
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Unusual Reign: An Illustration of the Relationship between Spirituality and 
Leadership Development in Undergraduate Student Leaders 

 
Samuel J. E. Cox 

 
Director: Perry L. Glanzer, Ph.D. 

 
 

Traditional four-year universities face challenges in their attempts to articulate a 
vision of what qualities their student leaders ought to develop over the course of their 
undergraduate experience. In a narrative of leadership development, The Unusual Reign 
offers a fictionalized account of how one student leaders’ spiritual growth allows for the 
cultivation of intellectual virtues. These intellectual virtues result in a capacity for sense-
making, a process by which leaders make sense of their organizations and promote 
individual and collective growth. The narrative follows Oxford Brickmann, a Resident 
Advisor whose spiritual combat with God and guilt force him to reevaluate himself, his 
college community, and his own education in the endeavor to become a wiser leader. In 
conjunction with other student leaders, Oxford learns how to strengthen the relationships 
that bring purpose to individual lives and foster community. A novel, The Unusual Reign 
pulls from studies in virtue epistemology and virtue ethics, students’ spiritual 
development, higher education research, and organizational theory. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 
Part One 

 
Systems So Perfect 

 
 

 A transitionary period has enveloped the university environment in the United 

States, and it challenges traditional notions not only of the structure, but the very value, 

of one of the most crucial, as well as most complex and problematic, institutions in 

American life. The unprecedented rise in the cost of the baccalaureate degree as well as 

the increased demand of graduate education has prompted a reevaluation of the four-year 

model. Tuition has skyrocketed to the point where students potentially face decades of 

student loan debt.1 The cost of on-campus housing leaves meagre incentive to stem the 

rise of commuter students, who themselves make up the plurality of college students and 

have done so for well over a decade.2 In the ascension of the internet to its place of 

dominance in the dissemination of information and the economic appeal of alternative 

means of higher education, such as community colleges, MOOCs, or online-degree plans, 

which provide the ability of professionals to divide their time between on-the-job 

experience and supplemental education, the question of whether the traditional four-year 

educational experience still holds value has more important and perhaps more 

                                                            
1 Timothy R. Ulbrich and Loren M. Kirk, “It’s Time to Broaden the Conversation About the 

Student Debt Crisis Beyond Rising Tuition Costs,” American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education 81, 6 
(2017), p. 1. 

 
2  Laura Horn, Stephanie Nevill, and James Griffith, “Profile of undergraduates in U.S. 

postsecondary education institutions: 2003–04: With a special analysis of community colleges students,” 
National Center for Education Statistics, accessed April 21, 2019, 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2006184. 
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discouraging ramifications.3 4 It is clear that, “if universities do not adapt to their 

changing world and acknowledge their own failings, the chances are that they will 

become redundant very quickly.”5 What value does the four-year institution, particularly 

the on-campus residential experience, still hold for undergraduate students as they both 

engage with and prepare to devote their time and effort into American society writ-large? 

Is there some unique, necessary contribution that the four-year, residential institution of 

higher education can still provide? 

 The Unusual Reign provides a response to these questions regarding the validity 

of the traditional university, and it does so through a fictional narrative. The Unusual 

Reign illustrates how student leaders can cultivate intellectual virtues as a product of 

spiritual development during their undergraduate experience; these virtues allow students 

to lead wisely through sense-making and help them to become leaders who can engage 

meaningfully with the world after graduation. In The Unusual Reign, resident advisor 

Oxford Brickmann loses a war with God and must negotiate the terms of his surrender, an 

event which spurs his spiritual growth and helps him to lead well in struggling 

communities. As both leaders and followers, Oxford and his peers at Queen Anne 

                                                            
 
3 Jonathan Haber, MOOCs (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2014), p. 170-174. 

 
4 In 2015, the prevalence of MOOCs and their future were examined by scholars, who noted that, 

“While it’s too soon to say if MOOCs represent a substitution to traditional courses, they certainly bring a 
transformative change to our actual education in general and to the way our academic institutions are 
working” (p. 608). Tayeb Brahimi and Akila Srirete, “Learning Outside the Classroom through MOOCs,” 
Computers in Human Behavior 51 (2015): 604-609. The limitations of MOOCs have been discussed by 
multiple scholars, and they note the ways in MOOCs have in the past failed to supplement education with 
involvement and active engagement with learning. As an example, see: J. Michael Spector, “Remarks on 
MOOCs and Mini-MOOCs,” Education Tech Research Dev. 62 (2014): 385-392. 

 
5 James Arvanitakis and David J. Hornsby. “Are Universities Redundant?” in Universities, The 

Citizen Scholar, and the Future of Higher Education, Edited by James Arvanitakis and David J. Hornsby 
(New York; Palgrave Macmillan, 2016): 7-20. P. 9.  
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University practice the intellectual virtues in their efforts at practical wisdom and sense-

making. This introduction sets out the context of spirituality and leadership in the 

traditional university before it offers an examination of the type of student leader these 

universities can help to cultivate. Finally, the introduction in its third part ties the context 

and ideas with the narrative of the thesis itself. In this way, readers of the thesis get a 

clearer picture of the relationship between spirituality and leadership development at the 

undergraduate level and how they relate to the novel. 

One of the testaments to the value of the four-year institution is the development 

of students’ spirituality, and with that a sense of meaning and purpose. Scholars such as 

Alexander and Helen Astin and Jennifer Lindholm have brought to light important 

insights into the relationship between college students’ educational experience and their 

spiritual as well as moral development.6 In their book, Cultivating the Spirit, the Astins 

and Lindholm explore the ways in which students change and develop spiritually while 

on campus. Spirituality encompasses a broad reach of areas in the lives of students, but 

its fundamental relationship is the exploration of the inner lives of students: their 

worldviews, perspectives, and beliefs about the world that relate to their exterior actions. 

The Astins and Lindholm found that the university experience can carry tremendous 

value for the development of college students’ emotional and spiritual lives, and they 

encouraged university leaders to reemphasize spiritual development in the lives of 

students.7 Other scholars have explored the ways in which students’ spiritual and moral 

                                                            
6 “Our findings also show that providing students with more opportunities to touch base with their 

“inner selves” will facilitate growth in their academic and leadership skills, contribute to their intellectual 
self-esteem and psychological well-being, and enhance their satisfaction with the college experience.” (p. 
157).  Alexander W. Astin, Helen S. Astin, and Jennifer A. Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit: How College 
Can Enhance Students’ Inner Lives (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011).  
 

7 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm., p. 157.   
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exploration has influenced their personal development over the course of their 

undergraduate education, oftentimes in conjunction with their search for purpose.8 

 However, when it comes to matters of spiritual development, it is difficult in the 

pluralistic environment of universities to reach any sort of consensus, even within 

individual institutions, on what sort of spiritual areas in students’ lives universities ought 

to examine or encourage. Public or private, secular or religious, university institutions 

have limits imposed upon the influence they exert over students. In the rise of the 

multiversity, a term coined by Clark Kerr that describes the ways in which the many 

communities that comprise today’s modern research universities lead to a plurality of 

purposes often in conflict with one another, it has become more and more difficult for a 

single university, let alone a collection of them, to articulate what sort of students they 

wish to develop. Some scholars have equated this development of the multiversity with a 

loss of the university’s soul, its narrative, identity, and goals, while others have decried 

the decline of the university’s emphasis on personal development and moral growth with 

the rise of secular institutions that fail to establish a vision of a university that contributes 

anything more to the broader culture than football.9 10 With the conflicts within and 

between universities about the picture of what sort of students higher education ought to 

develop, can there be any sort of consensus? 

                                                            
 

8 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, p. 29-36.  
 
9 Perry L. Glanzer, Nathan F. Alleman, and Todd C. Ream, Restoring the Soul of the University: 

Unifying Christian Higher Education in a Fragmented Age (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2017), p. 
3-4.  
 

10 C. John Sommerville, The Decline of the Secular University (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006) http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195306958.001.0001/acprof-
9780195306958-chapter-1. P. 22. 
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 Whatever the disagreements about student development, many scholars provide 

an image, one that appears surprisingly cohesive, on what kind of students they ought to 

introduce to the engage with this modern environment.11 Robert Thompson Jr. argues that 

the goal of an undergraduate person is in developing a complete person, and he argues 

for: 

Three core capabilities [that] are needed and are also appropriate aims for 
undergraduate education: understanding of knowledge and ways of thinking; 
empathy and the ability to understand the mental states of others; and an 
integrated sense of identity that includes values, commitments, and agency for 
civic and social responsibility.12  
 

Thompson argues for a holistic education as an appropriate aim for undergraduate 

education that would develop, as an ideal, students with an understanding of knowledge 

and learning combined with empathy and a sense of identity that motivates them to 

engage in a responsible way with their societies and communities. The development of 

the types of persons characterized by these capabilities has for decades been one of the 

prevailing goals of higher education in the United States, although the current trajectory 

appears to be leading away from such an emphasis and more into specified education in 

skills congruent with the wide variety of abilities needed to satisfy the job market, which, 

along with the dramatically rising costs of traditional higher education, will continue to 

                                                            
 

11 Stanley Fish argues that universities by nature are limited to cultivation of students’ intellectual 
and research capacities, which is why he argues against attempts at moral cultivation and encouragement of 
citizenship or spiritual growth. Fish argues, “College and university teachers can (legitimately) do two 
things: (1) introduce students to bodies of knowledge and traditions of inquiry that had not previously been 
part of their experience; and (2) equip those student with the analytical skills… that will enable them to 
move confidently within those traditions…” (pp. 12-13). Fish goes on to argue that his view is a minority 
one, although it appears that his argument for the difficulty of implementing such practices as to encourage 
student development ought to be considered, as it is a challenge for universities to provide a systematic or 
compherensive effort at student development with moral or social ends (p. 15). Stanley Fish, “The Task of 
Higher Education,” in Save the World on Your Own Time (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).  

 
12 Beyond Reason and Tolerance: The Purpose and Practice of Higher Education (New York; 

Oxford University Press, 2014): p. 5.  
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promote a dichotomy between those who can afford a broad general and academically 

rigorous education and those who are able to afford only a superficial general knowledge 

in combination with specific skills training.13 In acting against this current trajectory, 

universities would seek to develop a curriculum education, combined with co-curricular 

programs and other opportunities, which would promote student development with a 

deliberate goal of promoting students with the capacity for practical application and 

acquisition of knowledge, empathy, and civic-mindedness. Such a student, referred to in 

some cases as the citizen scholar, would require spiritual development and maturation to 

reach the point where they would be able to maintain Thompson’s three capabilities. The 

university education, in order to remain relevant, ought to consider their work in creating 

not merely instruments compatible with the job-market, but developed as people with the 

awareness and desire to progress and reform the societies beyond their academic bubbles.  

 Such an ideal for the traditional university institution, however, opens itself up to 

dissent from a multiplicity of angles, and yet those counter-arguments rather affirm the 

need for such an approach. In the first, college students themselves are in a position to 

profit from this citizen-focused education. In what is now a pivotal book in the literature 

on the struggles of young and emerging adulthood development, Christian Smith and his 

colleagues articulate the concerning state of college students when it comes to moral 

development and social engagement. Lost in Transition: The Dark Side of Emerging 

Adulthood describes a generation detached from social and political involvement while at 

the same time finds itself often unable to articulate the moral frameworks or beliefs out 

                                                            
 

13 William M. Sullivan, Liberal Learning as a Quest for Purpose (New York; Oxford University 
Press, 2016), p. 28.  
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which they act or refuse to act.14 This is the culture of students currently in college, as 

well as the social environment into which college students will emerge once removed 

from Academia. While Smith’s findings on college students and emerging adults is far 

from universally negative, nor universal in any capacity, it does shed light on the 

concerning nature of a society undergoing moral fragmentation, exemplified by 

universities that give-lip service to student development, but lack the coherency and 

opportunity to undertake that development in a meaningful or systematic fashion. It 

relates the consequences of such an education, or lack thereof, on the lives of individuals 

and their social settings, and we need not delve deep into news media to find such 

consequences play out on a larger scale across the socio-political spectrum. The question 

of whether universities have an obligation to institute a civic education to the benefit of 

their country, their community, or even their students is in some cases superfluous. What 

matters is that universities can provide an environment that helps students to develop 

civic mindedness and purposeful learning, which is needed in an age where emerging 

adults often appear lost or directionless as they move from the academy into the 

workplace. 

 At the risk of perpetuating the increased emphasis on specification in the 

university education, it behooves scholars, student affairs professionals, and students 

themselves to ask in what ways can students develop the sort of education that would 

                                                            
14 Smith and his colleagues do not argue for a pandemic moral corruption amongst college 

students. Rather, they articulate a moral ignorance where emerging adults, “do not know the moral 
landscape of the world that they inhabit. And they do not adequately understand where they themselves 
stand in that real moral world” (p. 69). This inability to properly articulate their moral environment or 
moral framework is a part of the issue in the social and personal problems of students in matters of alcohol 
and substance abuse, relationship, and civic disengagement. Christian Smith, Karl Christofferson, Hilary 
Davidson, and Patricial Snell Herzog. Lost in Transition the Dark Side of Emerging Adulthood (New York; 
Oxford University Press, 2011).  
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prepare them to engage with the world in a ways distinct from the darker side of 

emerging adulthood as established by Lost in Transition?. Different notions have been 

suggested, such as the cultivation of whom James Arvanitakis and David Hornsby refer 

to as the citizen scholar or the return to a Humanistic education that cultivates the sort of 

students equipped to engage with their a diverse and constantly changing society.15 16 17 

These arguments all share a common ground however. In each case, scholars argue for 

what amounts to a student who educationally articulate, empathetic, and socially 

engaged. Herein lies the benefit of the traditional university as an educational instrument, 

since it creates an environment of stable programming and opportunities for spiritual 

maturation and development not able to be achieved by online resources and only 

partially available at community colleges or similar institutions. What is the environment 

that offers the ability to cultivate these three areas of student development? The answer is 

the traditional university environment and its major instrument: leadership. 

 Leadership in higher education allows students to develop in these three crucial 

ways through development and practice. To put it broadly, students can find in traditional 

higher education opportunities combined with practical avenues, via programs and 

responsibilities, to develop in the fashion that will produce in them the capabilities that 

will benefit society beyond mere contribution to their skill-set for a particular job. This 

development-based exploration of leadership is one based on knowledge put into 

                                                            
15 Arvanitakis and Hornsby, p. 11.  

 
16 Sullivan, p. 139-162 
 
17 Robert J. Thompson, Jr. also argues for similar type of education, what he refers to as a 

developmental model of education, which, “provides a basis for integrating academic and student life 
dimensions of the undergraduate experience around the common task of promoting development of the 
whole person” (p. 33).  
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practice. As Darin Eich notes, “Quite simply, students learn leadership by doing it, and 

programs that provide opportunities for student leadership practice create ripples of 

positive outcomes for students and society.”18 College students benefit from leadership 

opportunities where they can put leadership knowledge into practice.19 What scholars 

continue to find in their exploration of student leadership at universities is the way in 

which those leadership opportunities give students the opportunity to develop, although 

students do not always take advantage of these opportunities.20 21 

Leadership programs and experiences provide opportunities for the development 

of students. Studies have shown the ways in which higher education proves beneficial to 

students’ leadership capacity and students’ emphasis on encouraging social change. 22 23 

                                                            
18 “A Grounded Theory of High Quality Leadership Programs: Perspectives from Student 

Leadership Development Programs in Higher Education.” Journal of Leadership and Organizational 
Studies 15 no. 2 (2008), p. 182. 

 
19 This discussion of student leader development, as well as general student development and its 

conducive factors, has been explored in the book: Ernest T. Pascarella and Patrick T. Terenzini, How 
College Affects Students: Volume 2: A Third Decade of Research (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005).  

 
20 A strong example of this developmental opportunity comes from Stacey Hall, Forrester Scott, 

and Melissa Borsz, who undertook a constructivist case study into the impact of leadership experience for 
students engaged in campus recreational sports. They found positive correlation with the development of 
self-confidence and self-reflection in relation to this leadership experience. “A Constructivist Case Study 
Examining the Leadership Development of Undergraduate Students in Campus Recreational Sports,” 
Journal of College Student Development 49 no. 2 (2008): pp. 125-140.  

 
21 Developmental opportunities in relationship to curricular leadership education can suffer if 

students fail to engage with their knowledge and practice in a meaningful way, such as through reflection, 
as Jennifer Massey and her colleagues argue when they found that students struggled to continue to develop 
leadership capabilities during the experiential portion of a leadership course (p. 85). Jennifer Massey, 
Tracey Sulak, & Rishi Sriram. “Influences of Theory and Practice in the Development of Servant 
Leadership in Students.” Journal of Leadership Education 12, no. 1, 2013: pp. 74-91.  

 
22 John P. Dugan and Susan R. Komives, “Influence on College Students’ Capacities for Socially 

Responsible Leadership,” Journal of College Student Development 51, 5 (2010): 525-549.   
 
23 In one study, scholars found that, “Participation in leadership positions is positively associated 

with the frequency in which students engage in social change by reflecting on community/social issues as a 
shared or individual responsibility; discussing and navigating controversial issues; defining an issue or 
challenge and identifying possible solutions; implementing a solution to an issue or challenge; and acting 
on community or social issues” (p. 249). Kristen M. Soria, Alexander Fink, Christine Lepkowski, and Lynn 
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This leadership capacity is valuable because, as it correlates with personal development, 

it promotes students of character who are able to lead both in the university and in the 

workplace.24 In his work, Alexander Astin found, “strong evidence in support of the 

argument that increases in leadership skills during the undergraduate years are associated 

with the college experience rather than with maturation or environmental factors.” 25 

Extensive research has shown the relationship between the collegiate experience and 

leadership development, and that sort of leadership experience as studied by Astin and 

others, is one that is directly related to the four or more years undertaken in a traditional 

institution. The central idea is that universities serve as an environment for leadership 

development, and that administrators and faculty, those who serve in mentorship roles, 

which includes students themselves, have an opportunity, the research suggests, to offer 

students a vision of what leadership requires in a multiplicity of workplaces, living 

circumstances, and challenges.  

Leadership capability is not limited to management or administration; one can 

excel as a leader and still be an excellent research biologist or English professor, for 

example. A student leader, a leader, is an individual in any role who can engage in the 

processes of leadership. They can be a follower at certain points but are able to lead when 

the situation demands. The argument that followers are an essential part of any 

                                                            
Snyder, “Undergraduate Student Leadership and Social Change,” Journal of College and Character 13, 3 
(2013).  

 
24 Encouragement to cultivate character and leadership development can be found in several fields, 

as in the case of Thomas Wright, who encourages this effort into cultivation as students prepare to join the 
workforce. Thomas Wright, “Distinguished Scholar Invited Essay: Reflections on the Role of Character in 
Business Education and Student Leadership Development,” Journal of Leadership and Organizational 
Studies 22 no. 3, (2015): 253-264. 

 
25 Alexander Astin, What Matters in College: Four Critical Years Revisited (San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass, 1993), p. 123. 
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organization is true, as scholars have noted the necessity of the leader-follower 

relationship within multiple definitions of leadership.26 The value of followers cannot be 

overlooked, although even followers can find moments in which to engage in leadership 

processes, as leadership can often be distinct from official administrative or managerial 

capacities since leaders are concerned with developing, communication, and maintaining 

a vision, upon which both leaders and followers can act.27 What the college environment 

does is give students the opportunities to develop leadership skills in a plethora of 

positions that include both managerial and administrative, but can extend beyond to a 

variety of tasks.  

The value of the traditional, four-year university is the way in which its 

environment provides opportunities for students’ personal and spiritual development, and 

this development can incorporate growth in leadership capacities. These leadership 

capacities and capabilities matter for students whether they are serving as managers, 

leaders, or as followers, and its value, enhanced by the senses of purpose and meaning 

that students can develop over their undergraduate experience, extends beyond school 

and into the personal life and career of the student. However, what vision of a student 

leader can universities, or at least their constituents, hope to use in their practice of 

                                                            
26 Pablo Ruiz, Carmen Ruiz, and Ricardo Martinez, “Improving the ‘Leader-Follower’ 

Relationship: Top Manager or Supervisor? The Ethical Leadership Trickle-Down Effect on Follower Job 
Response” Journal Of Business Ethics 99 (2011): 587-608.  

 
27  Regarding the distinction between leadership and management. “Management encompasses 

planning and budgeting, organizing, delegating, implementing, controlling, problem-solving, whereas 
leadership involves setting the direction, developing the vision, communicating the vision, motivating, and 
inspiring…” (p. 27). Margaret Walthall and Eric B. Dent, “The Leader-Follower Relationship and Follower 
Performance” The Journal of Applied Management and Entrepreneurship 21 no. 4 (2016):5-30. Acting 
under such a definition, leaders, as motivators, vision setters, and inspires, can include a wide variety of 
figures and is not limited to a hierarchical structure often associated with managers. The idea at play here is 
that anyone can at any point undertake leadership as a process, and therefore anyone, followers included, 
can be leaders.  
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mentorship and student development. Such a question leads into a portrait of such a 

leader as The Unusual Reign illustrates.  

 

Introduction Part Two:  
The Student Leader 

 
 At its core, The Unusual Reign is about a student leader, Oxford Brickmann, and 

his confrontation with new and unusual knowledge. His response to this new information, 

what amounts to a new personal framework out of which he articulates and interacts with 

the world, serves as a pivotal transformation in his role as a leader at Walker Percy 

Residential College in Queen Anne University. The discussion of the citizen scholar, the 

student leader, or the Bildung, a German ideal of the individual and their personal 

development, in the life of the traditional university would be amiss without a discussion 

of what traits ought these leaders to possess.28 The struggle of any university’s attempt to 

educate students spiritually are the limitations which face secular universities, who must 

avoid claiming or enforcing a certain religious, spiritual, or moral code upon students, 

and religious institutions, who, though they may devote themselves and advocate for a 

certain religious tradition, cannot necessarily impose upon their students certain values or 

they may wish to avoid supporting certain cultural or religious values, although some 

have argued that encouragement and cultivation of individual spirituality in light of 

                                                            
28 The Bildung as a figure in Germanic educational culture was pivotal in encouraging the notion 

of the research specialist in the modern American university which was in many ways conducive to the 
further specialization of research and the further delegation of moral and spiritual exploration to the 
humanities and their limited exploration in the field of tertiary education, as noted by Anthony T. Kronman, 
Education’s End: Why Our Colleges and Universities Have Given Up on the Meaning of Life, (New Haven; 
Yale University Press, 2007): pp. 108-114.  
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certain values is indeed the work of any educational institution.29  Is it possible to 

encourage spiritual maturation as part of leadership development, or to invest in the 

development of certain traits, dare one call them virtues, in students?  

 The first problem that faces any discussion of leadership development in higher 

education is articulating what sorts of traits do university faculty, staff, and students wish 

to convey and cultivate in their leaders. In fact, the understanding of the four-year 

residential university model as an environment for leadership development allows for 

certain leadership traits to be endorsed regardless of secular or religious limitations. 

These traits are in some ways integral to the university goal of education. They are, in 

fact, intellectual virtues. The intellectual virtues developed out of the tradition of virtue 

ethics, which carries its origin in Aristotle and resurfaced in the twentieth century in the 

work of philosophers such as Alisdair MacIntyre. Intellectual virtue is distinct from 

moral virtue in that it is, “not essentially practical; it is theoretical in that it is directed at 

achieving aims other than good action. Particularly if we think of intellectual virtue as 

aimed at achieving truth…”30 The goal of the intellectual virtues is the pursuit of the truth 

and the understanding of the truth. While it is possible that the truth, once discovered to 

any degree, demands some level of response, the intellectual virtues are in and of 

themselves a means to education. Universities are institutions devoted to education, and 

as such it seems reasonable to assert that such institutions can find common ground, 

institutionally or otherwise, in the cultivation of intellectual virtues among their students.  

