even though there were plenty of seats, eyed me for a few blocks, then said, “Got a boyfriend?”

“Mmm-hmm,” I said without looking up from The War Between the Tates, which I was barely reading, distracted by the thought of Tom’s book and the smell of the bus—astringent, like piss mixed with nail polish remover, which someone at the back of the bus was, in fact, using. I envied her disregard for others.

The War Between the Tates was the only novel on either Rosedale syllabi written by a woman, and despite the very 1970s feminist take, the plotline was familiar. Tom’s book was apparently joining a rich tradition of campus novels about a male professor having an affair with a student.

“He treat you right? You take shit from him?” the guy asked of my invented boyfriend.

“Never,” I said.

“Those motherfuckers!” a homeless man shouted, apropos of nothing.

“Relationships don’t have to be a drag,” the guy said, then he began monologuing with a combination life history/lecture about failed relationships, best practices, lessons learned, etc.

Because I couldn’t read while he was talking, I looked out the window as we passed bright murals, check-cashing shops, pawnshops, unisex barbershops, people on street corners, nobody on the street at all, someone sleeping on a “Greatest City in America” bench. Attempting to rebrand, the city had emblazoned this slogan on all the benches, a move so absurd that the irony itself became its own achievement.

Like other cities with attrition problems, Baltimore held tight to its unique and specific claims to fame: Edgar Allan Poe and Mr. Trash Wheel, Frederick Douglass and Utz potato chips, the Baltimore Orioles and Natty Boh, the champion of cheap beer in Baltimore with an iconic one-eyed mascot. King of camp John Waters was a regular at local haunts. A plaque in a 7-Eleven on Charles Street claimed the Oujia board had been invented in that very spot, by Elijah Bond, who was now lying six feet under a Oujia-board grave in Green Mount Cemetery, where John Wilkes Booth was also buried, pennies covering his grave.

I once was charmed by Charm City, but it’s a difficult place, sprawling and strange, an abandoned dream of the industrial era, a city that could have been and wasn’t, that defies the logic of a city, the purpose of a city, because it isn’t really walkable, the public transit sucks, and there’s an almost impressive lack of grocery stores.
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