                                                            
29 Simon Robinson, “Values, Spirituality and Higher Education,” In Values in Higher Education, 

edited by Simon Robinson and Clement Katulushi, (Great Britain: Aureus Publishing, 2005): 226-241, pp. 
235-241. 

 
30 Julia Annas, “The Structure of Virtue,” in Intellectual Virtue: Perspectives from Ethics and 

Epistemology (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 2003): 15-33, p. 21.  
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 The Unusual Reign articulates the development of a leader, Oxford Brickmann, 

through the cultivation of the intellectual virtues as articulated in the text of Robert C. 

Roberts’s and W. Jay Wood’s Intellectual Virtues: An Essay in Regulative Epistemology. 

Roberts and Wood themselves draw from developments in moral philosophy and 

epistemology over the course of the past century, particularly the rise of virtue ethics. 

Their work in the field of character-based virtue epistemology is concerned less with 

answering traditional epistemological questions than with, “[developing] something like a 

“conceptual map” of the domain of excellent intellectual character.”31 Roberts and Wood 

engage with a broader discussion on the relationship between virtue epistemology and 

traditional epistemological practices, and while the relationship between the categories 

and sub-categories of virtue epistemology with epistemology writ large is a fascinating 

and important discussion, the emphasis for this paper shall be placed on the character-

based virtues that Roberts and Wood expound upon in their work.32 

Roberts and Wood attempt to form a picture of what an intellectually virtuous 

individual might in fact look like. The ultimate goal towards which the intellectually 

excellent, or intellectually virtuous person, is capacity for understanding, which, “is also, 

in most or all of the cases [mentioned by the authors as illustrations of understanding], 

knowing how to do things (with words, with a lawn mower engine). At least, it is an 

ability to recognize things (e.g., a word as belonging in a language); understanding is 

                                                            
31 Jason Baehr, The Inquiring Mind: On Intellectual Virtues and Virtue Epistemology (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 11.  
 
32 Baehr offers such a discussion on the broader scale of Virtue Epistemology in The Inquiring 

Mind, in which he places Roberts and Wood in the category of virtue epistemologists who see virtue 
epistemology as indirectly related to traditional epistemological questions but still conducive to the 
epistemological efforts, especially as it serves to supplement traditional modes of inquiry, such as Cartesian 
modes. (ibid., pp. 11-12).  
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ability.”33 While Roberts and Wood argue in universal application for the traits of 

intellectual development, their definition of understanding, which requires a collection of 

intellectual virtues in order to achievable, provides an appealing perspective on what 

particular overarching good one wishes to cultivate in a student leader. Student leaders 

would be those with a desire to understand their reality and circumstances and who have 

the tools with which to do so effectively, not for the sole purpose of answering 

epistemological questions but for effective engagement with reality and leadership. 

 Understanding and epistemic virtues matter for student leaders because of their 

necessity for engaging with the surrounding society, whether that be in one’s immediate 

collegiate environment or the society beyond college. On one level, these virtues are 

universal, since they correspond to the power of choice relative to an end, and though the 

end or the circumstances, and hence the choices, may in some cases be different or 

universal, intellectual capability allows one to perceive and pursue such choices as may 

be suitable for their ends.34 The deliberate cultivation of these skills allows students to 

establish a sense of coherency, a logical correlation and fitting in perspectives and 

beliefs, between their personal, social, moral, and behavioral frameworks.35 This process 

echoes similar stances in that, “all schools certainly should be promoting the particular 

position that it is good to learn how to think clearly and coherently about important 

issues, including moral issues.”36 Not only does a stance on the promotion of intellectual 

                                                            
33 Robert C. Roberts and W. Jay Wood, Intellectual Virtues: An Essay in Regulative Epistemology 

(New York; Oxford University Press, 2007): p. 47.  
 
34 Aristotle. The Nicomachean Ethics, translated by David Ross (New York; Oxford University 

Press, 2009): p. 103-104.  
 
35 Roberts and Wood, p. 39. 
 
36 Smith, Christofferson, Davidson, and Herzog, p.63.  
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virtues by academic institutions articulate this position, it provides students with the tools 

to be able to think clearly and coherently. A student leader who cultivates understanding 

will be able to understand why something is important, what one might do to affect such 

a thing, and whether or not such affectation is a prudent course of action. These skills are 

invaluable in all areas of life and are not limited to one’s home life or spiritual 

development but are just as important in one’s place of employment and one’s role in the 

social system.  

 The tradition of the intellectual virtues in their derivation from Aristotle are also 

beneficial in that they help the student leader to understand hers or his role in the social 

fabric. Aristotle’s perception of friendship expands into a notion of the political 

community in general, which is for him, “the sharing of all in the common project of 

creating and sustaining the life of the city, a sharing incorporated in the immediacy of an 

individual’s particular friendships.”37 As social and civic disinterest mark emerging 

adulthood, so to do circles of friendship prove essential in the lives of college students. 

While emerging adults and college students may not necessarily consider their co-

workers, classmates, or lab partners their friends, the importance of peer interaction in 

research studies in terms of student development exceeds anything else when it comes to 

                                                            
 
37 Alisdair MacIntyre. After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd Edition, (Notre Dame; 

University of Notre Dame Press, 2007): p. 156.  



 

xix 
 

collegiate relationships.38 39 What understanding as a concept brings to the student leader 

is the knowledge that their friendships are integral knots in the social fabric, and that they 

are parts of many circles that, although the strength between them may oscillate, are all 

connected, all interwoven. This is especially true of the university environment, which 

itself is comprised of loosely interconnected systems.40 The capacity for understanding by 

leaders is pivotal in the university environment because it allows them to interact with 

social relationships and structures. 

 Such a capacity for interaction with social relationships and structures is 

important because it allows student leaders to guide particular changes in organizations. 

Organizations are like lawn mowers, or any machine, in that they require constant upkeep 

and maintenance to deal with changing environments and to mitigate their own decay. 

For this reason, T. S. Eliot said that, “We cannot revive old factions / We cannot restore 

old policies / Or follow an antique drum.”41 Student leaders require the capacity to 

operate within these constantly changing environments and to help drive their new 

direction. The failures of organizational restructuring often occur, “because [leaders or 

managers] start from an inadequate picture of current roles, relationships, and 

                                                            
 
38 In terms of moral development, the issues of peer interaction is acknowledged by Matthew J. 

Mayhew and Mark E. Engberg in “Diversity and Moral Reasoning: How Negative Diverse Peer 
Interactions Affect the Development of Moral Reasoning in Undergraduate Students” The Journal of 
Higher Education 81 no. 4 (2010): 459-488.  

 
39 Student learning in certain cases is also improved by peer interaction and cooperation, as noted 

in: Debra L. Linton, Jan Keith Farmer, and Ernie Peterson “Is Peer Interaction Necessary for Optimal 
Active Learning?” CBE-Life-Sciences Education 13 (2014): 243-252. 

40 Robert Birnbaum. How Colleges Work: The Cybernetics of Academic Organization and 
Leadership, (San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 1988): pp. 30-55.  

 
41 “Little Gidding” in Collected Poems: 1909-1962 (New York; Harcourt, 1991): p. 206.  
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processes.”42 Student leaders exist in, and will enter into, a work environment where 

change is inevitable and necessary, and they will need the cognitive skills necessary to 

adapt to those environments and to lead their peers.  

 What then ought to be the virtues instilled within student leaders to promote 

understanding? Roberts and Wood provide an excellent shortlist of particular virtues, and 

several of them are explored in The Unusual Reign. While there are many virtues 

required for the highest capacities of understanding, the three essential virtues explored in 

the text are intellectual autonomy, intellectual courage, and intellectual generosity. How 

the text explores these virtues will be discussed in the third portion of this introduction, 

but the value of these three virtues will be explored here, because these virtues provide a 

picture of the sort of student leader universities can hope to develop: one that is 

intellectually engaged, empathetic, and civic-minded. In order to develop these leaders, 

the goal is truth, or, as Ernest Sosa describes it, “… what matters most importantly, ‘the 

chief good’, is your grasping the truth attributively to your intellectual virtues acting in 

concert conducted by reason, and thus attributably to you as an epistemic agent.”43 

 The first of these, intellectual autonomy, serves as a baseline in the student 

leader’s intellectual journey. It does not mean self-sufficiency. Rather, intellectual 

autonomy, referred to from this point on as autonomy, is, “the virtue of proper self-

regulation, but always with regard to other-regulation or the possibility thereof.”44 The 

autonomous person has developed the skills to be able to interact complexly with 

                                                            
42 Lee G. Bolman and Terrance E. Deal. Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and 

Leadership, 4th Edition (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008): P. 97. 
 
43 Ernest Sosa, “The Place of Truth in Epistemology,” in Intellectual Virtue: Perspectives from 

Ethics and Epistemology (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 2003):156-179, pp. 178-179.  
 
44 Roberts and Wood, p. 259. 
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knowledge, the idea of self-regulation, but they are also aware of their dependence on 

exterior sources for knowledge, inspiration, and support, which embodies the notion of 

being other-regulated. The virtue of autonomy allows the student leader an awareness of 

social necessity, as we do not accrue information in a vacuum. Rather, information, 

inspiration, and support are accrued by interaction with the other and with sources of 

knowledge, and in this way, we are almost always dependent on the testimony and input 

of others. One can develop self-regulation in such a way, as would an expert in a 

particular academic field, in that they can speak with authority and without dependence 

on the testimony of others, since they have accrued enough knowledge to provide 

adequate discernment. Self-regulation requires of people the ability to discern and 

understand that they depend on exterior sources of knowledge, and the autonomous 

person is able to distinguish between reliable and unreliable sources of knowledge.45 

Autonomy at its core is the ability to distinguish the validity and value of one’s sources of 

information, and to be able to interact with new information in a complex and responsible 

way.  

 Spiritual development among college students helps foster a sense of personal 

well-being and growth, referred to by the Astins and Lindholm as Equanimity, and along 

with this would come an awareness of the ways in which the exterior regulators of 

knowledge have shaped their lives.46 A greater sense of mindfulness and self-awareness 

is a primary element of autonomous students, and such autonomy in terms allows them to 

make wiser decision in matters of personal or moral impact, since, “to be autonomous in 

                                                            
45 Robets and Wood, p. 211.  
 
46Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, p. 119-120. 
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morality involves a greater degree of self-sufficiency than to be intellectual 

autonomous.”47 The relationship of intellectual autonomy to mindfulness and self-

awareness comes down the fact that, as students are encouraged to reflect, such as in 

classroom discussion or in times of struggle, they are able to discover their reliance on 

many sources of information and acknowledge to discern between reliable and unreliable 

sources.  

In their chapter on intellectual courage, Roberts and Wood articulate that a virtue 

is an excellence which allows one to function well in generic sphere of human existence, 

and they list the examples of these spheres as  the, “interpersonal, the political/civic, and 

the intellectual.”48 In order to act well and engage well with these spheres, one requires 

intellectual courage, as well as caution when suitable as there will be threat to one’s 

intellectual activity.49 Courage is a virtue that allows one to confront, avoid, or overcome 

intellectual threats on the basis of some different or greater goal, which can be another 

virtue. For example, a college student desires to understand or share the truth about some 

of the moral failures of their institution, and they may very well face the possibility of an 

administrator or the university itself attempting to dissuade them, or they may risk being 

ostracized by their community. Less severely, a student may wish to speak to a professor 

regarding confusion on an assignment but may be anxious about actually engaging with 

the professor. In both cases the students have a goal in mind, and their goal may not be 

achieved without the aid of intellectual courage. Caution, the ability to acknowledge and 

                                                            
47 John Benson, “Who is the Autonomous Man?”, Philosophy 58 (1983): 5-17, p. 211.  
 
48 Roberts and Wood, p. 215. 

  
49 Robets and Wood, p. 216.  



 

xxiii 
 

respect genuine fears, is also important, because it helps a person to be aware of their 

circumstances and proper means of action and intellectual inquiry. 

 Without intellectual courage and caution, it would be a challenge for students or 

student leaders to learn or share the truth, since, as will be discussed later, the goal of 

students leaders is often the collection and then proper distribution of knowledge in order 

for wise action to be carried out. Intellectual courage is necessary for students who wish 

to engage broadly with their larger environment, because one must overcome one’s 

personal fears and biases when engaging with unfamiliar, contradictory, or unpleasant 

information. It may sometimes take courage for one to interact with and learn from 

someone of a different cultural background, just as it may require caution when speaking 

with a close friend going through a personal struggle or when in disagreement with one’s 

employer. As a leader, having courage to pursue the truth even when discouraged, or 

knowing when to limit one’s search for knowledge, at least for the time being, are pivotal 

abilities. Courage is necessary for a person for civic engagement, as it allows one to treat 

others with respect and dignity even when prompted to do otherwise. Indeed, courage is 

the virtue by which our rational capacities are acted upon when challenged by fear or 

other sorts of circumstances.50 Having the ability to pursue intellectual activity or 

personal practice even when placed under tremendous pleasure is a valuable asset that 

allows one to engage in deep and meaningful ways with the multiplicity of personal and 

social spheres that make up the environment in which human beings carry out their lives. 

                                                            
50 Thomas Aquinas, Disputed Questions on Virtue, trans. Jeffrey Hause and Claudia Eisen 

Murphy, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2010), p, 79. 
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 Courage develops as a product of spiritual and religious development in that, as 

students develop their sense of purpose, they are able to better endure challenges or 

opposition to living out that purpose. It is often produced from self-reflection and 

knowledge, as Robert Nozick points out, “The understanding gained in examining a life 

itself comes to permeate that life and direct its course.”51 Courage comes from a self-

understanding—knowing our goals and our purpose, or at least having some idea of our 

goals and our purpose—and understanding our need to express courage in particular 

circumstances. Indeed, the need to have principles and a sense of purpose is pivotal in 

directing courage. In order to stand up against adversity, one requires something for 

which to stand.  

 The final of the three intellectual virtues expounded upon in the narrative of The 

Unusual Reign is intellectual generosity. For the purpose of this discussion, “Generosity 

is a disposition to give valuable things—material goods, time, attention, energy, 

concessions, credit, the benefit of a doubt, knowledge—to other persons.”52 This giving, 

however, is dependent upon the pursuit for the well-being of the person to whom the 

thing is offered. Intellectual generosity develops out of the curiosity oftentimes seen as 

intrinsic to our humanity.53 Roberts and Wood note how altruism is often a product of 

                                                            
51 Robert Nozick, The Examined Life (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989), pp. 12-13 
 
52Roberts and Wood, p. 286.  
 
53 “Children are naturally exploratory, interested in explanations and in understanding the shape 

and character and workings of their world. Adults listen to PBS science shows because explanations of the 
natural world interest them intrinsically; we like to resolve puzzles and explain mysteries.” (Roberts and 
Wood, p. 296) 
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this intellectual generosity, and they note the way that it often arises and develops with a 

detachment from extrinsic goods such as a desire for honor, praise, and wealth.54  

 Intellectual generosity develops, as do all these virtues, from outside challenges 

and experiences and one’s response to them. As Christian Smith noted, “Significant 

personal transformation usually requires, first, some kind of new life challenge or 

problem that exerts pressures on a person to change, and second, the exposure... to new 

potential solutions.”55 Students in college face these new life challenges and problems, 

and they are in an environment where they can be exposed to a variety of solutions, with 

some perhaps possessing greater worth than others. In other terms, it might be possible 

that, “we shall have to learn the truth along some via dolorosa.”56 However, there are 

more positive alternatives. Looking at adolescent individuals with a high sense of 

purpose, scholar William Damon notes how much gratitude plays a role in these students 

and their sense of generosity. He shows in his findings that, “This sense of gratitude for 

being able to partake in what the world has to offer, and to have a chance to make one’s 

own contribution, was common among all in our highly purposeful group.”57 In both 

ways virtues of the intellect can develop: in challenges students find new ways to respond 

to adversity, and individuals with a high sense of purpose can express the sort of 

intellectual generosity desired in the university and beyond.  

                                                            
54 Roberts and Wood, p. 299.  
 
55 Christian Smith and Patricia Snell, Souls In Transition: The Emotional And Spiritual Lives of 

Emerging Adults, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 208.  
 
56 Richard M. Weaver, Ideas Have Consequences (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 

1948), p. 187.  
 
57 William Damon, The Path to Purpose: Helping our Children Find Their Calling in Life, (New 

York: Free Press, 2008), p. 90.  
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 One of the major challenges such a project as student development in spirituality 

and leadership faces is implementation on two fronts. In the first case, students may not 

take advantage of these opportunities for spiritual and leadership development through 

the cultivation of intellectual virtues. Truly, students may not take advantage of these 

opportunities, but that is true in any circumstance and any situation. Faculty, 

administrators, and students themselves may work to create environment where spiritual 

development and growth in leadership flourish, but at the end they can provide only 

opportunities. A key point in The Unusual Reign is that spiritual growth and leadership 

development are dependent on both individual and collective efforts, and it notes that if 

one is to change, one must desire to do so.  

 The vision of intellectual virtue cultivation is also difficult to implement at an 

institutional level, one would argue. Would there be courses devoted to the development 

of intellectual virtues, such as philosophy classes? What about programs for leadership 

training? It seems near-impossible to create a cohesive vision for leadership development 

based on intellectual virtues, even with the plethora of programs across universities 

devoted to students’ spiritual development.58 However, what The Unusual Reign presents 

is an illustration of what the practice of intellectual virtues can contribute to the lives of 

students and the life of the university, and there are examples in the text of classroom 

discussion on virtues as well as ways in which administrators and faculty members can 

encourage virtue development in the text, even if that language is not explicitly used. 

                                                            
58 An extensive list of such programs was compounded by Jennifer Lindholm and several 

colleagues in light of Lindholm’s work with the Astins on Cultivating the Spirit. Lindholm and her 
colleagues examine a wide variety of programs and curricular endeavors by universities to emphasize 
student spirituality in the university. Jennifer A. Lindholm, Melissa L. Millora, Leslie M. Schwartz, and 
Hannah Song Spinosa, A Guidebook of Promising Practices: Facilitating College Students’ Spiritual 
Development (Regents of the University of California, 2011).  
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What arises is a suggestion that programs utilized by universities to support students’ 

spiritual growth can use these intellectual virtues as a way to encourage students to 

pursue intellectual engagement, empathy, and civic-mindedness. Universities all over the 

United States have programs and courses already in place to support students in this way, 

and research shows that, “providing students with more opportunities to touch base with 

their “inner selves” will facilitate growth in their academic and leadership skills, 

contribute to their intellectual self-confidence and psychological well-being...” 59 

Implementation of leadership development and spiritual growth through a conversation 

founded on the intellectual-virtues would indeed be near-impossible to establish 

university-wide, but administrators, faculty, and students can use the intellectual virtues 

in their pre-existing programs or even in their personal life as a means of spiritual and 

leadership growth.  

 A student leader who cultivates these intellectual virtues, as well as the qualities 

of intellectual engagement, empathy, and civic-mindedness, expresses their value in a 

myriad of ways, but they exemplify their leadership quality through the process of what 

scholar Karl Weick refers to as sensemaking. Sensemaking is a concept in organizational 

studies defined by Weick as, “a sequence in which people concerned with identity in the 

social context of other actors engage ongoing circumstances from which they extract cues 

and make plausible sense retrospectively, while enacting more or less order into those 

ongoing circumstances.”60 Sense-making is a process by which individuals literally make 

                                                            
59 Lindholm et al., p. v. 
 
60 Karl E. Weick, Kathleen M. Sutcliffe, and David Obstfeld, “Organizing and the Process of 

Sensemaking,” Organization Science 16, 4 (2005): 409-421, p. 409.  
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sense of reality and transmit that interpretation to others. In other words, “there are many 

ways in which the environment can be experienced, interpretations made, meanings 

attributed, and responses selected. But if people are to be able to interact effectively, 

there must be some agreement on these matters.”61  Sense-making is the leadership 

process by which a consensual view of reality can be developed and maintained, not 

reality as it is, so much, but reality as an organization creates it. From an organization 

with a shared sense of this constructed reality, members can use their understanding of a 

particular circumstance, their knowledge of their purpose and identity, as well as their 

knowledge of the surrounding environment, including their society, to make informed 

action.  

 Sense-making is a valuable leadership skill to develop among students and 

student leaders because one is always at work in organizations, and while one can be an 

excellent biologist, economist, or historian, one’s work is always tied to interrelations in 

organizations and those interrelations are guided are by internal cognitive processes 

undertaken, often by managers and administrators, in effort to make and convey a shared 

reality. As scholars Bolman and Deal note, “The world of most managers is a world of 

messes: complexity, ambiguity, value dilemmas, political pressures, and multiple 

constituencies… For those with better theories and the intuitive capacity to use them with 

skill and grace, it is a world of excitement and possibility.”62 What sense-making allows 

is for students, both in their universities and in the workplace, to articulate and share a 

                                                            
61 Birnbaum, p. 65.  
 
62 Bolman and Deal, p. 41. 
 



 

xxix 
 

cooperatively developed reality that will allow organizations in which they are involved 

to flourish.63 

Student leaders who have cultivated intellectual virtues can be equipped not only 

to engage in the leadership process of sense-making, but they are also better equipped to 

engage in another effort, which arises from Aristotle’s definition of practical wisdom. 

Practical wisdom is the wisdom of an individual by which she or he, he alone in 

Aristotle’s consideration, can deliberate about the proper action to take in a certain 

situation (i.e. conducive to a desired end, which is ultimately, for Aristotle, human 

flourishing) and then act accordingly.64 As Roberts and Wood note, “practical wisdom is 

an ‘aiming’ virtue: it posits ends or an end to be achieved through the actions that it 

guides.”65 Thus, practical wisdom is understanding a situation and knowing how to act in 

that context. Unlike sense-making, Aristotle’s concern is for interpretation of reality 

itself, not the production of it. This practical wisdom, when articulated as a moral as well 

as intellectual virtue, is meant to achieve a goal, for Aristotle Eudaimonia, which can be 

both individual and collective. For the relation of practical wisdom to the life of the 

socially engaged student leader, “it is worth remembering Aristotle’s insistence that the 

virtues find their place not just in the life of the individual, but in the life of the city…”66 

                                                            
63 This relation between sense-making and cultivated virtues and values has been previously 

encouraged in organizational settings in the work of Einer Aadland, “Values in Professional Practice: 
Towards a Critical Reflective Methodology” Journal of Business Ethics 97 (2010): 461-472. 

 
64 Aristotle, p. 106.  
 
65 Roberts and Wood, p. 306.  
 
66 MacIntyre, p. 150.  
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In the relationship between individuals and their social spheres, friendships, city, and/or 

nation, practical wisdom offers the ability to discern proper courses of action. 

Practical wisdom matters because it allows students to discern actions that are 

empathetic and civically responsible. Practical wisdom helps us to manage our 

interpersonal relationships, key elements of our organizational interactions, with 

thoughtfulness and efficacy. As J. L. A. Garcia notes, using the term practical reason in 

place of practical wisdom,67 “Each such role [that of spouse, citizen, confident, etc.] is an 

analogue of friendship, even a form of it, involving a commitment to the good of some 

person, either her good as a whole… or some aspect or part of her good…”68 Practical 

wisdom is necessary because it allows us to navigate these interpersonal relationships as 

well as guide our actions in light of our beliefs and knowledge about the world.69 Such a 

trait is valuable for leaders because it connects their own capability for sense-making 

with an awareness of exterior narratives and circumstances, and it is also valuable for 

followers, contradictorily a position in which leaders often find themselves, since it 

allows them to discern between narratives and to act in accordance with what is best for 

oneself, one’s community, and one’s organization, whether that be the vision set by other 

leaders or an action that acts contradictory to or in transformation of the established 

vision.  

                                                            
67 While the terms in this case may be used interchangeably, as Garcia draws his perspective from 

Aristotle and operates under an alternate translation of the text, I will use the term practical wisdom as the 
common term.  

 
68 J. L. A. Garcia, “Practical Reason and its Virtues” In Intellectual Virtue: Perspectives from 

Ethics and Epistemology, ed. Linda Zagzebi and Michael DePaul, (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2003): 86. 

 
69 Garcia goes on to note that, “for our passions, desires, and choices to become virtuous, they 

must be under the guidance of practical reason” (ibid., p. 89).  
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The student leader is a complicated figure, and the argument set forth for the 

cultivation of intellectual virtues with an eye towards sense-making and practical wisdom 

covers just one facet of a figure navigating unique environments out of a personal 

experience defined in many ways by gender, ethnicity, culture, socio-economic status, 

and background. What these intellectual virtues allow is the capacity of any student 

leader to make informed decisions and share their vision of and for an organization with 

an awareness of these other factors that allows for meaningful action and interaction. A 

students’ spiritual development matters because of the ways in which it proves conducive 

to the development of these traits, and one’s environment matters because of the 

opportunities it can provide for a students’ spiritual and personal maturation. This four-

year university is a place where faculty, staff, and students can produce such an 

environment, one that is conducive to personal growth and flourishing, as Aristotle would 

suggest. The argument is not a revolutionary one. Rather, it draws upon a traditional view 

of a university as a place in which the whole person is instructed, or rather constructed, 

by their interactions, environment, and experiences. The Unusual Reign explores such an 

environment and the student leaders who occupy it.  

 

Introduction Part Three: 
If You Speak It, Then It Becomes Real 

 
 Sense-making is about the sharing of a vision in order to promote action, and in 

this way The Unusual Reign holds a similar goal. The goal of the narrative portion of this 

thesis is to illustrate how the cultivation of certain intellectual virtues leads to action born 

of practical wisdom and the leadership of sense-making. As such, this third portion of the 

introduction will explore the ways in which the novel exemplifies a kind of leadership 
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development brought about by the intellectual virtues. The Unusual Reign’s exploration 

of student leadership considers three different factors in students’ development of the 

intellectual virtues: their environment, their mentors, and the students themselves. 

Through an examination of these three factors, as well as the story, the theory behind the 

novel comes to light.  

 The action of the novel takes place at Queen Anne University (QAU) in Margate 

Sands, Washington, a fictional suburb of Seattle. QAU is an isolated environment, and 

indeed even more so than many other universities, as its proximity to wealthy areas in 

Washington leaves its students with fewer opportunities to engage with socio-economic 

or cultural diversity. QAU serves as a reflection of the university experience in that it is 

simultaneously isolated and intrinsically linked to its outside environment. In serving as 

an exemplar of a university, Queen Anne’s presence in the novel prompts the question: in 

what ways can a university encourage, at the highest level of its structure, the teaching 

and practice of intellectual virtue? Sense-making suggests that such an implementation 

can occur in several areas. For example, A university can implement a vision of 

intellectual virtue leadership through its mission statement, although at first this seems 

like an ineffective approach.70 However, there has been evidence that a mission statement 

that emphasizes student quality correlates with actual quality of students.71  Another 

                                                            
70 The issue with the use of mission statements is that they are often intentionally broad and vague as an 
effort to appeal to larger demographic of potential students and as such do not necessarily serve as an 
accurate representation of the complicated and often conflicting goals of colleges and universities. One 
study notes that liberal arts colleges would often emphasize the relation of the liberal arts to skill 
development valuable for one’s career, which is in a sense similar to notions in this thesis of the value of 
leadership development and intellectual virtue cultivation as preparation for future careers and social 
involvement (p. 492). Barrett J. Taylor, Christopher C. Morphew, “An Analysis of Baccalaureate College 
Mission Statements,” Research in Higher Education 51, 5 (2007). 
 

71 As an indirect response to the above point regarding the inefficacy of mission statements, James 
H. Davis and his colleagues did find a correlation between mission statements that espouse certain ethical 
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means for institutional acceptance of the virtues is through the curriculum, as the 

curriculum is, “the scaffolding to accomplish the intellectual agenda of the institution. 

The curriculum reflects the mission, values, and traditions of the institution.”72 Courses, 

such as those that promote student development or leadership training, could be 

developed as part of the general curriculum. More will be said about curriculum 

education later. Universities can craft a mission statement that emphasizes virtue 

development alongside the cultivation of students, and they can supplement it through 

curriculum education. In these ways, universities can implement a broad exploration of 

intellectual virtues.  

 Another environment is Percy College, and, as a central location for much of the 

novel’s action, through this residential college The Unusual Reign argues that residential 

life is a prime place for leadership development. Oxford serves as an RA, Craig 

Detweiler as a member of the Percy Student Council, and Jacob Hillman as acting 

president of the council. Rylie Leonardon serves as a leader through her actions as a 

sense-maker through her performance protest. These leadership opportunities have been 

shown to be places where students’ moral, intellectual, and relational capacities are tested 

and improved.73 Scholar Gregory Blimling has noted the ways in which residence halls 

matter for the student experience, and he has also provided historical accounts of how 

                                                            
claims and the ethical characters of their student body. As they note, “This suggests that organizational 
behavior is influenced by mission statements in that they unify actions towards a common end, in this case 
move school personnel to reinforce character traits” (p. 108). James H. Davis, John A. Ruhe, Monle Lee, 
and Ujvala Rajadhyaksha, “Mission Possible: Do Mission Statements Work?” Journal of Business Ethics 
70 (2007). 
 

72 Kronman, p. 149.  
 
73 Susana Contreras Bloomdahl and Joy Navan, “Student Leadership in a Residential College: 

From Dysfunction to Effective Collaboration,” Journal of College Student Development 54, 1 (2013). 
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residence halls have been seen as environments that encourage leadership. 74 Blimling 

goes on to argue that: 

One of the most powerful influences on student behavior in college is the 
residence hall (RH) experience. Although students do not usually select colleges 
based on the RHs, the experiences they have in RHs contribute significantly to 
what they learn, the friends they meet, their identities, their likelihood of 
graduating, and their overall satisfaction with college. (ibid, p. 179). 
 

Residence Halls are a primary environment for leadership development, as they provide 

an environment for students to have meaningful interactions with peers, mentors, and 

even on occasion faculty.75 Through their relationships and interactions in their 

residential communities, student leaders can develop the skills and abilities to lead well 

and live better.  

The classroom and the library constitute the other two environments. Dr. Robert 

Pine teaches a class on Virtue Ethics, and he offers a discussion of several intellectual 

virtues, such as courage, in conjunction with certain moral virtues, such as temperance. 

This is an example of how students can gain a vocabulary and general understanding of 

the intellectual virtues and virtue ethics. The classroom as a place for leadership 

development and teaching is indisputably the oldest and most quintessentially academic 

environment for such development to take place. At Baylor University, for example, 

resident advisors, known as Community Leaders, are required to take a semester-long 

course as training for their service.76 Leadership courses and moral philosophy classes, 

                                                            
74 Gregory Blimling, Student Learning in College Residence Halls: What Works, What Doesn’t, 

and Why, (San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 2015), p. 12. 
 
75 As a student who has lived in a residential college for the entirety of his collegiate career, I 

chose a residential college as a setting because of its familiarity and because of the ways in which I have 
seen how ideas in research play out in such an environment.  

 
76 The course is referred to as, “Christian Leadership in a Residential Community,” and can be 

found in “Schedule of Classes: 2019 – Spring: School of Education (ED): Leadership Development” 
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even those with specific devotion to virtue ethics, as well as courses devoted to spiritual 

development are common across many universities.77 The library serves as a supplement 

in the novel, as it provides both a setting for action as well as a environment for the 

acquisition of knowledge. In chapter nine, Oxford hears the interaction between Dr. 

Ballard and Sean MacDunlevy, and, as he does not see them, it is almost as though he is 

reading their discussion as one reads a book. In books ideas are articulated and debated, 

as they are in the classroom. The Unusual Reign illustrates the ways in which leadership 

development and the intellectual virtues can be taught in the classroom and supplemented 

in the library.  

 The next factor in student leadership development is through mentorship. Oxford 

Brickmann’s encounter with adult mentors in his life constitute several important 

episodes in the narrative. These mentors teach Oxford important factors of leadership, but 

they also exemplify such practices as well. Sean MacDunlevy, Oxford’s Irish-American 

Residential College Director, exemplifies the virtue of temperance and peace, which 

Oxford perceives through some points in the narrative as both a quality to be imitated and 

a sign of detachment or willful ignorance. As a sense-maker, Sean attempts to create a 

culture based on communication and listening, and through him Oxford experiences the 

product of intellectual generosity, where Sean provides Oxford with encouragement and a 

place to be heard, which allows Oxford to engage with Sean in a meaningful way and 

through this develop a sense of belonging, which is defined as, “students’ perceived 

                                                            
Baylor.edu, accessed April 20, 2018, 
https://www1.baylor.edu/scheduleofclasses/Results.aspx?Term=201910&College=Z&Prefix=LDS&StartC
N=Z&EndCN=Z&Status=Z&Days=Z&Instructor=&IsMini=false&OnlineOnly=0&POTerm=Z.  

 
77 Lindholm et al., pp. 25-33. 
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social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of connectedness, the experience of 

mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the 

group (e.g. campus community) or others on campus (e.g. faculty, peers).” 78 Sean 

provides Oxford with the sort of intellectual generosity that is, “thoughtful or 

intelligent—bound by considerations—even when it is spontaneous in being done 

without deliberation.”79 Sean both listens and encourages Oxford, while later in the text 

he challenges Oxford to grow as a leader, a form of generosity that seeks Oxford’s well-

being and growth, even though Oxford may not at the time understand how or why. Sean 

respects Oxford as an individual, an RA, and a member of Percy College, and this is both 

a product and a reinforcing agent of the intellectual charity he provides. 

 Penny Ballard, the Faculty Master of Percy College, also exemplifies intellectual 

autonomy in chapter nine, where she speaks with Sean and uses ideas produced from 

Kierkegaard, particularly the idea of the relational construction of the identity of a person 

or community, and the fictional book by Oliver Brickmann, Oxford’s father.80 Penny’s 

ideas and illustrations often occur through storytelling and narratives pulled from 

                                                            
78 Terrell L. Strayhorn, College Students’ Sense of Belonging: A Key to Educational Success for 

All Students (New York: Routledge, 2012), p. 17. 
 
79 Roberts and Wood, p. 291.  
 
80 Kierkegaard’s philosophy of the self is a complicated topic, and his opinions are often not 

necessarily his own. For example, Anti-Climacus, one of Kierkegaard’s pen-names, has an opinion that the 
self, as is articulated by scholar C. Stephen Evan, is fundamentally relational. Evans writes, “Selfhood is a 
thoroughly social phenomenon; I cannot become a self all by myself, and every human self is shaped by 
relations to other human selves: initially parents and other early caregivers, and eventually ideals of 
selfhood that are embodied in the language and institutions of a society” (p. 272). What Evans attempts to 
articulate is that individuals receive their sense of selfhood from their family, institutions, and culture, and 
that their sources of self, which includes their sense of purpose, meaning, and moral value, determine their 
engagement with these relationships. Intellectual autonomy, therefore, is important in the production of 
selfhood, as we ought to recognize our indebtedness to certain sources of self, and we are able to discern 
from which sources we ought to deride our ultimate authority of self. C. Stephen Evans, “Who is The Other 
in the Sickness Unto Death?” in Kierkegaard: On Faith and the Self (Waco: Baylor University Press, 
2004).  
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memory, and in this way,  she shows her indebtedness to others and to her past, while she 

uses that knowledge for both helpful insights and comedic effect. Penny Ballard 

exemplifies the ways in which leaders can receive and seek out knowledge, as she 

converses with Sean about the goings on in administration and engages with community 

through reading and listening to students. Penny Ballard grants insight into how an 

individual interacts with exterior sources of knowledge, what Roberts and Wood refer as 

“hetero-regulators.” An autonomous person regulates their beliefs, which means they take 

responsibility for what they believe, but they also understand that their beliefs and 

knowledge come from exterior sources. Thus, the autonomous person decides whom and 

what they believe and from what origins they will take their beliefs.81 Penny Ballard 

shows the ways in which students can develop the intellectual virtue of autonomy.  

 At last, Robert Pine exemplifies sense-making as produced through his classroom 

teaching in chapter four and embracing of Oxford in chapter five. Robert Pine’s goal in 

the classroom is to create a shared understanding, not necessarily for the goal of 

consensus, but to the point where students are able to discourse and apply the topics 

which they discuss in the classroom.82 However, Dr. Pine’s big sense-making moment 

comes in chapter five, where he embraces Oxford after the young man provides a 

confession of his own moral, or as he would consider it, appetitive, failing. Oxford’s 

                                                            
 
81Roberts and Wood, pp. 258-261.  
 
82 One account of the study and discussion of ethics, in this case professional ethics, in the 

classroom, as discussed by scholar Michael Davis, found a great deal of success in the project, after 
significant effort and planning were undertaken. Davis even notes that a professor does not necessarily 
require a strong knowledge of moral theory for the course to be beneficial, although, “That is not to say that 
faculty in business, engineering, biology, or any other academic discipline cannot benefit from moral 
theory. They certainly can” (p. 141). Michael Davis, Ethics and the University (New York: Routledge, 
1999).  
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shame at his own lack of personal ability to overcome himself is confronted by his 

father’s friend’s gracious act of love and acceptance. This action is, for Uncle Robert, a 

sense-making effort expressed through action because of his practical wisdom, and it has 

implicitly developed as a product of the virtues considered in both this thesis and the 

work of virtue ethicists and virtue epistemologists. Uncle Robert understands the 

situation, works off his presumptions and the narrative of grace he has cultivated, and 

acts accordingly.83 

 The plot itself is an effort to establish the importance of the intellectual virtues in 

leadership through practical wisdom and sense-making. In some ways the capacity of 

understanding and its value in practical wisdom (practical wisdom being the virtue by 

which we know how to act in a specific situation and circumstance), is essential for the 

transformation that Oxford undertakes over the course of the plot, which follows Oxford 

as he wages a war with God over the ownership of his very life, expressed by themes of 

suicide, lust, violence, and isolation. Although this is a spiritual struggle, it is not a 

religious struggle as defined by the Astins and Lindholm, which suggests, “feeling 

unsettled about religious matters, disagreeing with family about religious matters, feeling 

distant from God, and questioning one’s religious beliefs.”84 85 Oxford has been 

                                                            
 
83 In this way, Uncle Robert follows the process of sense-making, described by Weick and his 

colleagues as having its, “beginnings in acts of noticing and bracketing, its mixture of retrospect and 
prospect, its reliance on presumptions to guide action, its embedding in interdependence, and its 
culmination in articulation that shades into acting thinkingly” (p. 413). This is an internal process, and only 
the action is represented in chapter five. Actions and words are the product of the internal and external 
processes of sensemaking.  

84 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, p. 144.  
 
85 For a novel whose plot relies heavily on religious struggle, see R. O. Kwon’s The Incendiaries 

(New York: Riverhead, 2018), which follows the interactions of Will and Phoebe as Will deals with a loss 
of religious faith and Phoebe with her growing connection to a violent religious cult. The argument about 
God’s existence plays a pivotal role in the novel, as Will states, “I believe that we, in the attempt to live, 
invented [God]” (p. 207). The question of whether one live or have hope in a world without God is a 
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confronted, or so he believes, with the reality of God, and as such he seeks out meaning 

and purpose in response to this revelation, which suggests more of what the Astins and 

Lindholm refer to as Spiritual Quest: “a form of existential engagement that emphasizes 

individual purpose and meaning-making in the world.”86 87 God is never closer to Oxford 

than in The Unusual Reign. Indeed, the practices that Oxford undergoes, however 

reluctantly, such as self-reflection and helping friends with personal problems, are more 

emblematic of spiritual quest towards God, which is the sort of effort conducive to one’s 

spiritual development.88 Thus the plot, Oxford’s war with God is not a religious struggle 

so much as a spiritual quest, where through conflict Oxford experiences spiritual growth 

and a more coherent understanding of leadership.  

 The intellectual virtues and sense-making are illustrated not merely through 

mentors and plot, but through Oxford’s fellow students as well. The intellectual virtue of 

generosity can be found in several characters. Chief among them is Addison Pine. 

Addison shows herself to be generous in chapters twelve and thirteen, when she first 

shares her poem with him and then offers her own confession to him in chapter thirteen. 

In chapter twelve, this sharing of the poem is a gracious effort to point both herself and 

                                                            
question merely alluded to in The Unusual Reign, which asks instead how one would morally and 
intellectual respond to knowledge and reality.  

 
86 Kwon, p. 28.  
 
87 Another novel to explore the tension between the divine and human, albeit in more fantastic 

terms, is Matt Ruff’s Fool on the Hill (New York: Grove Press, 1988). Drawing from fantasy and 
mythology, Fool on the Hill follows a writer at a fictionalized Cornell University, who attempts to confront 
the god Apollo, who has been manipulating his life for the sake of a good story. The plot interweaves a 
variety of narratives that tackle such themes as collegiate life, epic narrative, fantasy, and religion. The 
Unusual Reign distinguishes itself through a more grounded narrative, exploring Oxford’s submission to 
God and how that impacts his relationships and community.  

 
88 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, p. 41-44.  
 



 

xl 
 

Oxford to the ultimate source of satisfaction, at least for Addison, which is God. Oxford 

misinterprets or is afraid to acknowledge the central mission of the poem, as he afraid to 

acknowledge his own complicity in Addison’s self-perceived sin. Addison’s generosity is 

motivated by her love of God and love of Oxford, which spurs her attempt to show him 

the error in his own self-medicating and self-denial.89 Addison’s behavior reveals a 

moment, “where the generosity is genuine, a significant portion of the motivation is a 

concern for the well-being of the younger person and for the goods internal to intellectual 

practices.”90 Addison’s concern for Oxford’s personal, spiritual, and intellectual well-

being motivates her actions in the narrative, and this concern is founded upon a higher 

concern in light of God’s justice and grace.  

The Unusual Reign explores vices of intellectual generosity as well. Early in the 

narrative, Addison practices an excess of generosity, prompted by Oxford’s own 

emotional manipulation and selfish desires, although this excess is more of a moral than 

intellectual excess. A deficiency of intellectual generosity is when Oxford, Hillman, and 

Craig refuse to provide a full explanation of Harper’s removal from the role of President 

of Percy College, as well as Oxford and Craig’s withholding of information regarding the 

November Incident, where Max punched Addison in the mouth because she refused his 

advances. This intellectual stinginess proves detrimental to the community at Percy 

                                                            
89 The consequences of mental illness, as well as relationship to religious study and spiritual quest, 

are major plot topics in the text of Jeffrey Eugenides’s The Marriage Plot (New York: Farrer, Straus, and 
Giroux, 2011), which sees the protagonist’s boyfriend suffer from a serious bought of depression, which 
leads to his hospitalization. Eugenides interweaves discussion of Semiotic Theory, the theory of signs and 
sign interpretation, as part of his text, and through this illustrates the importance of intellectual discernment 
in the lives of college students. The Unusual Reign speaks of mental illness and responses to it in light of 
intellectual virtues and sense-making, although it notes similar consequences as those explored by 
Eugenides.  

 
90 Roberts and Wood, p. 302.  
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College and Queen Anne; in the case of the former it is because accusatory and 

presumptuous assertions that fill gaps of knowledge, while in the latter’s case silence 

permits further wrongdoing.91 The necessity of intellectual generosity in leadership is 

shown that, by sharing or withholding information, leaders can communicate messages 

that build or break communities.  

 When the need for charity becomes clear, intellectual courage arises as a necessity 

by students at Queen Anne University. Roberts and Wood argue that for a courageous act 

to be overall virtuous, it must, “be motivated by some virtuous motive. And this will 

mean that some virtue other than courage has to motivate the courageous action: justice, 

compassion, generosity, love of knowledge.”92 In The Unusual Reign, Craig Detweiler 

sets an example of intellectual courage motivated by justice. The Whiskeymen, an 

intellectual society, while originally an antithesis to stereotypical notions of fraternities, 

has developed similar practices of exclusion and superiority to the extent that their 

initiation rituals have become little more than hazing. This has led to violence against 

women out of a desperation by some Whiskeymen to fit into the group, as one of the 

rituals is asking a female student on a date. Some students have taken this effort to far, as 

Craig realizes. As such he is confronted with a challenge: does he acknowledge the 

toxicity of his beloved community and report them to Queen Anne administration, or 

does he reject that option out of loyalty to his friends in the Whiskies? 93  In this moral as 

                                                            
91 Oxford and Craig do this as a way to maintain hold of certain extrinsic goods, such as their good 

reputations and time. Roberts and Wood argue that, “intellectual generosity is likely to be found in a 
personality in which concern for the intrinsic intellectual goods is strong relative to the interest in extrinsic 
intellectual goods” (Roberts and Wood, p. 295). 

 
92 Roberts and Wood, p. 217.  
 
93 Similar conflicts of courage and confession are major plot concerns of other collegiate fiction, 

such as Donna Tartt’s The Secret History (New York: Random House, 1992), which exemplify what 
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well as intellectual dilemma, Craig faces exclusion and retribution, as well as a loss of 

friendship, should he pursue justice. However, if he keeps silent then he is complicit in 

further toxic practices. The fear here is a fear of isolation that, “tends to disrupt one’s 

intellectual functioning,” and Craig must have the courage to understand the proper 

course of action.94 His courage proves up to the task, as he confesses the wrongdoing of 

his community, the Whiskeymen, near the close of the novel.  

 Intellectual autonomy, the first virtue discussed in this introduction, serves as the 

final epistemic virtue of direct note in The Unusual Reign. The two primary students who 

exercise, or fail to exercise this virtue, are Oxford Brickmann and Rylie Leonardon. 

Oxford exemplifies this this virtue over the course of the novel, as he often draws on 

intellectual and literary sources for his beliefs. The key example of such a source is 

Stoicism and the story of Cato the Younger.95 96Later, Oxford begins to find new 

regulators of knowledge, such as mentors who provide him with perspectives of charity 

and grace, biblical narratives, such as the relationship of Peter to Christ as alluded to in 

chapter nine, and even God, whose revelation to Oxford serves as the inciting incident of 

                                                            
happens when students are too afraid to confront or share wrongdoings or unpleasant information. Another 
example is M. L. Rio’s If We Were Villains (New York: Flatiron Books, 2017), which concerns itself with 
the question of deceit, jealousy, and violence at a Shakespearean conservatory. Both books deal with 
murder and violence in light of certain narratives and beliefs, and The Unusual Reign does something 
similar, although it emphasizes Stoic and Judeo-Christian perspectives and narratives in place of Hellenistic 
and Shakespearean ones, although both are alluded to in the text.  

 
94 Roberts and Wood, p. 234.  
 
95 I chose Stoicism as a direct response to Tartt’s The Secret History, in which the primary 

influence on the students in the novel is a Nietzschean and Dionysian framework that prizes an anarchic 
revelry and leads to murder. Stoicism, in response, aspires for self-mastery and the assertion of order. 
96 The name of Percy College comes from Walker Percy, a writer whose novel Lancelot (New York: 
Picador, 1977) articulates the way in which certain regulators of knowledge, and one’s response to them, 
can have harmful consequences.  
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the narrative.97 Rylie draws from dramatic sources, such as Aristophanes and 

Shakespeare, to prepare her performance protest in chapter fourteen, which itself is 

motivated by her knowledge about the misfortunes that have plagued Queen Anne 

University. However, Rylie’s fervor to action keeps her from recognizing other important 

sources of knowledge that would help her better understand the occasion, as she 

condemns Hillman in chapter six for his complicity in Harper’s resignation despite not 

knowing the whole story. Even her performance protest appears misguided, as Oxford 

notes that it will not change perspectives but be seen only as brief, if gratuitous 

entertainment. These characters must recognize their indebtedness to exterior sources of 

knowledge, and they must regulate their own knowledge and its sources well.  

 Oxford Brickmann develops these intellectual virtues over the course of the novel, 

and by the end he discovers the value of sense-making and practical wisdom. Oxford’s 

problems are in some sense a part of much larger concerns, as he is directly or indirectly 

involved in a war with God over the fate of his soul, the dissolution of community at 

Percy College, the November Incident with the Whiskeymen, and extra-marital sex with 

Addison Pine. Engaging himself with all these issues directly would be an exhausting and 

overwhelming task. Instead, over the course of the novel, Oxford really has only one 

direct event which he undertakes in direct confrontation: confession and reconciliation 

with Addison Pine. This one issue is one that Oxford can confront, even though it 

remains a struggle, and in this way, he exemplifies the nature of Small Wins, a process in 

                                                            
97 Roberts and Wood note that Christian intellectual autonomy is, “a disposition and ability to 

resist some hetero-regulators by virtue of obedience to another hetero-regulator” (p. 277). This disposition 
and ability to resist some external sources of belief by obedience to another source is the pivotal capacity 
for autonomy expressed in the novel, as Oxford’s beliefs by the end of the novel become dependent on one 
ultimate authority, God, rather than on himself or some lesser source of knowledge. The novel argues that 
such an admittance of authority is not commonplace in human life and requires a tremendous amount of 
effort. Hence, The Unusual Reign.  
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sense-making that takes large-scale problems and breaks them down into manageable 

pieces suitable for individual action.98 Oxford takes enormous problems, at least as he 

perceives, and is able to find pieces of these problems with which he can interact. 

Through increments his growth occurs. Oxford is at last sense-maker by means of his 

story. In chapters one through seventeen, Oxford relays the story of his near-death and 

war with God on Ash Wednesday. He helps his family to make sense of his story by 

providing an honest account of a single day and his own growth and failings over that 

period. Furthermore, Oxford learns to recognize and act in accordance with reality, no 

longer using pseudonyms for his friends to avoid confronting harsh truths. Alongside this 

comes the reality of grace, which Oxford receives from his friends, the Pine family, and 

perhaps, as the end of the novel hints, ultimately from himself. Ultimately, the offer of 

grace from God is something so powerful and terrible that Oxford flees from it, until at 

the end, he asks the Pines to prayer for him and his fellow sinners, “… now and at the 

hour of our death.” 99  

 The Unusual Reign offers a vision of student leaders who develop intellectual 

virtues, which they then use to act from practical wisdom and create a shared meaning 

through sense-making. These student leaders can lead their communities with 

authenticity, grace, and wisdom as they recognize the generosity, courage, and autonomy 

required to flourish in an academic environment. They develop such knowledge in the 

classroom, from their mentors, and with their peers. Through Oxford’s intellectual and 

active acceptance of responsibility in the life of community, change occurs. He 

                                                            
98 Karl E. Weick, “Small Wins: Redefining the Scale of Social Problems,” American Psychologist 

39, 1 (1984), pp. 40-41.  
 
99 Eliot, p. 86 
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cooperates in this change. Leadership development, intellectual development, and 

education require initiative on behalf of the student. However, when students willingly 

undertake the process of becoming intellectually engaged, empathetic, and socially 

responsible individuals, amazing changes can occur. Yet, this is a cooperative effort, and 

the traditional university, with its on-campus residencies, access to leadership 

opportunities and mentorship, and engagement with the broader societies, can serve an 

enormous part in working with students in cultivating the kind of leaders and thoughtful 

followers that can make a difference, however small, in our world. That is the possibility 

illustrated in The Unusual Reign. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
This Man’s Gift and That Man’s Scope 

 

“Because I do not hope to turn again 

Because I do not hope 

Because I do not hope to turn.” – T. S. Eliot 100 

 

Argument:  

Oxford Brickmann, an RA for Walker Percy Residential College at Queen Anne 

University in Margate Sands, Washington (a fictional suburb of Seattle), awakens the 

night after battling the urge to commit suicide. He discovers that God has invaded his 

life, and with this knowledge he leaves his dorm room to meet with Addison Pine, his 

best friend, with whom he spent the previous night, but when he finds her in a morning 

Ash Wednesday Service, just after he witnesses the Spork Trials, a competition at Percy 

College, she flees the chapel.  

 

 

 As I was a telling you, that loneliness struck me in my morning shower, in what 

could have easily been a pool of my own vomit. With my knees against my chin, I 

huddled in a puddle of blistering water. The puddle had collected because my heel, the 

washcloth, and the left side of my bottom had smothered the shower drain for over thirty 

                                                            
100 “Ash Wednesday,” pg. 85.  
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minutes. Broiled water roared down from the showerhead, beneath which I had sat long 

enough so that I no longer felt its bite on my skin or the puddle’s scalding teeth about 

my nether-regions. Moisture clung to the walls, and through it I traced the character of 

an M, which the steam would swallow even before I finished the final line. 

M. As in Oxford M. Brickmann. The M stands for Moron. You are kind to deny 

it, but Oxford Moron Brickmann’s a Moron. The kind of moron who can’t, as goes the 

adage, keep it in his pants. Can’t control himself. 

As the M faded, I stroked with pruned fingers the yellowed edges of the plastic 

shower curtain. The steam bore the whiff of dandruff shampoo, which prompted me to 

imagine the multitudinous bits of myself, along with the bugs and all the tiny things, 

flaking off my blistered skin and down the drain. 

Steam swirled through the shower hooks above me. I pulled the yellowed edge of 

the shower curtain and felt it strain against those hooks. It started to tear before I 

stopped.101 I pulled my hand closer to my chest. That loneliness clung about my neck and 

dragged me down.  

It’s just me in the shower.  

Me. Alone.  

Loneliness found me, Oxford M. Brickmann, whose premature crow’s feet have 

transplanted from the corners of his eyes to his prune-wrinkled hands. Mother couldn’t 

comprehend the crow’s feet, and Dad said they reminded him of his own. The thought of 

my mother and father increased the heaviness, and that, as well as the slow boil of my 

ass, prompted me to leave the shower. I stood myself up and damn—sorry—felt the water 

                                                            
101 Mark 15:38 (New Revised Standard Version) 
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like a lash across the back. Water got so hot I could still feel its teeth gnaw me from scalp 

to foot. I flailed for the knob and tripped. As I fell the knob squeaked, and I struck the 

cold tile with my forearm. Against my back the faucet sputtered out, and the puddle 

trickled out until just the steam and I alone remained. Well, the steam, the loneliness, and 

I. Well, all of us and the heat on my skin.  

What do you call this loneliness? Some people call it conscience. I never 

considered conscience a lonely thing. I was sore in my lower back from moving a couch 

last night. It hurt, but you know. I'm a Stoic, so it didn’t bother me enough to get excited 

over, but damn. 

The heavy loneliness in my gut intensified. I had sat, naked in the shower, with 

my eyes shut for so long that the light unsteadied me almost as much as the steam’s 

dispersion in the bathroom air. I lay prostrate on the ground, my limbs splayed at odd 

angles like a limp puppet. The tangles of the mat sank like gentle wool beneath my 

fingers when at last I clambered up, and with a wince I draped a towel that had lay to my 

left, folded immaculate over a metal bar almost ripped out of the wall. I hadn't thought 

myself heavy enough to break it when I'd tripped last night. I wrapped the towel around 

me at the first brush of cool air and imprisoned my receding heat in its cotton. But the 

loneliness never departed. 

God—sorry—dammit, I keep doing that. Let me start again. Last February, it was 

my junior year of college; I was a Resident Advisor several months shy of the drinking 

age; and from the last night I carried a, well, let’s just say it was a bit worse than 

hangover. I’m telling you all this, even though you know it, because, for the first time, I 

want to get the facts straight. 
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Dispersing steam revealed my sink, spattered with a fortnight’s worth of stubble, 

soap, and toothpaste. My toothbrush leaned up against the wall with its topmost bristles 

just reflected in the mirror, which ran up from sink to ceiling and always bore flecks of 

plaque the glass cleaner couldn't eviscerate. I washed my hands with lavender-scent soap, 

which played fiddle strings in my lower gut. Next to my soap dispenser I reached for the 

crumpled hand towel and brushed against my razor. I felt its metal edge run against my 

skin. 

The razor. The blade glinted in the cold light of the overhead bulb. As I turned the 

razor around in my hands, the weight of loneliness pulled my heart deep down into my 

stomach like a steel hook and swirled it around, which is why I told you that it would 

have been just as likely to have found me in the pool of my own vomit. I squeezed the 

mahogany handle with fingers wrinkled and knuckles protruding. I’m the only man I 

know who still shaves with a straight razor.  

Squeezed. The memory of last night squeezed my throat and head. The couch, her 

gasps, and the wine that spread like blood over the carpet. I clutched the edge of the sink. 

God, I was going to hurl. I, God, my stomach churned, and I pictured the acids froth and 

boil like the shower’s scalding water. I ran cool water from the tap, and I seemed aware 

of how the water ran between the rivets of my wrinkled fingers. I wanted it to sink 

between the skin, which still carried the trace of the shower’s burn, but it ran along as if 

my skin was too hard for it, like clay scorched in the desert. I breathed, and the squeeze 

in my head relaxed as the steam's heavy heat met the faucet's cool flow.  

"Damn" I said. "What a night."  

What a loneliness. Loneliness. Loneliness draped about my insides like tar. 
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Discordant stomach; discordant gut. Who’d have thought loneliness could wreck 

you so much? 

My features grew clearer in the mirror. Funny as it sounds, I kept telling 

myself, with a voice in the back of my head, that the reflection was someone else; that 

the glass was a window and not a mirror. Knuckles stroked three days of black stubble, 

thin and patched on a face that slacked off and regrew these past twenty years. Jagged 

fingernails traced sunken cheeks beneath the crow’s feet. Hair kept too short to comb 

crowned a weary face with wide mouth that smiled as if to greet this shell of myself. 

But the straight razor glistened on either side of the glass. It wasn't in the cheekbones, 

nor in the knuckles; not in the eyes' whites or the wrinkled fingers. I tried to focus on 

the fingers that had scars of warts burned off by acid and the new wart that sprouted on 

the arm. I stared into eyes yellow and bloodshot. I knew the uneven nostrils. I saw 

them and felt the weight. Crooked. Uneven. 

Crooked.  

Crooked. 

But precious. 

“Precious.” You’re… “Precious”. The word reverberated in my head, and I felt 

the first juices scorch the inside of my throat as they crawled back up to daylight. I 

turned back towards the porcelain rim of the toilet bowl, knelt on my knees as if in 

prayer, and choked up yesterday's lasagna. You see, I saw a face in the mirror. A face 

that didn’t belong to me.  

“I’m sorry.” I mumbled through chunks of meatball and bile of tomato sauce. 

“I’m sorry.”  
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… 

 That was how my day began; two hours earlier than it should’ve. Adam, you’re 

listening, right? 

Go on, Ox. I’m listening.102 

 I really wish I didn't have to start this whole story with the fact that I heaved 

Italian food over the porcelain throne; not an ideal follow-up to the best and worst night 

of my life. After I had dispensed the pleasantries and spun their moist chunks down the 

pipes, I lay clammy on a clean portion of the tile floor until my stomach eased. The 

steam from the shower dissipated over me, and everything, sinuses and arteries 

included, seemed freer than they had been in forever. But the loneliness was still there; 

it shackled me to the cold tile floor. My fingers had nearly lost their wrinkles by the 

time I used them to push myself up, and, even though they ran easily through the 

sleeves of the day's t-shirt, hung up on the door and smoothed by steam, they turned to 

lead at the thought of leaving the bathroom. I listened for a moment to the drip-drip-

drips of the showerhead, inhaled, and then stumbled into my bedroom and the 

morning's silence. 

My dorm room, since the air freshener ran out the previous Thursday, had the 

brownish odor of stagnancy and sleep, as well as the faint saltiness that comes with the 

western breeze. My jogging pants lay wrinkled on the floor, and I picked those up 

along with the sweatsoaked, maroon cotton shirt spattered with phrases "AUDITORI 

FACIUNT ET CAPITEM ET CORPOREM" and “QAU Classics’ Latin Day 2017” 

that sandwiched a stick-man in a toga who scampered to an olive-wreath crown. The 

                                                            
102 The response in italics written here, derives from the work of Walker Percy’s Lancelot, pp. 

256-257. 
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shirt had been discarded two feet beside the empty hamper. The hamper was empty 

save for the pair of white socks with a celestian stripe and a bold celestian crest. 

Celestian is a dark shade of blue. To the left of it, the light on my PlayStation was still 

red, the red speck in the dark corner of the room, beneath the void of my television 

screen, a 32-inch bought at a Goodwill last July. 

My phone lay face-up on the desk beneath my bed, which, through extensions, 

towered over the rest of my room. I scooped up my phone, switched off the impending 

alarm, and set it face down on a yellowed and frayed copy of Plutarch’s Fall of the 

Roman Republic.103  The phone-case had a blue, celestian blue, stripe across it. I 

slipped my white flannel trousers off a hanger in the indented wall that compensated 

for a closet in my room. I tugged them over my knees, but when I stood, I had to grab 

the waistline to keep the pants from sliding off. My belt! I’d tossed it to the ground 

when I’d gotten home last night. The floor was too dark, so I got on my knees to search 

for it. As I did, my fingers brushed a crumpled sheet of paper by the side of my bed. 

I froze.  

"Sovegna vos a temps de ma dolor." That’s what the paper said.  

 My discordant gut constricted. The weight of loneliness was back again, but this 

time it came with a sensation of being watched from some shadowed corner of the room. 

I crinkled up the paper and tossed it in the overfull trash-bin. When was the last time I’d 

cleaned? I thought. God, sorry, there were boxes of off-brand fig newtons and stale 

toaster pastries heaped on the side of my desk. 

 “Share ‘em with your friends.” Mother had said. Share ‘em with your friends. 

                                                            
103 Plutarch. Fall of the Roman Republic, trans. Rex Warner (New York: Penguin, 2005) 
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Sovegna Vos a Me Temps Dolore? 

 Yeah, it’s Latin. 

It means? 

Be mindful in due time of my pain.  

Last night's exhaustion hung so heavy around my shoulders that I hobbled from 

the desk situated beneath my upraised bed to the couch on the walls opposite the TV, 

upon which I deposited my scalded ass and plastered foot beneath a framed printout of 

The Death of Caesar by Gerome. In the painting, the senators flee the building, leaving 

Caesar crumpled on the floor with his toga over his face. From the angle in which I sat, 

Caesar looked somewhat like a bleached eagle, crumpled on the ground. I licked my lips 

and could taste the vomit. I smelled blood when I looked at Caesar’s wounds. I felt like 

one of the conspirators, sick at the deed, looking back to see Caesar’s body, prostrate 

past the gilded seat. I leaned back on the couch and draped my leg along the top of it. I 

dug my fingers in my eyes. It was too early to be thinking, even for me.  

How long had I been up? Gah, my phone was on top of Plutarch, who himself 

was on top of off- brand fig newtons, and my other hand clasped the belt, unbuckled. 

The pants pawed weakly at my hips. I forced myself back up. The whole act of picking 

up the phone was habit, absent- minded, since I knew that I'd been up since at least four-

thirty. Beneath the phone, in the corner of the cupboard, I had a stack of baseball cards. 

To get my mind off Caesar and that face in the mirror, I thought for a moment 

about the baseball cards and baseball. The clap of the ball against the rising bat, the 

heaving breathing as you rush towards first base, and the roar of the crowd as the white 

fleck floats out of the park. You feel as light as the ball itself soaring over the field. But 
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then, I thought of Caesar playing baseball. The folds of his toga floating as he springs 

to first base. Panting. Groaning. 

I shook my head. Must be exhausted. Then I added in a whisper, "No sher, 

Shitlock," and my heart quivered at the sound of my own voice as it did when I 

muttered “sovegna vos.” I buckled the belt and grabbed my button-down shirt from the 

niche in the wall, the button-up checkered with tiny yellow, white, and blue squares. I 

needed to brush my teeth. I brushed my teeth. Splendid. I was clean and dressed, with 

no one else awake and a dining hall that didn't open for another forty minutes. What 

was I supposed to do with the squeeze I felt coming on in my head and the 

inexhaustible exhaustion of the heaviness in my gut? With everyone asleep it’s like 

everyone’s dead. My phone buzzed. 

I read the name. 

Addy: Morning! Thanks for helping move the couch last night 

Me: You are most welcome. It was a pleasure.  

Addy: The coolest of beans. What the hell are you doing awake? 

Me: Jogging what are you doing awake 

Me: *? 

Addy: Woke up early for Ask Wendy. First time I’ll make a morning service in 

three years. 

Me: Proud of you. 

Addy: *Bows* Thanks, coach. Can you make it to Ask Wendy as you’re 

awake? 

Addy: Friend. Coach-frtind. Addy: *friend. Sorry, I’m tired. 
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Me: You’re good. Maybe. I might want to get some homework done. Addy: I’d 

like to see you there. 

Me: As you wish 

I had turned again and dug my heels deep into the recesses of my desk chair 

and over my belly gazed out the window into the fog of the morning, which rubbed up 

against the windows and the brick walls like a grey cat speckled by yellow lamplight. 

It was thick fog. I felt the window with the back of my hand. Frigid. 

What it would be, I wondered, if nothing had happened at all, and there was no 

band-aid on my foot and the texts to Craig had gone further? Craig’s my, well he’s my 

best friend. You’d think I would have told him. If the texts to Craig had gone more 

like... 

Me: Hey, I’m in a bad way this afternoon. I was gonna go to Addy’s after 

class, but I thought I ought to talk with you. (15:15) 

Craig: course man hmu rn in Perc? (15:16) 

Instead of… 

Me: You wanna hang out? (15:15) 

Craig: sorry at bb wth friends (23:24) 

Me: You up? Could you come hang out for a bit? (2:15) 

I had told myself that I should call Craig. I told myself that over and over and 

over. Call Craig, call Dad, Call Sean. Call Sean, but Sean’d call his boss, and they’d 

bring the police, and I’d spend three days in a white room tied to a gurney. I’d rather 

be this: twig-boy in shirt checkered, with legs thin like aspen trees, his shoes the color 

of blood prodding the back of a worn leather desk chair. Oxblood Martens. 
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I checked the clock (6:32), and I rolled my sleeves up and then rolled them 

down again. I'd spent an hour with Craig yesterday on the Playstation while I endured 

his consternation about Carmen of the Zoe Generation, chestnut curls and full lips: his 

latest fixation. We’d had a talk about that just a few days ago. There was a time when 

all the parents named their kids Zoe, and then ten-to-fifteen years later it happens again. 

The same happens with names like Ava, while you get the consistency of Sarahs and 

Katies in every situation. I dated a girl named Zoe in high school, or rather was 

entranced by a girl named Zoe in high school, and that's why I call ours the Zoe 

generation. Zoe’s not her real name, though, it’s just a name I used when I was too 

embarrassed to talk about her for real. Is that social anxiety? Ha. Ha ha. Ouch.  

You alright? 

Yeah, just hit me up with that Morphine, and I’ll be dandy. I wanted to talk 

about the latest of Lit Tactics with Semoline Pilchard and Quillion Trace.  

So did I. But you got us into this. So please, continue. 

Anyway, my mind turned to Zoe, or rather the curvaceous idea of Zoe, which 

led to the curvaceous idea of Addison, which then led me to the idea that perhaps it 

was time to get out of the bedroom. 

I grabbed my coat from where it lay over the corner of the couch. It was a grey 

topcoat with tails and a pair of large round buttons, like eyes, on the lower back. Addy 

calls it the walrus coat. I tell her that makes no sense. Even garbed in my coat and 

shoes, looking not a little like the Oxford don, my knees and feet still felt anchored to 

the earth. There was something about the unrepentant smell of lavender on my hands. 

"Get on with it" I commanded myself. Get out of the room. Stand up, turn the 
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handle on the door, take a walk, and then be at the dining hall early. 

Instead, I sat on my denim couch that sagged like my father’s belly and 

thought about the previous night. How’d I’d left my room in Percy College. Percy 

College the marbled corse. I’d called it a festerground for maggots in my head. 

Festerground’s not even a real word, but there were three hundred grubs, 

bloodsuckers, slurping me dry in there. Thirty of them inescapable. The boys with 

their backward glances at my back and downcast eyes when I knew I’d have to write 

them up. The test practices that afternoon and the empty weight in my head and heart. 

The crumpled letter sovegna vos a me temps dolore on top of my discarded name 

tag’s Oxford Brickmann: Resident Advisor at three o’clock. Then I, I had to get out of 

there. I left. And it’s all kind of a blur. Dinner with Addison was lasagna and 

laughter. I remember my reflection in the broad window and the reflection of dry 

fingers clutching a Bloody Mary over the sunset in Addison’s place. She had such a 

nice apartment. The room was unsteady. She asked about baseball. I told her it was 

spring-training. 

I asked Addison if she knew the story of Bloody Mary. Of how if you say 

Bloody Mary three times in the bathroom mirror at midnight she’ll come through the 

mirror and gouge out your eyes. I watched her as she bent over in the kitchen to 

deposit the saran-wrapped lasagna. She had on my baseball cap, and it clashed with 

her red hair. Even then her hair ran down the curve of her back. She was dressed for 

bed. Sweatpants and t-shirt so light it seemed made of silk and moonbeams. It hung 

across her chest, lay open as she bent over. Bloody Mary. Bloody Mary. Bloody 

Mary. I turned away. The dead face that peered at me through her window was my 
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own. 

I jabbed my palms into my eyelids so long that the darkness dissolved into the 

shuddering diamonds, infinite and split like fractals. The weight in my chest was so 

heavy as that impossible hook clawed its way up through my belly; pulled me 

through the floor. What was I supposed to do with this heaviness? With the dead face 

that was dead but precious. 

What was I going to do with this weight? This loneliness was inside me. I 

hated it. I couldn’t control it. I tried to control it. It wasn’t me. The loneliness wasn’t 

me. The squeeze. It was someone else. 

And it was. 

Oxford M. Brickman, where the M stands for Moron, that was it! I leapt to my 

feet and stormed back into the bathroom. One more time, I had to take a good look at 

that face. The infinite sets of diamonds dissipated the way fire burns holes in film, but 

it left me reeling for a moment as I stared, accused, the face in the mirror. I'm 

antiquated, call me superstitious, but last night I'd seen something different over the 

Bloody Mary, and sorry, it wasn’t just the vodka in the tomato juice. That was when 

the heaviness began, and it wasn’t just the alcohol. 

This was a different face. What I saw in Craig, Sean, Iris, Tomiko, Dad, and 

Addie. You know what it is? 

I saw it. 

He was in my face. 

Jesus Christ, sorry. It was in my face. Back for more. I wasn’t alone.  

My arms were lead, my stomach even more so, but my heart was racing a 
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thousand beats. I pulled out my phone and scrolled down through the contacts. Found: 

"Sean “I.P.F” Hamilton." 

Me: Hey Sean, can we talk today please? Lunch? 

Sean, not boss. He’d know something was up. I found Craig Detweiler: Me: 

Can we talk today please? It was kind of a rough yesterday. 

I checked my watch even though I still held my phone. 6:45. Close enough. I 

had to get out and do something, see somebody. I stuffed my bookbag, I psyched 

myself up. Why the hell did this have to be so hard? I flung Plutarch into my bookbag 

alongside a copy of Catullus, and with Plutarch came a package of those stale, off-

brand fig bars, I think. They may have been there all the while. I don’t know. 

I went by the bathroom one last time; came back from the dorm door, 

and grabbed my straight razor. Stuffed that in my bookbag too. Felt the weight 

of it. 

God, sorry, I woke up this morning, and he hunted me.  

… 

 

Damn, sorry, it was cold. Somebody should have told February to sweep out 

the vestiges of its snow that week. Don’t lolly. Don’t gag. You can leave the slush; but 

clear this house for Spring. However, February had no plans for renovation. The snow 

loitered, and a fog slipped in naked and pale like a homewrecker. This thick, seductive 

sort of fog caressed Percy College as he slept, petrified, curled like an abandoned 

child in the shadow of Mount Rainier. This was Percy Residential College at Queen 

Anne University, Margate Sands, Washington. A brief drive from downtown Seattle. 
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How much do you know about Percy College? Chelsea mentioned it to you. 

So, my boys down in the Classics Department teamed up with the Honors Program to 

build Percy in the late nineties. Dr. C. Cloud was a Harvard man and Vice-President of 

Student Life. He poured millions into this plot of earth off Clive Hamilton Mall and 

then quit the project and the university for a Provost’s job somewhere in Texas. Poor 

Percy was only half built. Some donors, including Doctor Percy, helped finish up the 

rest, and they found a Medievalist to serve as the first faculty in Residence. Never 

mind that Dr. Cloud’s dream for the building was the Acropolis reborn. Percy gave its 

warm welcome to a relieved faculty of the humanities and a swath of nearly four-

hundred honors students. They’ve broadened out some with the student body. The 

honors kids live on the other side of campus now except for a couple stragglers like 

myself. A picture at the front desk reveals the first Percians, arm in arm, smiling on 

opening day, Fall 1999 in the warmth of a rare day’s Washington sunshine. 

This winter, Percy was dark and gleamed with frost. My grey topcoat with the 

walrus face tails was not quite enough, I realized, to manage the wind. I stepped out 

from beneath the the stoa, the long passage flanked with bone-white pillars on one side 

and the high, broad windows of the Percy’s Great Hall on the other. Stoa’s an old term 

for the walkways of Greek buildings. They were used for conversations. It’s where the 

Stoics, my other people, first came together. The stoa led from the boys' dorm entrance 

down to the archway, and cold light from inside the hall splashed on the concrete and 

on the grass, crisp with frost, in the quadrangle. It cast the fog in a jaundiced pallor. I 

placed myself in the center of the main quad, between the halls on two sides, the 

offices on another, and the dining hall. The dormitories’ sheer, marbled walls, patched 
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with a hundred shuttered windows, extended far past the columns. The frigid grass of 

the quadrangle crunched beneath my feet, and in the darkness and the fog sparse 

windows, lit by those who had stayed up overnight or wakened early, gleamed like 

eager eyes. I gazed up and tried to find something open in the heaviness about and in 

me, but the morning remained buried by the haze and ink darkness. There was no sign 

of a sky; rather the mist was so thick I could watch it spiral. It did so not light and 

effervescent, as in a dance, but haltingly, like a man in chains. It sounds bleak, sorry. 

When I closed my eyes, however, the clouds receded and exposed the vault of 

morning sky. A thousand, thousands upon thousands, of jittered dots, alive with 

motion, danced upon the canvas of my eyelids. It might just be the painkillers, Tracey, 

but I remember the way in which behind my eyes the old emptiness lifted. Just me, 

untethered. But when I opened my eyes and returned to the shackled fog, there was the 

imprint of a voice. Come out from under the shadow. Come out into the shadow’s 

eyes. For the corse of Percy College offered no shelter as I lingered, subject to the 

scrutiny of window eyes. I stood for a minute or two. I don’t know if anything was up 

there, but nevertheless I felt God, or my reflection, or some sleepy pair of human eyes 

scrutinize me. I felt very small.  

The windows were veiled with cheap blinds. There was a room, barely lit on 

the third floor. That was Chris’s room. Beyond it I could make out his shape. Of all the 

people to be awake at this hour, it had to be him. Silent and vast. Christopher Null’s 

bloated shadow lumbered behind the cheap blinds. 

Christopher Null? 

I thought I’d… I’ll have to tell you later. That’s the good stuff. 



 

17 
 

 

I ducked to my left to get out of Chris’s shadow. The trek took me into the 

smaller of the two quads, by which you reached the chapel, dining hall, and the faculty 

flat. The Percians named most spots in the college the past twenty years.  

Weequad gained its name that morning.  

"WEE!!!" Like a ballistic missile, Penny Ballard, PhD blasted on her bicycle 

through the arched entryway and around the corner, where she almost ran over my 

toes. Huffing and shrieking with manic glee, she began a lap around the yew tree that 

grew in the center of Weequad, whereupon she collided with a huge man that stood in 

front of a gaggle of strangers gathered outside of Baskin Chapel. I, for my part, stood 

transfixed as Penny Ballard collapsed, roaring with laughter and apologizing profusely 

to the enormous man whom she had trounced with her bicycle.  

“NOOO!!!” An ungainly shape with a head smothered by black curls surged 

past me with an upraised arm. His face was red as a roided cherry as he barreled 

straight for Dr. Ballard. The huge man ceased to bend over, which he had done to help 

Dr. Ballard rise, and witnessed with wide eyes, as (mirabile dictu!) Alex prepared to 

spring onto the upraised platform where the yew tree stood, and as he did he cast his 

upraised hand into the lamplight. There, in his pudgy fist, he clutched a gleaming 

Spork.  

“Alex!” I shouted at once as realization hurled itself upon me.  

“Alexander!” The huge man bellowed, completely bewildered. 

“Master SEISMOPOLIS!” Penny Ballard shrieked! And Alexander tripped face 

first into the frost and moist dirt and nearly blasted open his skull on the stone lining. 
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The huge man hoisted Dr. Ballard to her feet as the door to her home flung open.  

“Is…” Penny Ballard’s husband, Dan, dressed for work in his best suit, his dad-

belly bulging out against his tie, peered out at the mayhem. A crowd of strangers by 

the chapel, his wife with her hands on her knees, wheezing, over her upended bike, and 

Alexander, face flecked with loam and frost, heaving himself up beneath the tree. Also, 

Oxford M. Brickmann, sort of just standing there.  

“Ah,” Dan Ballard nodded his head. “The Spork Trials. See you in a bit then, 

dearest.”  

Still chuckling, Dr. Ballard righted her bicycle as Alex brought himself up to 

his knees. Penny then knelt before him and spread her arms out wide. We all witnessed 

her as she took a deep breath and announced in her rich, invasive voice.  

 "You have me, Alex. You may deal the coup de grace.” Alexander blinked as 

though shocked that Dr. Ballard hadn’t made a run for it. He wiped dirt from his cheek 

and prodded Dr. Ballard in the forearm. Bemused, the crowd around her began a very 

confused applause. I could not help myself. I joined in. Penny helped Alex to his feet.  

“What was that?” The huge man said.  

“It’s a game, Father.” Alex said. “We kill each other with Sporks.” 

When the huge man, whom I now recognized as Father Avery Sharpe, did not 

appear satisfied by this information. In fact, he just stood there with what looked to be 

a garment bag slung over his back. And so Dr. Ballard interjected. 

“Penny.” She held out her hand.  

“Avery.” He shook it.  

“Pleased to meet you. The Spork Trials is a Percy College event, something 
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like the Hunger Games, a quote-unquote fight to the death. Players are given a target, 

whom they then must stab with a Spork in order to get them out. Once the other player 

is out, they give their target to the player who stabbed them, and that person goes for 

their next quote-unquote kill. Anywhere outdoors, unless it’s inside Percy Grounds 

during the travel times to and from our events, is fair game. Inside is not. Winner is 

either the last person standing, or the person with the most quote-unquote 

annihilations.” 

“Makes sense.” Father Avery replied.  

“Are you all here for the Ash Wednesday service?” Penny asked as she wiped 

her brow.  

“Yes, we were locked out, if you could…” 

“I’ve got you covered, Father.” I said as I pointed to him while pulling out my 

ID card. I shifted through the crowd, and slipped my card through the reader next to 

the chapel door. It beeped, and the latch unlocked. I heaved it open and handed it to 

one of the nearby folks. “Good morning, Dr. Ballard, Father, Alex.”  

Father Avery shook my hand, while another man with an intrusive nose and a 

receding line of slick, wavy hair joined him. This man was Father Javier Ferrer, the 

rector and his fellow from Saint Paul Episcopal Church. The garment bag no doubt 

contained Father Ferrer’s immaculate set of surplices, the white tunics worn for the 

Eucharist. I quite liked Father Ferrer. He was a good egg.  

 “It’s been a while.” Father Avery shook my hand. He’s one of the few white 

guys I know taller than me. “How’s” He gave a quizzical look. “Junior year?” I 

nodded. 
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“Ah, junior year, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.” His fingers were warm, 

sweaty, and large as thick, juicy sausages. He smelled of grilled meat and incense, 

and I imagined both caught in the impenetrable coils of his beard. Addison called 

him a pig once when he said something theological that she disagreed with. The 

back of my neck began to ache. Addison, she’d be there in minutes if she wasn’t 

there already.  

Avery Sharpe was a tower of a man. I read about the druids in my studies of 

the Gallic Wars, and Father Avery reminds me of one of them. Wise men of the 

woods. “It’s been pretty good, Father. No complaints.” I told him about my classes 

and kept it brief as people began to enter the chapel behind me.  

“Oxford” Father Ferrer said, and he lifted in his hands a silver box, which I 

recognized as a pyx. It carried the wafers for communion or in this case the ashes of 

palm fronds burned from last year’s Palm Sunday.  

“Father,” I’d seen him at the altar beside the bishop when I’d gone with 

Addison to her confirmation. Ferrer had a cold hand. Cold and sweaty, and thin as 

Sharpe’s were thick. Steam twirled from his mouth as he exhaled. He seemed tiny 

compared to Sharpe and me. “I was just passing through.” I said. “Waiting for 

breakfast.” 

The laity continued to filter in. Students mostly, although I noted a few 

professors, mostly the ones who either had beards and cardigans, or those who rode 

bicycles. Dr. Ballard had written down Alex’s next target in his phone, and now she 

walked her bicycle to her flat. Father Ferrer relinquished Father Avery of the garment 

bag and quailed a bit beneath the weight of the thing. A solemnity settled in the quiet of 
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the cold and the whispers of the group. The students stifled their mouths with the 

sleeves of their coats and huddled together, not quite awake. The warmth of lanterns 

about Weequad bathed the morning with a tender glow that felt a bit like rainfall. 

 “Many thanks.” Father Avery said. “The Lord bless you and keep you, 

Oxford Brickmann.” And with your spirit” I added with a cheeky bow. That earned 

another smile Father Avery stepped forward to open the chapel door, and I noticed 

Addison, swaddled in a blue coat, partially concealed behind the trunk of the yew 

tree; I felt that squeeze again. It wasn’t a squeeze. It was like someone had placed a 

vice around my heart and crushed it.  

Father Roman joined the first few laymen that, with bent heads and somber 

faces, passed Father Avery into the chapel. Father Avery, who had draped the garment 

bag over the backmost pew, stepped back to make sure there were arms to keep the 

day open. I stepped back from the portal. Addison told me she’d be there, but… Once 

again that distortion in my stomach, an anxious nausea, contorted my intestines. She 

stood with a couple folks whom I knew and sorta knew. Alex had joined them, and 

Aimilee Robles, one of Addison’s friends who’d stuck around with her after 

graduation. Aimilee has the thickest hair I’d ever seen and a plumcake smile. Several 

others were with them, and all whispered in beleaguered voices while I stood to the 

side of the chapel.  

But Addison kept herself concealed by the yew tree and the whisperers, who 

leaned together in the cold. I could make her out by the bloated, hot pink sweatpants 

she called her floofs and her jacket. When I moved further back towards the corner she 

seemed to move in unison, her head bent towards her friends and deeper towards the 
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line that had now formed the procession into Baskin chapel. There would be almost 

forty people in the chapel at the start of the service. 

I neared as they did; closer to the procession of the heads knelt with cold and 

solemnity. I didn’t so much think as feel the questions and the anxieties of what to say 

to her. An instant picture of me, in the dim glow of the morning lamplight, would have 

reached out and would have grabbed her shoulder. I stepped forward and slipped into 

the chapel beside the rest.  

The chapel was almost as cold inside as out and a damp, musty smell pervaded. 

Inside, Father Ferrer played with the lights, which settled like dust upon the heads of 

the students and faculty that knelt beneath the stained glass. Saints both ancient and 

modern eyed us from those windows. The weakness of the light added dimension to 

them, so that they became almost substantial in the darkness. As my eyes adjusted, 

they calcified back into lifelessness. My Dad told me how they put stained glass 

together. It was with lead strips. Unsettled by the initial liveliness of the figures carved 

from reds and blues like bloated puzzle pieces, I collapsed into one of the back pews. 

The chapel continued to fill. This was more than I had ever seen it hold before. 

I had fallen beside a man who must have been a professor about to retire. He 

was gnarled like a withered tree and wore wire glasses that gravity pulled down his 

nose towards shuddering jowls. My own glasses were thick-rimmed and silver. With 

the forefinger of his right hand he pressed his own glasses back up against the bridge 

beneath his forehead. He had a deep indentation, the miniature oval, deep in the bridge 

of his nose. He had an ancient pen with a chewed rim. A woman whom I assumed was 

his wife sat beyond him and clutched his shaking, spotted hand with her own. Their 



 

23 
 

rings were pale in the chapel light. The man was well-dressed in a suit the grey of his 

wisps of hair, brighter than my topcoat. Her left hand held open on the crumpled pages 

a book. Why did I notice it? I looked down at myself, topcoat unbuttoned, and noticed 

with a jolt that my belt was a different color as my shoes. “Damn, sorry” the words 

slipped out in a mumble, but I felt the heat fill my cheeks. The old man did not seem to 

have heard my curse or had the grace enough to ignore it. I twisted about with my 

hands in my lap. How do you forget simple things like matching, Oxford M. 

Brickmann? Addison approached; bundled warm with her friends as the winter breeze 

crawled inside with them. I stared at the altar or glanced behind me as she passed. In 

the far back corner, Father Avery had put on his surplice and stowed away the garment 

bag. Everything seemed shadowed in the chapel beneath the dim light, even the white 

of the surplices was dull. The door shut with an awkward thud. 

Father Avery and Father Ferrer approached the altar. I kept my head down, and 

as they approached the crowd’s titter receded into inconsequential vapors. The chapel, 

as I’d so stated, was cold and damp. So cold we could see our breath in the chapel and 

felt the chill even more in the stillness. 

Addison, still swaddled in her coat, kept her face bent towards the ground 

several pews ahead and across the aisle. All I could see was the disheveled bun of 

auburn hair and the tips of her ears, rubied by the chill. She was motionless. It seemed 

like she was out of place, and the cold, the people, the sounds of the air, the somber 

footsteps of the priests, and the ethereal breath failed to provoke in her any motion. 

She was immutable, impervious, and solid as bedrock. She sat next to Alex. My 

stomach lurched. For a moment I thought of Alex and Addison in the folds of 
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lavender-scented bedsheets. Then the weariness and weight settled back upon me. 

Addie. Addie. Her shoulders bent beneath the plump coat. Freckled shoulders that 

smell like lavender and a mouth that tastes like mint tea and the slightest hint of the 

garden’s red fruit. She was something of a garden girl in the way she moved and the 

way she swelled. The way… 

 

I’m sorry. God—sorry—I’m sorry. This stuff is stronger than I thought.  

 

I glanced towards the altar and with a jolt saw the two priests prostrate, face 

down on the stone floor beneath the altar. I’d been to other Masses and never seen that 

before. The surplices made them seem like puddles of milk, flattened by some 

invisibility in the air, pressed so low that altar glowered over them with jagged arches 

carved in the wood like the façade of an aged cathedral. With a start, I realized that 

they reminded me of Caesar’s corpse, discarded at the corner of the painting in my 

room. Then I saw the heads of everyone around me bowed and knelt mine as well. The 

priests lay in silence. A student stared at them from the corner of my eye. Bated breath. 

When would they stand? The ancient man beside me clasped the book in his wrinkled 

fingers open to the page marked in plain letters “Ash Wednesday.” I wish I could say 

his calm was contagious. 

Father Ferrer and Father Avery stood, the rustle of their robes over the stone 

echoed like the last traces of the wind. The two men turned towards us and in so doing 

blotted out the altar. “Let us pray.” Father Avery said. Together rose the voices of the 

congregation, discordant and hoarse with sleeplessness. 
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“Almighty and everlasting God, you hate nothing you made and forgive the 

sins of all who are penitent: Create and make in us new and contrite hearts, that we, 

worthily lamenting our sins and acknowledging our wretchedness, may obtain of you, 

the God of all mercy, perfect remission and forgiveness…” My mind wandered with 

my eyes back towards Addison, unaware of the words. She spoke in union with the 

rest. She had not raised her head, nor did she speak from the book, but from memory. I 

watched her mumble words that spilled like water into the strange sprawling ocean of 

echoes and voices that were somehow all their own and all collected. I listened for her 

voice and couldn’t discern it amidst the rest. I yearned for it; felt a heave in my chest 

for it, for that voice that I could never quite get correct in my memory. From that 

heave in my chest came a request without words. Please, I felt, please give me that 

tiniest touch of her voice. 

And then fell the amen, and everyone in the chapel sat back down. The 

unsteady quiet, not quite silence, returned to the room. I had not heard her over the 

congregation. The man beside me spoke the words in whistles through aged teeth. I 

heard nothing clear but those whistles. Father Avery and Father Ferrer took a seat in 

groaning chairs past the altar. 

The old man stood up and with some effort maneuvered past me, I did my best 

to accommodate him, but it was awkward as hell, sorry. Once free, he went up to the 

altar and read from the Old Testament. He whistled through a passage that spoke of 

darkness and armies that came like shadows over mountains. Whistle. Shadows. 

Whistle. Mountains. It struck me as funny, this old man with passion calling these 

yawning students to war. 
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Them Addison stood and seemed to wrench out my heart with her. She took 

determined steps to the altar and stood before it. 

“A reading from Psalm 103,”104 She said. “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all 

that is within me, bless his holy Name…” She spoke the Psalm at first too fast and 

then too slow. She stumbled over the words. I watched her, and my insides churned. 

There was a lightness when I saw her, but it was caught by the steel hook still lodged 

within my chest. She mumbled and stuttered, and paused, and said, “I’m sorry.” And 

started again. The priests looked baffled. Addison has this low voice that is wise and 

laced with weariness. I think of her voice as if we were to sit together in the corner of 

some mansion library. She regales me from ancient couches with stories of the world 

distant and wild, her face licked by last tongues of firelight. The fire burns to evening 

embers. But it sounded dull, as she read the Psalm. When she spoke and said, “The 

Lord is full of compassion and mercy, slow to anger and of great kindness. He will 

not always accuse us, nor will he keep his anger forever,” she added. “‘And your 

youth is renewed like the eagles,’ wait, no I’m sorry, Father, that was beforehand.” 

And she paused, and I wanted to tell her it was all right. Mumbling through the Psalm 

as she did, Addison must have hid her teeth. She returned to her seat with the last 

halting “bless the Lord” in the air, and the other readers came and went, I pictured 

her scarlet face, still and silent, in the chapel dim. The other readers spoke clear and 

heavy, and the silence weighed heavier when it followed them. 

Father Avery delivered the homily. I felt angry when he did. Why’d he have 

Addison read? Why did she agree to read?  

                                                            
104 The Book of Common Prayer and Administration of the Sacraments and Other Rites and 

Ceremonies of the Church, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 733-734. 
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She wasn’t supposed to read the Psalms. It’s call and response, I think. 

 

Oh shit… Well, she was right, Sharpe did kind of look like a pig or some feral 

boar. Avery continued. He was talking about eagles. 

“The eagle, a symbol of the Roman Empire, held sway across Judea.” He said 

with the great sway of the bearded preacher’s voice. Shut your pig mouth. I thought. 

Addison was even more still. More bent. It was awful to watch her feel terrible as 

Father Avery continued. 

I shut my eyes and could almost picture in the recesses of my mind’s eye 

Addison’s apartment. Addie behind the kitchen counter. Addie in her floofs. I’d gone 

over to be with a friend on a rough day. 

This place is really nice. I like the window, like a lot, I told Addie. 

Yeah, me too. She replied. So they just kept going after he missed the catch? I 

had been telling her the story of a baseball game I played in high school. 

Yeah, it was a mess in the outfield. Just the way it slants inward is, I think, nifty. 

Such a nifty window. Thank you, I said quickly and took the Bloody Mary she offered. 

Is this when you’re supposed to have these? I checked my watch. Eight o’clock. 

Beats me. I don’t the next thing about alcohol. Homeschooled, she said, and 

prodded her breast with her thumb. There was snow on the cars in the parking lot 

outside the window. 

Cheers, I replied. This really is such a nice place. The window. The kitchen. Is 

that real granite on the countertop? 
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Probably not. But I like it. And the window’s probably shit for insulation. Yeah, 

insulation. I was draped sideways over her couch. 

And these cushions! I said. So squish! 

She laughed and sat down at my feet. You ever have a friend who lights you up 

when they laugh? So squish, she said. So squish. I brushed my foot against her 

sweatpants, just by her knee, just on the edge of her inner thigh. 

“And Augustus Caesar was, for those who know their history. Was called the son 

of God!” Father Avery cried. He sounded angry. Ruthless. 

Mmm… I sipped my Bloody Mary and stuffed my feet beneath the cushions. 

Was it what you expected? Addison asked.  

More savory than I expected. Yeah, savory. I haven’t used words like that in a 

while. Mhm. I know what you mean. Like, in high school I would use words like 

plethora, elucidate, robust. Heck, even ejaculated every once in a while, cause I didn’t 

realize it meant that until, like, high school. Because yunno. Anyway, but like it’s now, I 

don’t say the same things I used to and I worry that I’m losing the capacity to, capacity 

to, what’s the word for it? Stop laughing! 

Stop laughing, Oxford ejaculated! Ha! Hahah. She cackled. 

How’m I supposed to cobble together a thought about how I can’t cobble 

together any thoughts while you’re laughing at me? 

Don’t throw that pillow at me! I’m gonna get Bloody Mary all over your dandy 

new couch. And get your feet up out of there. 

Sorry, ma’am. 

Don’t call me, ma’am. Makes me sound old. I just graduated like, last year.  
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Don’t call me ma’am, she ejaculated, I said. 

Ha! She threw up the cushion and uncovered my feet. I pounced on her, 

oblivious to the Blood Mary running out on the carpet. She smelled like lavender and 

tomatoes. I remember her laugh in my ear. The way in which her back and her flogs 

rubbed against the couch sounded, as I fell lower, like the roar of baseball. 

“And then he came, and the human value, almost ethereal, found its weight.”  

I’m glad you came over tonight. I’m sorry you had such a rough day. 

Some days are like that. They’re not islands, you can’t swim from one to the 

other. Days are just different places on the river, rolling down through time. Just gotta 

learn to navigate the unsteady waters. 

Are you okay? 

I think that metaphor was the Blood Mary. Yeah, rivers, that’s my story. 

I liked the story you told about the baseball game. How they all scampered for 

home. Ouch. 

I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m not too heavy am I? 

No, not at all. In fact, I feel lighter when I’m with you.  

Oh you do? 

But maybe that’s just the Bloody Mary. She smiles as she lowers herself into my 

lap, smiles through the gap of her broken incisor. But I feel lighter.  

Lighter.  

Like I’m floating. 

But I wasn’t floating. The weight struck me, sank into me like an iron hammer. 

Wherever my mind had been, untethered, plummeted back behind my eyes. Addison 
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Pine had her head in her hands. Father Avery, although his voice did not waver, could 

not keep the concern from his eyes. Aimilee whispered into Addie’s ear, her hand 

clutched tight around her friend’s. But then she stood and pushing her way out of the 

pew headed back towards the door. She tried to move so people wouldn’t hear her, but 

as she struggled to conceal her sobs and her footsteps she became ever more noticeable. 

It only took seconds before she was out the door, and before the door shut I had torn 

myself from the pew after her.  

As the door slammed behind me I called her name underneath the lamplight and 

the yew tree. I watched her turn the corner and pass beneath the archway and out of 

sight. She may not have heard me. Had she ignored me? The squeeze in my head turned 

into a scream.  

Oxford M. Brickmann. The M. stands for Maybe You Should Kill Yourself. 

Sorry.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Breakfast Invisible 

 

“Brother, searching and calling are we! 

Brother, can you hear me?” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer105 

 

Argument: 

Bewildered by Addison’s behavior, Oxford eats breakfast with his friends at Percy 

College. His other best friend, Craig Detweiler, a leading member of the Whiskeymen, a 

Queen Anne intellectual society, reaches out to Oxford, but Oxford, too caught up in his 

concern about Addison, fails to fully grasp that a Craig is about to bring to light a tragic 

accident perpetrated by the Whiskeymen last November. Craig’s friend, Thompson, asks 

to meet with Oxford, who agrees with reservation. Oxford leaves breakfast, but 

encounters his supervisor, Sean, to whom Oxford must acknowledge his struggle with 

suicide.  

 

I didn’t follow her. Instead, laden wisps of the marine layer settled about me, and 

the silent scream in my head reverberated. The silence and the cold inside my nostrils 

intensified the discomfort my arms and legs. It even settled in my feet. The dryness of the 

cold, the sort that saps the moisture from the crevices between your fingers and leaves 

those close-knit lines cracked like scorched earth, sick white like spider-webs, invaded 

                                                            
105 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, “Night Voices,” Letters and Papers from Prison (Minneapolis: Fortress 

Press, 2015), p. 452 
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my skin while I lingered, gazed towards the empty archway, and pictured Addison 

scamper across the campus green.  

I scratched my head with a stinging hand. M is for maybe you should kill 

yourself. Where’d that come from? Control yourself. If only to get out of the cold, I went 

inside the Great Hall and noted an open a spot amongst Craig’s friends along the lines of 

tables. Craig himself was there. I waved to him even as an anxious pang shot through my 

stomach. Only. the obnoxious girl in scrubs beside him waved to me. Craig, head rested 

on his arm, seemed oblivious.  

In the low-hanging buffet room, I collected a breakfast on a platter and returned to 

the group sitting in the dining area. There the ceiling was high, and heavy crossbeams 

gave it a vaulted appearance. It was an Oxbridge import, Percy College, and the Great 

Hall was no guarantee. It was a Rowling fantasy, the elegantly carved tables and chairs, 

and the vast portrait of W. Percy, our esteemed benefactor, over the elevated high table. 

Enormous windows lined either side of the Great Hall, and through both the mist 

obscured almost everything. I could make out the benches and the silhouettes of bare a 

bare tree in a corner between the girl’s and guys side of the dorm room. Opposite, a wide 

walkway beyond Percy College led up to Albert Hall, one of those traditional dormitories 

where all the heathens lived and from which Percy slunk like an embarrassed older 

brother. The Albertonians had painted an absurd mural of a cherry-tree in full bloom. It 

made the side of the wall through the wide window a bit less of an eyesore. At least that’s 

what Admin seemed to think. The room was stuffy from an HVAC so overcommitted I 

bet Jesus himself would swallow it, stuffy enough that I shed my topcoat and folded it 
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over the back of my chair before I took a seat. I picked at my omelet while Craig’s 

friends conversed.  

To my left, Jaishree Pandit, the Percy College Chaplain, who was almost a foot 

shorter than me – I’m six three – and a student whom I’m not sure I’d seen before 

discussed something or other. Jaishree in her puffy Percy sweater, always carried a bit of 

a desperate gleam in her wide, almond eyes. Her wiry gave her, god forgive me, a kind of 

crazy, schizophrenic look. However, it might have been warranted that morning that 

morning, as she sat across from a girl, a pudgy, sorry, and blonde young woman in an 

overcoat, who gesticulated with her fork and spoke very loudly.  

“And I’m telling you,” the girl erupted, and her face bore a pained look as though 

Jai couldn’t understand what she was saying. “I’m telling you, that’s what happened. Last 

night I was praying, and I was like, like you know how sometimes you pray to Jesus 

when you’re not doing well with like, I dunno, or whatever, and Jesus, he like talks back 

to you?” 

Jai leaned back away from her plate while the girl, whose little faux-pearl earring 

wobbled against her earlobe, leaned forward with a look too manic for seven-thirty in the 

morning.  

“But he doesn’t like talk, talk, you know. I know it sounds crazy, but it’s just like, 

you know, you’re praying like ‘God, I’m like, not doing real okay right now, and like, I 

need a friend, or something. Gimme a sign.’ and you go walk downstairs and there’s a 

friend there, and you talk to them, and they give you a hug or something, and then you go 

off and have a conversation, like the perfect conversation. I mean that keeps happening to 

me. Like, when things get really bad, I just pray, and then I like, just wait, you know, and 
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look for it, and there’s like a god-thing that happens. Not a miracle, it’s like, too much of 

a coincidence. But, when I was at dinner, like they were playing this song in the 

background and all of a sudden, I heard it, that line, visible darkness106, and I knew, and 

it’s like, and then there was the ladder. The ladder! Just like it was a dream. It made 

sense. And yeah, I was looking for it, but it was there.”  

“Uh yeah,” Jai’s mouth uttered, but her wide eyes were like uh, no. On her 

forehead, the girl bore an ashen cross already smeared by sweat and a wayward sweep 

across the brow. I went back to my omelet. Visible darkness. Girl’s cracked. 

After a few minutes of conversation at my own table, in which the conversation 

turned to a discussion of Roman history, I twisted over the back of my chair and dug into 

the pocket of topcoat for my phone. When I found it, I texted Addison.  

 

Me: Hey, are you okay? I was at the Ash Wednesday service. You left early. 

Addison:  

  

“… Yeah, and sometimes people still think he’s a hero.” Came the croak of a 

voice not yet over a head cold.  

“Who is this again?” I looked up from my phone.  

“Cato.” Croaked the first voice.  

“Cato?” I interjected without ever glancing up. Addison hadn’t replied. My thumb 

hovered over the keyboard. Hang on. Where were you?  

                                                            
106 John Milton, Paradise Lost (Edited by David Scott Kastan, Indianapolis: Hackett, 2005): I.63.  
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“The Younger.” The phlegmatic voice grew steadily more excited. “Cut out his 

intestines before Caesar could offer him clemency. Then, when his son and his doctors 

sewed him up, he ripped himself apart and tore out his guts. Again.” 

“Should have tried harder the first time.” Said a placid voice.  

“I know who Cato is.” I said. “I’m writing on him for my honors thesis.” Cato the 

Younger was the reason I had that picture of Caesar all sliced up on the senate floor.  

“Great, you know all about this then!” 

“What are you writing on?” The placid voice inquired.  

“Integrity vs. politics.” At last I looked up from my phone into a pair of dark eyes 

that perceived me with detached interest. “Caesar used surrender as a political tool. He 

would pardon the people he defeated in combat for their favors and support. I’m writing 

on political integrity in Caesar’s Rome. Cato was, how would you put it, Jake?” 

Jake Hillman drove his fingernails into a fresh orange and sent rivulets of juice 

down his fingers. The sleeves of his maroon cardigan came under threat of the citrus 

barrage.  

“Cato was like, naw, man, I ain’t about that life. I got principles, see? I’m not 

gonna see no republic get hizzled up in the jizzle by you, good sir. So, I’mma make like a 

banana and split – open my chest cavity.” He peeled back the skin orange skin and then 

sucked the juice from his thumb. “Kasplursh.” Flecks of pulp in his beard, Hillman 

discarded the peelings on his plate.  

“Please.” I glanced at Hillman over my fork. “Never say kasplursh ever again.” 

 “Ich.” Tomiko Endo, the girl with the placid voice and the lifeless eyes, wrinkled 

her nose at the image.  
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“Questions, Thompson. Questions get nice girls like you into trouble.” Hillman 

noted as I shoved half-mauled omelet into my mouth and tried to drown out the scream. 

The mahogany frames of glasses that encircled the bloodshot eyes of Jake Hillman, Percy 

College VP, like those of the old man in the chapel kept falling down his nose.  

“I ain’t about that life?” Tomiko raised her eyebrow at Jake who shrugged so hard 

I thought his neck was gonna sink into collarbone.  

“Well, he wasn’t.” 

I ground my teeth on mushroom and bacon bits. Shut up, scream. Shut up.  

I sat amidst a crowd of six, I don’t know, seven? Seven folks sat in the Percy 

College Great Hall. The window beyond Hillman led out into the mist-wrapped 

quadrangle. Above him a coat-of-arms that bore a knight riding an owl and armed with a 

lance wreathed by olive branches, all against a celestian background, hung just beneath 

the lofty ceiling. Around a long oak table in wobbling chairs we sat, my best friend’s 

peeps and I. I had folded my walrus-colored topcoat over the back of my chair, and I 

could feel it brush against my shoulder blades. I have excellent posture.  

My best friend with dark hair that reached to heaven; bronze, no, god-skinned 

Craig Detweiler slouched at the far end. He rested his chin on the bristles of his forearm. 

The way in which his head slumped down towards the table expanded his broad back so 

that it broadened out. Craig, while not tall, was broad and constructed like a battering 

ram. I flicked some pig-bits at my buddy. The bits landed near Tomiko Endo’s plate, and 

she gave them a dismissive glance.  

“You need a hug, Oxycontin?” Tomiko asked. “Keep your giblits in?” 
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“What’s that supposed to mean, Thompson?” I concealed the little stutter that 

came from panic’s leap at the base of my throat. Why did Craig have such weird-ass 

friends? He’d slouched in, slapped me on the back of his shoulder, and went to the 

kitchen for scrambled eggs and bacon.   

“Hey, you okay, Egg?” I said through a mouthful of cheese and chopped broccoli. 

“Craig.” 

“Yeah?” Craig the Egg Detweiler bore cast iron shadows beneath his eyelids.  

“What’s up with you, Egg?”  

“Long night. Sorry, I didn’t respond to your text. What you wanna talk about?”  

“It can wait. How was the basketball game? Who all went?” 

“Just the Whiskies.” Craig flipped over the bacon on his plate with his fork. His 

brow furrowed as if he fought through exhaustion to recall the guys who were with him 

last night. “And it was just hanging, not a game. Sufjan, Corky, Bliss, and Toner, and 

Phelps, Roman, Spatz….” The fork sprang up from the bacon and made jabs at the sky 

while he recited their names. Tomiko explained something about intestinal tracks to the 

girl in the polka-dot parka next to me while I… Well, I looked her over, checked her out, 

ich. It sounds so bad when you say that.  

Tomiko’s hair clung tight to the back of her scalp, set in a ponytail. She had a face 

comprised of pretty plump ovals, nose, cheeks, and chin. Even her nostrils were uneven 

kidney bean voids. On her collarbone she had a mahogany splotch for a birthmark, all 

jagged on top but with a nearly straight bottom like an inverted Maryland, that she would 

occasionally reach up and scratch with the nubs of chewed fingernails. She wore scrubs 

of Queen Anne’s deep, almost purple, blue, and when she leaned over the table to explain 
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what it was like to watch surgeons unravel twenty feet of intestine the first trace of her 

cleavage squeezed out over the top of her undershirt.  

She glanced over at me, and I swear, her eyes had this dim quality, as if there was 

something not dead, but not quite alive about them. They lacked a spark.  

“Hi.”  

“Sup?” My eyes dove down towards my omelet, and I tried not to blush. “Busy 

day ahead, Tomiko?” 

“Thompson.” She reached out a pale arm with the same delicate roundness of her 

face. I maintained eye contact while chewing my last bite of omelet. “What, you’re not 

gonna shake my hand?” 

I set down my fork and picked up my coffee instead. “No thanks.” As the 

lukewarm bean juice slid down my throat I pulled a wry face. “Gah, I guess I’d rather 

drink motor oil.” 

“Shake my hand.” 

I rather shook my head. “No.” God! 

“Shake my hand. I want to get to know you better. Craig, Craig!” 

“Mmph?” 

“Didn’t I tell you I wanted to get to know Oxford better?” 

“You said the same thing about me.” Hillman pretended to whine while he ate his 

biscuit. “Well, I guess I’m not special.” 

“Get over yourself, Hillbilly.”  

“I told you, I’m from Los Angeles.”  

“Beverly Hillbilly. Where are you from, Oxycontin?” 
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“Please stop calling me that. I’m from Texas, Houston. Would you put your hand 

down, please? It’s like I’m just meeting you for the first time.” 

Tomiko glared at me, then smiled, and put down her hand. “You’re not okay. But 

that’s okay. We can talk about it later.” 

“I’m spiffing.” I took another slug of engine juice. “What?” Tomiko continued to 

stare, her lips parted in a halfway-leer. Hillman started to take interest in me as well. He 

shoved his gold-frame glasses back up against his forehead. The browns and blondes of 

his patchwork beard, full for his twenty-one years, sprang back as he plucked out the tiny 

flecks of orange. Shaking my head, I went back to my phone.  

“Girl trouble?”  

“Je—“ I stopped myself. “That’s none of your business.” 

“Ox, chill.” Craig’s voice came muffled through his elbow.  

“I’m good, Egg.” I replied. “You good?”  

“Yeah.” He replied, he reached for his phone, which lay face down on the table, 

and texted, then set the phone back down. My pocket buzzed. I pulled out my own phone 

and thought for one ridiculous second that perhaps it would be Addison, but knew at the 

same time with a heavy feeling, unpleasant like a putrid odor, that was not the case.  

Craig: We talked about November last nght whiskies and me.  

 

November? Wait. Oh.  

Yeah. November.  

 

As I texted my reply, Addison’s name popped into view.  
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Addison: Ha, you were there?? I didn’t see you. I’m okay. I had a disconcertingly 

riotous migraine headache this morning and botched that whole reading thing. I had to do 

Addison: *to do the father’s a favor. 

Addison: *Fathers a favor. Sorry, I’m still all tired and headachy. Are you still 

good to meet up this afternoon to search for a new couch? 

Addison: I have to go to work. I’ll talk to you later. 

  

“I’m gonna head out.” I arose and unfurled my topcoat. While I buttoned it up, I 

noticed Thompson whisper something to Craig.  

“You good?” I said as my hands rose closer towards my own neck. Craig made 

eye contact with me. He really did look exhausted; beat down even. “We’ll talk. This 

afternoon, after lunch. I’ll be in my room. We can play cod or something, and just chat. 

Cool.” 

He nodded. Tomiko, however, stood up. “Oxford, I wanna meet up.” 

“Sorry?” 

“With you, to converse, like friends.”  

The already nonexistent enthusiasm drained from me. “Um, I mean, yeah.” 

“I get off work at 5:30. Six o’clock?  

“Uh yeah. Why?” 

“I want to make a friend. We established that already.”  

“Yeah, okay” I opened a space for new contacts on my phone and passed to 

Thompson.  
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“We can talk about your girl trouble. Get you laid sometime,” she reassured me 

while typing out her contact information.  

“I’m sorry, not at my Christian institution!” Hillman expounded as he threw up a 

cautionary finger. “Nobody gets laid. Ever.”  

It must be why we’re all so fucking lonely, I thought. Ha, fucking lonely. Because 

the fucking, sorry, f-word means… Get it? 

Yes. You’re Shakespeare.  

Damn right. Sorry. Where was I? 

Thompson returned my phone. T. “Thompson” E, all on the first name section. I 

shook my head.  

“I’ll see you at six.” I settled my book bag on my shoulder. “Egg.” And Craig 

glanced up as I brandished my phone and then settled it in my bag. He nodded. “I’ll see 

you in class, maybe?”  

Craig nodded. I turned to go and glanced over my shoulder to watch Tomiko pat 

him on his broad shoulder. Shouldn’t leave him. He’s not doing well. He’s got his 

Whiskies, though. Does he? 

“Coffee at Undergrounds?” Thompson called out to me. That’s the new coffee 

shop in the student union’s basement. Tomiko gave me a piercing look. “You can tell me 

about this girl trouble.”  

“If you’re pleasant, Tommy. Yeah, 5:30. I’ll figure it out, though. In the 

meantime, I got class with her dad.” 

“Oh so there is a girl!” Tomiko raised a triumphant eyebrow, while a moment 

later Hillman coughed out. “Nepotism!” 
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“Fastest way to a girl is through her father’s pants?” Thompson mused over that 

while Craig, Hillman, and I all stared at her, bewildered. “It’s a new approach.” 

“I’m not gonna. What? No.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry, what?” My face was 

heating up. Thompson smirked and whispered something in Craig’s ear.  

“That’s not funny!”  

Craig’s put his face right up against Tomiko. He had never before appeared so—

his expression as a milieu of torment and impotent rage. Whatever Thompson had 

whispered to him snapped some sinew holding back a fury I hadn’t known before. I, 

who’d known him for years. Nobody at the table made any endeavor to action. Hillman 

stared blankly at his breakfast and tried to stifle a wet cough.  

I stood there, blank, while my arms and legs went heavy. A pull in my chest 

beckoned me to some intervention, but I buried it. Instead, I stared with the rest for a 

moment more and then left the hall. My phone buzzed as I passed through the low-

hanging entryway so that I forgot to wave farewell to the lady who surfed Instagram at 

the cashier station. I opened my own phone and saw, with a burst of sudden nausea and a 

stab of sharp panic, Sean’s name.  

 

Sean: Sure. Office at 11? We can grab coffee? 

Me: Splendid.  

Sean: Hello 

 

The devil did he mean? Hello? And then I glanced up to see the very same Sean 

MacDunlevy approach me. 
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Sean MacDunlevy was built like an elf-king. His narrow face, every feature 

chiseled, was flecked with auburn bristles. He kept his hair short, almost spiked, like an 

ancient war-king, and would run through it with his enormous fingers. When you saw 

him, the way he walked like old Catholic money, if that’s a thing, prompted one to pause. 

He had a hundred names: Finn McCool, for his suavity; Potato Famine, which made him 

sound like the thin Irishman he was – his sister’s name was Siobhan.  

He often smelled like spices. The few times I had hugged him, and he was tall 

enough for me to bury my nose in his sweater, the wool bore traces of parsley and 

cinnamon. For the Percy RA Secret Santa, he’d received an apron embossed with each of 

our signatures. When he invited us to his apartment for community dinners, he would 

wear it as he cooked Italian food. There was naught a potato in sight.  

There are people whom you love not with the kind of love that one owes a friend 

or seizes from a lover. It is a warmth as tender as dying firelight at Christmas, or candles 

in a storm. There is something inexplicable about them, but you feel such warmth at the 

thought of them, at their presence. That’s the warmth I feel when I see Sean. I felt no 

warmth that morning, just a chill as if the warmth had leapt out of my alongside that 

hunted organ in my chest. A few steps behind him stood my fellow third-floor Resident 

Advisor, Californian Corey Wilkes, who never cut his raven-black mane it seemed.  

“So, office at eleven?” I said.  

Sean nodded. I nodded, and tried to make my grimace a smile. Figures. Sean 

rarely speaks more than a sentence at a time. The Hellenes called that sort of thing 

laconic.  

He paused, and glanced at me as though puzzled. No, concerned.  
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“You’re not okay.” His voice emerged hoarse as the crumbling walls of a vacant 

castle.  

Fuck, sorry.  

“No.” I said, and from behind Sean Corey’s face rumpled. “But we can talk about 

it at eleven.” 

“Any clue you can give me?” Sean asked.  

“I think God’s out for blood.” I replied. “But I’ll be okay. We can talk about it at 

eleven.” 

Sean nodded again. I felt the most curious urge as we swept by each other and I 

nodded to Corey. I think the look he gave me was meant to be sympathetic. The urge to 

dig into my bag, pull out the straight razor, and drag it across a bare throat leapt through 

mind like a roaring thunderbolt. Whether the throat belonged to Sean to myself, I didn’t 

know. And then it passed. I clenched my fingernails deep into the palm of my hand and 

felt the strain of the parched skin. Was I going insane? Exhaustion pulled again my 

eyelids like a thousand steel-vise hands.  

I departed with arms and legs like lead. I managed to wave at that one of my guys, 

Satchel, a native of the state with a nose ring, as he entered through the double doors that 

faced Yewstice, the Yew tree in the center of the soon-to-be-named Weequad. To make 

things worse, the morning mass had finished only moments before. I made eye contact 

with Avery Sharpe, who stood vast amongst the departing worshippers. His brow 

furrowed with concern. I skirted the crowd of worshippers, whose low voices rumbled 

like some distant earthquake. I turned away as one of them, portly Alex, glanced towards 

me, his forehead smeared with ash.  
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I bent my head to avoid his eyes and continued towards the archway.  

It was fair to acknowledge that I was a mess, right?  

*** 

“Restore us, good Lord, and let your anger depart from us; 

Favorably hear us, for your mercy is great. 

Accomplish in us the work of your salvation. 

That we may show forth your glory in the world. 

By the cross and passion of your Son our Lord, 

Bring us with all your saints to the joy of his resurrection. 

 

“Heavenly Father, be with Oxford Brickmann today.” Avery Sharpe had 

remembered to pray. His bratwurst fingers clasped the ring of the podium as his voice 

echoed through the chapel. “May he know your love, and may you grant him your peace.  

 

“Almighty God, The Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who desires not the death of 

sinners, but rather that they may turn from their wickedness and live, has given power 

and commandment to his ministers to declare and pronounce to his people, being 

penitent, the absolution and remission of their sins. He pardons and absolves all those 

who truly repent, and with sincere hearts believe his holy Gospel. Therefore, we beseech 

him to grant us true repentance and his Holy Spirit, that those things may please which 

we do on this day, and that the rest of our life hereafter may be pure and holy, so that at 

the last we may come to his eternal joy; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.”107 

                                                            
107 The Book of Common Prayer, pp. 266-267. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
The Liberal Artist 

 

“Adults in American culture routinely take one of two different attitudes about “kids 

these days,” both of which we think are unhelpful. The first attitude… is essentially one 

of fear—that “the sky is falling,” when in fact the sky is probably either not falling or else 

has been falling for most of human history.” – Christian Smith, Karl Christofferson, 

Hilary Davidson, and Patricia Snell Herzog 108 

 

Argument: 

Upon leaving Percy for class, Oxford encounters Rylie Leonardon and Janice, student 

activists preparing some sort of performance art. Rylie, who has a crush on Oxford 

despite not really knowing him, attempts to explain her philosophy of protest, but Oxford, 

too wrapped up in himself and seeing Rylie as an object of lust, fails to understand.  

 

Welcome back, Tracey. I see you’ve brought friends with you. 

 

Over the marbled bench outside the archway, a girl in a white coat tackled 

someone, whom upon closer inspection was also a girl. Laughing, almost in hysterics, 

they collapsed onto the grass of Clive Hamilton Mall. The girl with the white coat carried 

the bulk of the laughter, burying it deep into the plush arm of her friend’s, assuming the 

other was her friend, mahogany jacket. The first girl rolled off her friend and onto her 

                                                            
108 P. 6. 
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back in the grass and slush of the mall. With the snow and the thickness of the mist, as 

well as the way in which the bench concealed part of her body, it seemed that the first girl 

was but a disembodied head that chortled on the ground.  

“Oh!” The second girl clambered to her feet at the sight of me. “Ry, Ry!” She 

kicked her friend in the side, while Ry continued to laugh, her arms wrapped over her 

belly as if her insides would burst. “Get up.” The second girl tried for a serious face, 

failed, and then, with her shoulders trembling, reached down to pull up her friend. 

Whereupon Ry lunged for her friend’s arm and heaved her back down to the earth with a 

squeal. In a jumble they lay, and their laughter echoed throughout the Mall. I was not the 

only onlooker. A couple people passed by on their way to their Eight-AMs and gave 

peripheral glances. One or two stopped dead on the grass and watched the pair.  

Beside the bench lay a cardboard box about the size of a microwave, with slits for 

handholds. I approached the box, the smell of snow and morning fog in my nose. 

Through the slit there appeared to be a sheen from a glass something. Almost like a 

bottle.  

“Hey!” 

I bent to examine the box further, and Ry heaved her friend off and clambered to 

her feet. I glanced up. For a moment we examined each other from either side of the 

marble bench. This Ry was skinny and exceptionally tall—almost six feet. Her hair, once 

concealed by a beanie that was now discarded in the slush, was an explosion of chestnut 

coils. Her cheeks were speckled with acne, and she had wide eyes that shone, damp from 

tearful laughter. Her skin, I felt a bit of a guilty pang the way good-intentioned but 

clueless white guys do when I noticed it, was a deep chestnut like her hair. I tried to quell 
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the pang. I was going through a phase that year. The do not be racist phase, which is, I 

know, ironic.  

“Oxford Brickmann.” Rylie Leonardon’s voice carries an incessant husk, as if she 

is always at the tail-end of a long, impassioned discourse. When she said my name, I 

straightened up. She approached me.  

“Hi.” I replied. “Ry?” 

“Rylie Lenardon.” Rylie Leonardon replied, and shook my hand. She wore 

crimson gloves and had a firm grip. She too bore a cross of ash on her forehead. Her 

friend, who was at this point brushing snow from her shins, did not. Her friend was stout, 

had an oval face, and wore rectangular glasses. At my baffled expression she added, 

“Percy College.” 

“Ah, as my friend Hillman likes to say--” 

“The coolest of beans?” 

“Ah, you know Jake?” 

“I help out with the Arts and Culture Committee. I see him at meetings and he 

says ‘the coolest of beans. So yeah, small world. Well met, fellow Percian, greatest and 

most fortunate of men.” 

“Is that how you usually meet people?” 

“I mean, no? Not usually. It’s just been a fun morning.” Rylie shrugged. “It’s a 

pleasure to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot of good things from Sadie Sundervin.” 

Sadie was the Fourth Floor RA for the girls, along with Katie Poirot, which brings 

to mind a funny story that I’ll tell you later. Although it does have to do with Jake. It’s 

one of my favorite stories, actually. 
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Is this the Tipsy Katie story? I look forward to it. You were saying. 

“I’ll have to let Sadie know I met you.” I replied to Rylie. Rylie’s friend in the 

mahogany jacket had heaved up the box.  

“Ry, Ry!” She said. Rylie continued to look me in the eye. There was some level 

of intensity in her face that, I dunno, made me a tad uncomfortable.  

“Hm?” Rylie pursed her lips. “Oh, yeah, can we finish rehearsal a bit later?”  

I pulled out my phone. No new texts. When did Addie start work? Would it be 

possible to go there at lunch? When I glanced back up, Rylie was waving to her friend as 

she walked towards the parking garage on the far end of the Mall.  

“Bye Janice!” Rylie said. “We’ll wrap up around lunch!” 

“Wrap up what?” I asked absentmindedly. “Rehearsals?” 

“Yeah. Where are you headed? May I walk with you?”  Rylie asked. 

“Harper Building. I have class at nine, but yeah. You can walk with me.” Rylie 

scooped up her beanie and walked with me. 

Percy College inhabits the periphery of Clive Hamilton Mall in what we at Queen 

Anne refer to as the Residential District. 

Or the Grassy Ham, as the cool kids call it. 

Nobody calls it that.  

I call it that. 

I stand corrected. One person calls it that, Dad. Anyway… 

For the ignorant among us, Percy sits between Albert Hall and Julian Hall, 

beyond which lies the parking garage for this side of campus. Beyond the parking garage 

is the south side, and from the parking garage, on a clear day, you can see Mt. Rainier 
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and the Sound. The other side of the mall, the north side, stops at the Library. From the 

Library, you can see Canada. I’m not sure whether I should apologize for that. O’Connor 

Hall inhabits the eastern section of campus, which will be the place for our new sciences 

building, which is currently under construction. Head further east, and you find a cast 

iron fence beautifully sharp and gothic, and beyond that are the homes of well-to-do 

Margate Sands, Washington. Take a southern lean from there, and in less than a half-hour 

you’re drinking artisan coffee in Seattle. If you’re into that sort of thing. 

We set off together, Rylie and I, while the fog receded and the silhouettes of the 

Hamilton buildings emerged from the mist like the shadows of ancient castles. Percy 

College seemed very much an island off the main between the older halls beside it. The 

other buildings were more modern than Classical, as Queen Anne tried to keep up with 

the West Coast’s tech boom.  

“Did you forget something?”  

“No, just thought of running off to the mountains.” I replied.  

“So, how about the QA Q&A?” Rylie said brightly.  

It took a moment before I responded. The cold air hovered just above freezing, 

and the moisture in the air pricked my cheeks as we walked through what seemed an 

infinite number of droplets suspended around us. Then there was the salt in the air. It was 

but a short drive Elliott Bay and the Sound. It felt as though the ocean had swallowed us 

and then been torn apart and expanded, molecule from molecule. The ocean was still 

there.  
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“Sure. You go first.” I beckoned with my hands stuffed in my topcoat. The QA 

Q&A is a variation of those five things one says about themselves. Name, Major, 

Hometown, etc. 

“Well, I’m Rylie Leonardon. I’m a freshman from California, and I’m a Liberal 

Artist.” 

“Come again?” 

“A Liberal Artist. It sounds like, well, it sounds like you know, but hear me out. 

The Liberal Artist is a new idea. The Liberal Artist is the future of the Humanities. It’s 

the next step for Shakespeare, Aristotle, the rest of the old dead white men and their 

neglected peers. It’s, well. It’s like this.” And she paused for a moment, tall and thin, with 

her wild crop of hair held in check by her grey beanie. She stuck her hands in the side 

pockets of her coat, and she closed her eyes.  

“I taste the ashen air and curse these roads 

What brought us, blind by mists, to such a vale. 

Here feet and hands and hearts, by loathsome loads  

And want of Ariadne thread, travail, 

Through aged ash, derelict words, 

Hovels of thought, imprudent tow’rs. What once 

Were builders’ bones now feast for carrion birds.  

In air, their ash speaks cold: ‘I know her, 

‘who treads such riven roads; she ascension 

‘Seeks, whom, birthed in wretched sleep  

‘Undeaf’nd ears, craves the meanest mention,  
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‘Of homespun thread and scales to ‘scape the deep. 

‘A stair or mountain which, through sacred arts, 

‘She leads through hell uncounted convict hearts.’ 

“It’s a sonnet I’ve been working on. It’s not finished yet. But I think that, that’s 

the idea, yunno. We’re lost in the mire, and there’s hope that something, some great 

words, the words of women and men might hold something we can discover. Something 

to lead us out of the grey. That’s the Liberal Artist.” 

“Do you usually just recite poetry on the spot like that?” There seemed to be more 

and more pockets on her white coat every time I checked.   

“No, I just. I thought you’d appreciate it. I’ve been working on it for a bit. I was 

actually kind of inspired by your speech. You know, for Harper Perpetua last year. 

Whatever happened to Harper?” 

“She moved off campus this semester. Health concerns. And thank you, I thought 

it was a good speech myself when I took it.”  

“Wait, you stole that speech?” She stopped and grabbed my arm. I glanced down. 

Ma’am, you don’t even know me.  

“Yeah, from Corey, the other third floor RA.” I said, relieved when she let go. 

Her eyes were wide. “He gave me permission. Has anyone told you, you’re a little 

awkward?” 

“Has anyone ever told you’re a little blunt?” 

“Never in joint succession.” I replied. She chuckled. “You’re alright, though. I 

appreciate your pizazz. It reminds me of a speech I stole from my buddy.” 
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 Corey had delivered this speech to our guys during the Percy College semester 

retreat, when we’d all driven over to Minglewood Camp near the state park. In the mist 

and pine trees, the 3rd Floor Guys, the Percy Martials, gathered around one of the 

fireplaces, and Corey told them we were at war. At war with the dissolution of 

community in America. Neighborhoods are dying, Corey said, learning over the firepit 

with a bandana wrapped around his forehead. His surfer forearms bronzed in the firelight. 

Percy College was the last fortress against the dissolution of community. Our guys gazed 

wide-eyed, well, the ones who bought it, while he about some of the ways he’d seen his 

own community fade. Neighbors don’t speak to each other anymore. I don’t think we’ve 

ever been lonelier as a society. He spoke of political divides with more tact than I thought 

a borderline socialist capable. Corey welcomed disagreement. Knowing that made the 

whole discourse a little less culty. He mentioned that too: how we’ve grown so 

individualized that we sabotage or abuse our closest relationships that there seems to be 

something wrong with even the tightest knit families. Percy was there to recover the old 

sense of community, one that celebrated uniqueness but reminded us of our need for 

interdependency. Our programs were all about that. That, in a nutshell, was the speech I 

wrote for Harper Perpetua’s presidential run for Percy College.  

Rylie and I passed the library. As a building I admire for its immensity, which the 

fog enhanced to stupendous proportion. It’s so big, so crammed with knowledge, I have 

to intensify my diction for the occasion. The library looms over you, capped with spires 

and wings that spread out like elephant ears, hewn from stone blocks as wide as I am 

long, the building was crafted to loom over Hamilton Mall. The ascent up the straight 

staircase to the double-doored entryway offers the impression of climbing up the riveted 



 

54 
 

jawbone of some antediluvian behemoth, calcified into a mountain. As Penny Ballard 

said to me once, the library swallows you. The interior is labyrinthian, floors and floors 

of ornery stacks and stone walls, somewhere among the reassembled forest of three 

million books lies the archives, where librarians excavate a cave that increases forever. 

Desks and nooks pocket the recesses of the library, in which linger the vestiges of coffee, 

tears, and other excretions. It is a library in which one can be lost, concealed amongst the 

tomes and texts of millennium, and safe in the fragmented pockets of knowledge. I 

wonder if I would find Addison in there.  

“Oxford?” Rylie’s voice tugged me out of my reflection. I had stopped to examine 

the library in silence, and Rylie had waited with me. Her gaze shifted from me to the 

library and then back again. The wind had picked up and the cold nipped at us. 

 “Sorry, just lost in thought.” I dug my hands deeper into my coat to stave off the 

cold, which of course did no good. The shiver started in my chest and ran down my back. 

Rylie tugged out her beanie and jammed it over her discordant curls, which then peeped 

out around her ears and above her brows, trembling in the wind.  

“Rylie. What do you want to do with your life?” 

“I want to be a hedgehog.”  

“Excuse me?” 

“You’re excused. Go home. I’m kidding.”  She grabbed my arm and then let go 

just as quickly. “I’ll explain. Isaiah Berlin wrote an essay on Tolstoy entitled The 

Hedgehog and the Fox.” 

“That’s one my father’s favorites.” We passed the jagged brambles of a naked 

shrub, one of many that lined the stretch of dirt beside the library windows.  
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“Have you read it?” 

“No.” 

“Well, the essay says that the fox has many tricks, but the hedgehog it’s one trick. 

For some writers and thinkers, there is one big idea that they always return to. Berlin 

labels Dostoevsky the quintessential hedgehog. Tolstoy is the fox, who bounds between 

idea and idea, often disconnected. But Berlin goes deeper than that. He divides people 

between those who trace everything, all ideas and all notions, all experiences and all 

events, back a central source. A singular idea. Cohesion. The hedgehog.”  

“Okay.” I clenched my hands together. Damn, sorry. I kept pace with her. In 

arche en ho logos. De unium plura “In Stoicism, we call that the Active Principle.” 

“You’re a nerd. Be quiet please. And no, it’s not all the ideas have a single source. 

It’s the theme that the writers are obsessed with. That’s the hedgehog. Then the fox 

gathers its ideas from all the scattered pieces, with a belief that all is shattered, 

fragmented, dispersed. It rejects a unity. The fox. Of course, as Berlin himself points out, 

the ideas fall apart if you delve into it too much.” 

“Still, it’s a really interesting idea. The dichotomy between two perspectives: the 

cohesive perspective and the dispersed.”  

“I love the idea. I want to write about and study and connect everything I can 

back to a central focus. I want to be that sort of scholar. That sort of person.” The tip of 

her nose glowed cherry-red from the cold, her whole face glowed while she spoke, and 

not just from the acne. It lent her a mysticism. She seemed to already be that sort of 

person who buries themselves in ideas the way a hound buries her nose in the scent. It 

surprised me, and then there was that guilty pang. 
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“I think you’d like my Dad.” I said. “Plus, look at you. Freshman year isn't over, 

and you already have a bonafide plan.” 

“Tell that to my student loan debt and years of grad school. Plus, It’ll probably 

change with the job market or the next existential crisis.” She replied, and for the first her 

eyes drifted from mine. “But you’ve got a plan too.”  

I sighed.  

“You’re smiling.” Rylie said. “It’s nice.” 

“Thanks. I, um. I don’t really have a plan. But thank you. I’m feeling a bit too 

foxy for my own good. A little scattered. I wish I had more of a hedgehog mindset.”  

“All the best people are.” Rylie replied with a smile. I bet she hurt Tolstoy’s 

feelings. 

We reached the Harper Building. A worn set of hollow blocks from the nineteen-

sixties. I set a foot on the first of the two steps that led up to double doors and glanced 

down to Rylie.  

“I’m sorry for rambling.” I told her. And she threw it off with a shake of her head. 

“Would you like to continue talking?” I checked my watch. “It’s not even eight-thirty.” 

She scrutinized the Harper Building with pursed lips. “Sure.” When she pursed 

her lips, I felt a heat rising in my face.   

Now, I wanted to talk about baseball. I had left my orange ball-cap in my room, 

next to the picture of my thirteenth birthday at the Astros game. There’s a photo of us 

hunched together amongst our church friends in the stands. My plump, grinning parents 

and my sister, with her straight blonde hair in a bob, all squashed around their son, thin as 

a rake and already threatening to pass his barrel of a father in height. I still remember the 
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ketchup and oil of the hot dog on my hands mingling with the soup-sweat of the Houston 

summer, and the crowd’s bellow at the fourth-inning home-run.  

Rylie Lenardon was talking again. “Yeah. Absolutely. Thanks for being willing to 

chat with a stranger so early in the morning.” 

 “Of course.” I replied. “But I wouldn’t really call you a stranger.” 

 

“So what’s your big idea?” I asked her. We sat on our coats in the linoleum floor 

the Harper Building. The hallway was almost empty, as most everyone was in class. The 

overhead light flickered intermittently. A bleary-eyed guy on a bench further down the 

hall yawned and smacked his lips. “Fig bar?” 

“No thanks. Do you keep snacks in your book bag?” Her beanie was off again, 

and her hair bounced like a thousand springs. 

“On occasion.” I replied. I placed the fig bar back in my book bag, and my thumb 

brushed against my straight razor.  

“Okay, so, my idea.” And Rylie shifted in her seat. She wore a sweater beneath 

her white jacket. It was a Percy College sweatshirt, a blue like larkspur, a happy, 

sprightly blue. She at first pulled out a pen and notebook from one of the pockets of her 

jacket, but she looked at these for a moment, and then stowed them again. She pulled out 

instead two dry-erase markers.  

“I’ve been thinking… Well, researching.” And Rylie Leonardon began to write on 

the linoleum floor. My hand out shot out, and she pulled away.  
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“Whoa! Wait, wait!” I tried to keep the fervor of my voice at a whisper, afraid to 

alert the empty hallway. “That may not… you might… oh, shi—Sorry, is that… is that 

a.” 

“What?” 

“I’m sorry. Why did you draw a, um, a one of those on the, uh, floor.” 

“It’s a Spork, Oxford.” 

“I thought it was…” Why did I think it was that. 

I ran my parched hand over my head. Should I report her? She looked me in the 

eye, her face unreadable. 

“What did you think it was? You’re blushing.” 

And then she burst out laughing. Loud enough to ricochet about the hallway, 

Rylie’s hoarse laugh persisted, and she herself rolled over onto her side with her arm 

pressed into the heaviness of her white coat and pressed into its plush midnight lining.  

“You’re gross, dude..” She gasped, catching her breath but unable to wipe away 

the smile. The back of her hand pressed against her mouth. The bleary-eyed young man 

on the other end of the hall glared at the two of us. My face blazed. “I’m sorry. That was, 

that was.” And she started laughing again, even harder than before. “That was a little 

below the belt. Ha ha.” 

“Ha.” I said as dryly as I could manage. “Ha. Hilarious.”  

The classroom door opened and nearly clubbed a guffawing Rylie in the face. The 

ratty beard of Dr. Tod Shukhov drooped down towards me and Rylie, who huddled in the 

fetal position, positively bawling before him.  

Toddy! 
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Dad, I’m telling a story here. 

“Miss, I must kindly request that you please be quiet.” Dr. Shukhov’s reedy voice 

was almost indiscernible as Rylie made a croaking gasp and slackened her body. “Also, I 

don’t think that’s going to come out of the floor.” 

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She wheezed. “I’m good. I’m good.”  

Dr. Shukhov glared at me. I shrugged. Dr. Shukhov shut the door and continued 

to lecture with his casual vehemence on advanced Logic.  

“Are you good?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” Unable to quell her smile, Rylie coughed into her curled fist. “So, 

my idea. My prickly, hedgehog, Liberal Artist idea is…” She crouched back over the 

floor and continued to write, although her back concealed my view. 

“The spork?”  

She reached back around and shoved me, a playful shove left that prompted a 

steel weight to plummet into the pit of my stomach, and then she leaned back so I could 

discern what she’d written.  

“Billy Shakes?” 

“All the world’s a stage, and its men and woman merely players with their exits 

and their entrances.”109  

“You call Shakespeare Billy Shakes?” 

“No man speaks truer to confusion. I just, I,” her excitement intensified, and she 

raised her hands above her head and nearly flung her dry-erase marker up to the ceiling. 

“I love this idea. 10/10 would idea again. But there’s a point to it: interpretation.” She 

                                                            
109Rylie paraphrases the first portion of William Shakespeare’s oft-quoted speech from As You Like It (New 
York; Methuen, 1987): 2.7.139-141 
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lowered her voice and leaned closer towards me. There was a new fire in her eyes. “You 

know the Whiskies?” 

“The Whiskeymen, you mean?” My gut constricted, bound by a thousand steel 

coils. “Yup.”  

“They’ve made this thing a science. They’re the Edisons of Edifice. They’re 

peacocks in smoking jackets, swirling half-assed brandy, and lecturing to themselves on 

merit and virtue and stance while they say nothing. Nothing.” 

You see, Dad, everyone does know the Whiskies at Queen Anne University. As 

Rylie continued, growing more and more vehement, my mind faded back to the first time 

I attended the meeting of the Whiskies. Their meetings took place in an old house on the 

edge of campus, and I don’t know by whom. It was a three-story Edwardian sub-

mansion, stately and derelict. In the vast living room, with the plush furnishings 

maintained even as the ceiling had begun to peel, the Whiskies in their flawless suits had 

gathered us. It was the inauguration of the Chairs for the officially named Queen Anne 

University Citizenry Club, and more specifically the inauguration of Master Craig 

Detweiler as Chair for Public Service. It was one of those fine occasions, where you were 

allowed to bring friends.  

Each Whiskey was allowed a date, a Second, and family if desired. I was Craig’s 

second, his date was Thompson, who wore a maroon Dungeons and Dragons tank-top 

and leather jacket and made snide comments to me the entire evening, since I was the 

only other person she knew.  Rather than stand before us bedecked in sandals and socks 

as he’d been that morning, Detweiler, adorned in a stunning three-piece suit of 

magnificent grey, stood alongside his fellow Chairs beside the roaring fireplace. The 
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warmth of the fire and the hint of smoke covered the faintest trace of mildew. Their 

Faculty advisor was in attendance, so the Whiskies had hidden the whiskey. Their 

President, Welton DeElls, I kid you not, with knuckles pressed into the bristles his 

enormous mustache that, once again I kid you not, impressed upon us the semblance to a 

man with overt fondness for embrace and commiseration of horses110, cleared his throat, 

tapped his glass of sparkling cider, which once again prompts me to insist I’m not joking, 

and addressed the crowd as thus: “I thank you kindly each and every woman and man for 

joining us this evening as we embrace our new coterie of Chairs, brothers all of the 

Queen Anne University Society for Intellectual Refinement and Responsible 

Citizenship,” and by the gravel in his voice I could tell he had spent a fair amount more 

time in throat-clearing than I’d first presumed. After the prayer, in which he thanked 

Almighty God for the crowd gathered there that evening and for the previous weekend’s 

intramural win against Alpha-Beta-Whatnot, he announced each chair between bouts of 

applause. At Craig’s name Thompson wolf-whistled, much to my best friend’s chagrin.  

“Our new Public Service Chair, Master Detweiler, has agreed to share a few 

words.” President DeElls announced. A podium had been set up next the fireplace, and 

Craig approached it. As he pulled out the speech which I had proofread for him, someone 

turned up the lights, for part of his face had been cast in shadow, while the other sucked 

in the firelight. Craig hated public speaking, and people could see it. His hands clenched 

the sides of the wooden podium. He had a wooden, monotonous tone, and he rarely 

looked up from the page.  

                                                            
110 Friedrich Nietzsche 
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“I want to thank each and every one of you, for joining us this evening. This 

group of guys has been a blessing for me, and a gift. In hard times they’ve been the best 

friends, and I couldn’t ask for a better group of gentleman than you all, with who I get to 

share these four years at Queen Anne University. I want to thank especially, Bliss, that is, 

Welton, our amazing President, for his encouragement and support. I am excited to get to 

know each of our new members, here today.” He glanced around the room as the crowd 

applauded Welton, who smiled in a bashful way, and twirled the corner of his mustache. I 

followed Craig’s eyes and noted a plump, curly-haired young man with braces, Max 

Cross, who held a clear plastic cup of soda and looked very grateful to be there.  

“Thank you also for my best friends, Oxford Brickmann and Thompson Endo, 

who were kind enough to join me on this occasion. The Bible says you must welcome the 

stranger, for they may be angels in disguise. These two are angels, although they are not 

strangers.” 

For that we received our own applause. Thompson very, very subtly, flipped 

Craig off.  

“It was C. S. Lewis, one of the inspirations for this organization, that once said 

about education in England that, ‘We make men without chests and expect them virtue 

and enterprise. We laugh at honour and are shocked to find traitors in our midst. We 

castrate and bid the geldings be fruitful’.111 I am sorry if that language shocks you. I think 

it’s true though, that in college today we build men and women without chests. 

“But I think that here, among friends, we can build men with chests. Men with 

substance. And I know that I have been given substance, I have been given a greater 

                                                            
111 The Abolition of Man, in C. S. Lewis: The Complete Signature Classics, (New York: Harper 

One, 2002). p. 704. 
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heart, from these men around me. One that has given me greater love for my friends, my 

university, and my community. So thank you, my friends and brothers, for establishing a 

place where I can be safe, where true brotherhood grows, and where we make our 

society, our country, and our world a better place. For God, for Polis, for Flourishing.” 

He returned to his place in the line amidst generous applause. Thompson did not 

whistle this time, rather she pulled on my suit-sleeve and beckoned me down.  

“He said it wasn’t a fratpack.” She whispered to me.  

“He says it’s not a lot of things.” I replied. Still, to see Craig beam amongst his 

friends, as they slapped him on the back amidst cries of, “he’s a good Egg,” and “hurrah 

for Egg!”, warmed my heart. And even when we played video games and I would mock 

his non-fraternity fraternity, it still did. It warmed my heart up until last November, when 

Max Cross punched a girl in the face.  

Now, I didn’t think all of that while Rylie Leonardon shared her big idea with me. 

I took of my glasses and pressed my thumb into my eye until I saw those diamond 

fractals again while Rylie spoke of how performance, shock value, was needed to convey 

some sense of truth, and from that truth came action. You’re smiling, she said once. She 

was smiling too, even in her fervor. A queasiness churned about in my stomach. She 

couldn’t have known about November. 

I shook my head as the classroom door opened and the students emerged. As they 

did, some of them glanced down at the markings that Rylie continued to etch out on the 

linoleum floor. Some of the markings resembled a doodle of a stick-figured man in a 

smoking jacket being prodded below the waist with an elongated Spork, with the mushed 

letters of the word TRUTH inscribed in the confines of its handle. Rylie leaned back up. 
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The collar of her sweater shirt hung loose around her collarbone, and the crest of Percy 

College a few inches below the collar covered a section of doodle.  

“Are you gonna erase those?”  

“In a second.” She replied. “Do you have to head in, or do you have some more 

time?” 

“I’d like to head in, but I’ve got some more time.”  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
Null and Voight 

 

“So these are the men to whom we believe our safety, our possessions, and our children 

are most justifiably entrusted.” – Cicero112 

 

Argument: 

In Oxford Brickmann’s Philosophy class, Robert Pine, father to Addison, teaches on the 

moral virtue of temperance, but Oxford, feeling guilt at his lack of temperance in regards 

to his relationship with Addison cannot process this knowledge. Agitated by the 

disinterest of his classmate, Christopher Null, Oxford fantasizes about violently beating 

Christopher. However, he again sees the presence of God, this time in Christopher’s 

imagined face. This causes him great distress.  

  

Just shy of nine, Introduction to Philosophy sauntered out of what would soon 

become Robert Pine’s classroom while I wished Rylie Leonardon a respectful farewell. 

She asked me for my phone number, and with a hesitant twinge, like a twitch you get 

when taking a nap, I gave it to her. Then she was gone, her belonged twig-body and 

Percy College sweater lost in the mob that poured into the hallway like rivers to the sea. I 

leaned against the wall and waited for the room to clear. The sole of my oxblood marten 

pressed against the cream plaster and my walrus-faced topcoat lay nestled in the crook of 

my arm. The students emerged still rustle-haired and clad in crumpled sweatpants. A girl 

                                                            
112 On Obligations, trans. P. G. Walsh (New York; Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 65. 
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with disheveled hair, some of it in her mouth, slouched past. A pot-bellied boy with a 

buffalo-goatee glanced in our direction. None made eye contact except for Raj, a bony 

pre-dental student from South Carolina and one of my residents. He nodded to me with a 

sleepy smile. Raj was alright. Raj was chill.  

“Don’t do drugs. Stay in school.” I reminded him, and shook his hand. Web-to-

web. Firm grip. Shake twice. Release. As part of our first week last August my fellow RA 

Corey and I had taught our residents firm handshakes. After all, we were the Percy 

Legates, the third floor, and we had to have good blood or else suffer ire from the Roots, 

the Fort, and the Towers.  

Good breeding, I once joked to Corey. A firm handshake declares a well-bred 

man. The guys rolled their eyes, but a couple caught on. Raj caught on. He was out for 

the Whiskies, where he could put that handshake to good use. Craig had been recruiting 

on the floor. Legate to Whiskey.  

But Raj was alright, Raj was chill. I probably won’t mention him again, though. 

But’s he’s alright.  

“Have a good day, man.” Raj readjusted his backpack and sauntered off. I gave 

him a salute and a smile. I noticed the back of hand when the salute lowered. The 

crevices in the skin between my thumb and forefinger were very dry, with white crevices 

that stood out like a mithril mines. My book bag shivered as I dove my hand in the lotion 

amongst the fig newtons. Damn, must have left it in the room. I’ll pick it up later.  

Damn. I hate forgetting things.  

My phone buzzed while I reached for. I suppose I would have to finish it later. I 

thought for a moment about Rylie, and then the curvaceous idea of Rylie, and then…  
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aurelipateresuritionum, 

nonharummodosedquotautfuerunt 

autsuntautaliiseruntinannis, 

pedicarecupismeosamores. 

Ah, Catallus. That was Catullus.   

I strode inside the classroom and took my seat in the front row, as you always 

implied that I should. The room was built like an amphitheater, with the chairs bolted into 

the ground on five terraces. The chairs were a cream color a disconcerting shade lighter 

than the walls. The room oozed musty scents of age, and as though from far away the 

heater rumbled on the edge of my hearing, muffled by plaster and ancient infrastructures. 

I folded my top coat over the seat and deposited my leather bookbag at my side. Then, I 

reclined my white flannel keister in the chair and leaned my arms, bedecked in sleeves of 

a thousand tiny squares of purple, white, and saffron squares, over the tablet desk and 

opened my phone.   

Hi. This is Rylie Leonardon. 

I added her to my contact list and proceeded to peruse her social media. I checked 

my watch. There was a fair amount of the fifteen-minute break between classes left. Rylie 

Lenardon’s friends tagged her at a coffee shop as she laughed. Rylie Lenardon made 

Santa Claus cookies with her Mom and little sister. Golly, Rylie Lenardon had like a 

hundred siblings with curly hair and freckled noses like hers. Was she Catholic? 

Homeschooled? Rylie Lenardon was accepted to university. Congratulations, Rylie! I 

would reply to her text and send a friend request later.  
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Other pictures on another medium. Rylie talked about books. Rylie went to the 

zoo. A web-site! Rylie really was an artist. She wrote meh poetry and shared good poetry. 

She dabbled in various styles. Some sonnets cropped up. And then a blog post. A piece 

on Fitzgerald entitled, “Amory Blaine: Does He Even Know Himself?” And then some 

on Dostoevsky, one apparently published in a student newsletter.  

There was a picture of Rylie at the beach. I decided to leave internet Rylie alone. 

My gut was writhing in a different way. Note to self: stop, I thought. 

As opposed the basiliaic grandeur of Hamilton Mall and the Elephantine Library, 

the Harper Building appears, well, banal. 

 

Derelict.  

 Fair, Tracey, fair. 

  

The lining on the window peeled, and a thousand vacuums couldn’t tear the tiny 

flecks of human out of the carpet. The walls were painted university bland in a long-

standing sociology experiment to test the limits of student sanity. The room’s dusty 

projector wheezed whenever the professor beats the power button with a long stick. The 

professor beats it with a stick because the remote doesn’t work. And projections all 

appear with a green tint. Sometimes’ the chalk on the chalkboard screeches, and my teeth 

try to yank themselves out with agony. Pine’s dilapidated desk appears shabbiest of all, 

even more so at that moment when he sat behind it. 

Robert Pine, his peppered hair receded far past his resolute forehead, into which 

anxieties had carved spans of trenches, and grey patches grew around his ears. The 
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paunch of the man, which once had been the delicate curve of a limber scholar in his late 

forties, now over fifty crushed itself against the edge of his desk. When I would speak to 

him in his office, a crashed cave of books, he would drift away to dusty volumes and 

follow tangents so that he forgot where he had begun. He was never tidy to begin with, 

but years had carried him away in a mothball smell. Old before his time. Bags beneath his 

eyes dragged down his face with weariness. He would spend swaths of time draped over 

the picture frame he carried with him to his classrooms and which displayed his daughter, 

his son, himself, and his wife.  

Have you met his son? His son’s twenty-three, a master’s student in English on 

the east coast. I still text him on occasion. We only saw each other on occasion, but since 

we started college he and I keep in touch more. It’s been good for him, I think.  

We might be acquainted, yeah. 

“Dad loves deep.” His son once said, inheritor of his father’s magic. “His love 

drove the blood in his veins. The love of his family, the love of his students, the love of 

his God. With love in the blood like that cuts don’t cure easy.”  

I don’t think the cuts ever left Uncle Robert. My dad came to comfort Uncle 

Robert after his wife was killed. My Mom came later for the funeral. I sat with his son 

and daughter in the living room while my Dad help Robert, sobbing, in his arms. Rarely 

did I see my Dad cry, but tears streamed as he held Robert by the fireplace. For all their 

genius, neither man knew what to tell the other. No words of theirs could heal. They 

could only hold each other. Sometimes that’s all you do.   

I held my Dad for an hour that night the Pines’ living room. “I love you.” I told 

him, as small as a toddler.  
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 “I love you.” He buried me in himself with the smell of aged paper and the thick, 

damp heat of home.  

Robert Pine still cries. I’ve heard him in his office. He cried in front of me once at 

the dinner table. His daughter had left the room, and it was him and me. I sat there 

dumbfounded with my hands strangling the napkin in my lap. How do I comfort a grown 

man? How I do a comfort a man who’s dying in front me? I just sat there and gave him a 

hug later. Dad called him later and told me that meant the world. He told me I did a good 

job.  

I don’t deserve you, Dad.  

I pulled out my notebook and pen, one of the thirty-two that, in the corner of 

Sean’s eye, Hillman and I had pilfered from the Residential College Symposium last 

November. We pilfered ‘em beneath the vibrant banners and endless tables of an upper-

crust big-name university in St. Louis. They were fat pens, with red and black ballpoints, 

and we discovered this semester that they came dreadfully ill-supplied with ink. That, or 

we wrote way more than we thought.  

No ink the pen. I aimed for the trash can and pitched it, off the wall and into the 

bin, where it rustled the plastic. 

“Touchdown.” I murmured. 

My fellow classmates arrived in much the way as the previous class had departed, 

with a sordid assortment of half-zipped coats and sweatpants, a few of the northerners 

still in the shorts they wore to bed, and a few Southern lads like myself, although I must 

have been the only one fully dressed. The floor of Pine’s classroom was, as the rest of the 

room, flat and crammed with old chairs. 
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“Ox.” Uncle Robert, Dr. Pine watched me from his desk chair. He leaned over the 

desk, which groaned beneath the weight of his burdensome arm.  

“Yeah?” I thought I smelled lemons, or was it lavender? Was it the same hand 

soap? 

“Who was the girl you were talking with?” 

I smiled. “Girl from Percy. Freshmen.” 

He smiled too, a slight curve of his lip. Perhaps there was even a twinkle in that 

weary eye.  

“What’s her name?”  

“Melanie.” My voice emerged shrill. “Melanie Voight.” 

He nodded.  

“We were just chatting.” 

He nodded, still smiling.  

Christopher Null came in as well. He slumped into a seat on the first row, his seat 

since he had shown up late on the second day for his first day of class. He ignored me. 

Typical. He never spoke in class, and I have always been fearless about that. I was silent 

then. 

Robert Pine arose from his desk like the man who take the floor for his oration. 

He performed with his eyes, while his hands were still unless he required a rise or fall of 

the open palm or the clenched fist to illustrate his point. His voice emerged with volcanic 

rumbles from deep in the depths of knowledge. He had been an actor and a radio 

announcer at different points in his life. He wore his sleeves rolled up to near his elbows, 
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and when he listened to us, his students, he would run his right hand over his beard like a 

Socrates, while the left hand nestled in the nook of his right arm.  

He opened his arms out, wide and open. His chest, heart, and mind open to us.  

“Dear students.” He began with that voice like captive thunder. “Let’s take a 

minute.” 

The chatter dissipated. Some knelt their heads in bleary prayer while others typed 

out the last messages on their cell-phones. A few set up their notes. As the science 

commands, Dr. Pine prohibits laptops, much to his class’s displeasure. The minute was 

the tradition to center us for class that Pine had stolen from a Texas professor, whom I 

had met at the symposium last November. I had passed along the idea to Dr. Pine at his 

home for dinner the next week, and he loved it. For my minute, I bent my head over my 

desk, and my vision blurred. Like faded images, the white note, the belt around my waist, 

and the straight razor in my bookbag. I shook my head I thought of Rylie Lenardon. 

Could she tell that I was looking at her wrong? I wondered. She probably could. Girls can 

always tell that thing. God, I’m a pervert. Sick. Loathsome. Gone to seed like Dr. Pine. 

No, that’s not fair. He’s been through a lot. And he’s no pervert. No, god, it’s Addie 

again. She’s the kinda girl you can’t help putting on a pedestal. No, don’t think like that. 

It’s not her fault. It’s yours. Take some damn responsibility for yourself, Oxford 

Brickmann. Peace, be calm. You are in control. Assert control. You know and you act. 

What do I know? I can even see myself in the mirror. I knew myself, and that may have 

been it, but at least it was something. Now I don’t even know that, and I know that and I 

don’t even like… I bet Rylie doesn’t either. Please, God, let this minute end. I bet she’ll 

never speak to me after this, and it’s a shame too. It’s always a pleasure to speak with an 
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intelligent woman. Keep it in your pants and your head out of your pants, Oxford M. 

Brickmann, where M is Moron.  

Even after everything, I still felt light when I thought of her.  

I opened my eyes at the shuffle of papers. Dr. Pine had gathered up the papers on 

his front desk and handed out the morning’s quiz. The class, the name of which he wrote 

at the top of each quiz in case anyone had forgotten was “Virtue Ethics: Moral and 

Intellectual Excellences in a Fragmented Age”  

His questions follow, and some he repeated from previous class times for 

emphasis: 

 

1. From today’s reading, please list three of the intellectual virtues as described 

by Roberts and Wood: 

1. Autonomy 2. Generosity. 3. Courage  

2. Please explain one of the terms you wrote above. 

Autonomy – Both a person’s awareness of the ways in which their knowledge is 

“regulated” by outside sources, their dependence on outside sources of knowledge, as 

well as their responsibility to discern between and trust their sources.  

3. What is “Telos” and why is it important in the discussion of the virtues?  

Telos is the idea of a inherent purpose to a person or thing, such as a carving knife 

or a stopwatch, and a Telos defines what sort of virtues ought to be cultivated in a 

particular thing. 

4. From Monday’s Class: What Did Brian Argue Is the Necessity of Courage as 

an Intellectual, as well as Moral, Virtue (Good job, Brian!)? 
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Courage allows us to accept and share the truth when fear would keep us from 

doing so. 

5. Is someone naturally virtuous? 

No, we are adapted by nature to receive the virtues, and we perfect them through 

repeated action and habit, done with an eye towards an eventual goal.113 

 

Dr. Pine collected the papers. “You’ll notice that I switched around question four 

and placed it before question three. I thought that it worked better as a starting point for 

Brian’s comment. Once again, good job Brian. We’re all very proud of you. Also: Ash 

Wednesday. I was going to say happy Ash Wednesday, but I think that would be 

somewhat inaccurate considering the mood of the day. However, as it is the Lenten 

season, I thought I would begin class with a bit of an, well, a 180, and surprise-surprise! 

We’re gonna talk about temperance.” 

“Fuck!” The hoarse whisper leapt into the air like a muffled firecracker and hung 

there like a tongue of flame. Twenty-people shuffled around in their seats, and twenty 

people were staring at me. 

“Only if it’s rightly ordered.” Dr. Pine’s joke arrived a bit too late. “I would ask 

you to control your language, Mister Brickmann, please. And don’t worry, I’m not going 

to hand out any new quizzes. Where was I? um, yes, temperance. Brief recap: In our 

reading of Aristotle, we are introduced to the doctrine of the mean, which is an 

underlying principle for virtues, as virtues themselves are often the intermediary between 

                                                            
113 “… Either by nature, then nor contrary to nature do the virtues arise in us, rather we are adapted 

by nature to receive them, and are made perfect by habit” (Aristotle, p. 23). 
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two extremes: an excess and a deficiency. For the courage the deficiency is what? 

Anyone, anyone?” 

A young woman dressed for yoga, with an overlarge emerald sweatshirt 

emblazoned with the catchphrase, “Make America Green Again,” raised her hand.  

“Yes, Shauna.” 

“Um, the excess is rashness, and the lack is cowardice.” 

“Great, courage lies between the extremes of cowardice and rashness. In the 

reading on courage as articulated in the handout on Roberts and Wood, they add an 

additional example for intellectual virtues: caution. Caution and courage, well…” 

Dr. Pine lunged for the chalk and etched out a line on the blackboard behind his 

desk. Christopher Null, at the opposite end of the room, subtly picked his nose. His 

cheeks were red from cold, as were his kneecaps. Fuck looks drunk. Sorry. I turned back 

to where Dr. Pine, Uncle Rob, scratched out the word “courage” in the middle of the line. 

He surrounded the word with a vague cloud that encompassed the line as well, and at the 

edge of the cloud he inscribed “caution.” 

Dr. Pine tapped the word with the chalk pinched between his thumb and 

forefinger. “If we think of virtues as on a sort of spectrum, then caution’s kind of 

interesting, because it’s a virtue, at least according to the handout, but it’s not the same as 

courage. Courage is definitely closer towards rashness, and caution lends itself more 

towards cowardice. Not that it is cowardice. Caution’s more like, the disposition 

important for helping you pick your battles, and courage is what helps you through the 

battles you’re fighting. And for Aristotle courage was more important, probably, because 

of the prevalence of warfare and martial necessity in Athens at the time. You needed 
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courageous people a lot more, well, maybe not a lot more, but in battle certainly, you 

needed courage more than caution.” 

“Would caution matter now more?” 

“Brian, that’s another great questions. Please write it down for me, and we will 

get to it later. I must now, dramatic pause,” 

He said— 

Yeah, he actually said dramatic pause.  

Golly 

“I must return from my tangent. Good-bye tangent. And let me get back to 

temperance. Take a moment and talk between yourselves about what temperance means 

to you.” Dr. Pine erased the courage spectrum while he talked, he kept his body at an 

angle so we could still see his face as he erased the board. Well, I could see his face. His 

back was to Christopher Null. Dr. Pine picked up the chalk again and began to draw out a 

new diagram.  

The guy at my side, and the two students behind me leaned closer to each other.  

“Alright, guys.” I smiled as I looked from one to the other. “Temperance. 

Thoughts?” 

They all kind of glanced at me with a hesitant awkwardness. My minor outburst 

hadn’t quite settled.  

“Temperance.” I tried again. “I think, um, when I think of it, and there’s a chapter 

we’ll read later in Aristotle that really goes into it. But there’s um, a difference, between 

temperance and self-control, what Aristotle calls continence and incontinence.” I snorted. 

Shit, nobody laughed. Sorry. That was a… “Anyway, temperance is kind of well, it’s a 
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disposition and like an attitude. No attitude’s the wrong word, what was it? It’s a 

disposition in that you aren’t really tempted to overindulge. Things like food, drinking, 

um, yeah, stuff like that. Like, temperance is about not wanting too much of those things. 

So, I don’t know, if it’s really a virtue. Like it’s kind of impossible to be really temperate, 

while I guess you can be continent, like self-controlled, even if you’re tempted. Right, 

um, other thoughts?”  

Why wouldn’t they say anything? 

“Temperance is like,” One of the folks above me, a girl with a tightly wound 

braid draped over her shoulder leaned forward and looked right over my head. Her voice 

had this shrill, whistling quality like you hear in war movies when missiles or bombs hurl 

overhead. “I hadn’t really thought about the word a lot, but I think it’s got to do with like, 

I don’t know.” She made this dismissive snort wet with phlegm. “It just sounds a bit like 

purity culture, and I’m, I don’t wanna get into that right now. But it’s like, I think that 

temperance is good, but it’s like good self-control, like yunno, not but, I mean.” 

“Yeah.” Everyone nodded. Me too. I don’t think anyone understood what she was 

saying. But that bit about purity culture, yeah, we’re all pretty much on board.  

We all sat in silence while the other groups continued to talk, and Dr. Pine 

continued to etch out a diagram on the board. It was a graph, temperance, continence, 

incontinence, intemperance. Just like I’d been saying. My stomach churned as though 

filled with curdled milk.  

“It’s like,” and my voice again just sort of fluttered out to no one in particular. 

Christopher Null was talking with his hands, but his eyes were focused on the floor. He 



 

78 
 

ran a hand through his dark hair, greasy with sweat. Without my glasses I wouldn’t have 

been able to see his face, but his knuckles gleamed through his dark hair.  

Knuckles that could have been punching a girl in the mouth last November.  

“God, fucking men. I’m, dammit sorry,” I shook my head. I thought they couldn’t 

hear me, my group. But they just went on about their business. Dr. Pine glanced over at 

me. I felt like crying. My headache hadn’t let up. My stomach kept twisting at the 

thought of how I had been looking at Rylie as she drew Sporks on the linoleum. You’re 

one to talk, Brickmann. You’re a pervert, a loathsoame pervert, Oxford Brickmann. Still 

bloated from breakfast. Running fat through the woods like a fat, fucking, gah… I 

thought about the ivory gates of myth, from which spring all falsehoods. Yup, that was an 

ivory-gated sentiment.  Great job, Oxford, you’re supporting the elephant tusk trade. 

Bastard.  

I snorted out loud again, and in my peripheral vision the guy to my left shifted in 

his chair.  

“Come on,” I whined. “Aren’t we supposed to talking? Come on, let’s talk. 

Temperance, ich, it’s like a nasty word to say even.”  

A dry chuckle emerged from my mouth. “Come on.” 

“Dude, chill, it’s not that big of a deal.” The guy beside me chided. The rest just 

sat around. The girl with the ornate braid doodled some nonsense in her notebook.  

“Yeah, it’s a big deal. A big deal. Come just, I uh, um, uh, gotta put it into 

words.” I shifted in my chest while the ache in my head, the silent scream, grew in the 

back of my head like a crescendo. Over and over until everything fell apart. Fell apart. It 

came in clear to my skull. Fall apart like Bolero. God, fuck. Am I going insane?  
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Then, without even thinking about it. I looked back towards the other side of the 

classroom.  

This time Christopher Null was on his goddamn cell phone. Front row, 

underneath the chair-tablet. Texting, scrolling. I clenched my pen between my fingers so 

tight it nearly snapped in two. The rage burst through like a dam overwhelmed. The son 

of a bitch. Robert Pine’s wife was dead. It destroyed him. You won’t even do him the 

common decency, the common decency of looking at him. He looks over the edge for 

you, Chris, you ingrate, self-centered, ungrateful, ignoramatic mutherfucker. I could 

fucking strangle you right now. God, do you have any idea the shadows behind us. The 

rot? Nah, you can’t even find your own. Smaller than your prick, I bet. Goddammit!  

What is with you and the rest of these petulant dregs? Fratboys, gossiping sorority 

sisters, smart-asses and egomaniacs of academia. The athlete whose real sport is date-

rape. The bigot-activists of the university. Self-righteous ideologues like Melanie Voight. 

Hypocrites. And in the middle of the mire, Christopher Null, who scratches slurs into 

doors and two hours later smiling shakes hands with the chaplain. Now I get guys’ erect 

recalcitrance. But you, Christopher Null. God, I could strangle you.  

“We’ll talk more about rightly ordered desires when we reach the handout on 

Augustine.” 

To hell with whatever Pine was saying. In my mind’s eye I leapt from my chair 

and had the bastard Null in a headlock. I had him on the floor, twisting and snapping his 

knee on the upturned chair. I played the whole thing up to absurdity in my head. Torrents 

of blood and gore erupted from his mouth and nose while my fists hammered craters in 

his white face. I yanked out his teeth with my fingers. His dark eyes ballooned wide in 
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fear like a dog as he yelped, he squealed, he screamed. I sank my fists into his stomach, 

imagined the guts beneath writhing at each blow. In my imagination I could pound him 

into nothing but vestiges, crimson flecks on the carpet. Free of Christopher Null. The tips 

of my fingers dug into his side between the ribs and tore into the muscles of his thigh. His 

clothes were the red of himself. He drowned in his own putrescence. He tasted himself in 

the blood of his mouth and face. Choke on yourself Christopher Null, I thought as my 

fingers closed around his throat, I could almost feel his windpipe restricting.  

And then in his face. In my head, but in his face as well.  

Dr. Pine’s voice arose from the recesses of my mind, garbled like a radio in the 

deep crevices of the earth. He spoke something unintelligible about the Eudaimon. 

Christopher Null texted Tri-Deltas. I sat before an open notebook, staring blankly at the 

nothing before me. The knot in my stomach wound tighter than a noose. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 
Aquilae 

 

“Phlebas the Phoenician, a fortnight dead, 

Forgot the cry of gulls, and the deep sea swell 

And the profit and the loss.” – T. S. Eliot 114 

 

Argument: 

Oxford Brickman, ashamed at his lack of self-control, breaks down at the desk of Robert 

Pine. Robert Pine and Oxford drive to Myrtle Edwards beach, where Oxford attempts to 

confess his suicidal urges and sex with Addison, but he cannot bring himself to be honest 

with his family friend, Uncle Robert, so he lies about Addison’s identity, referring to her 

as Jocelyn Waters. Robert Pine’s loving embrace of Oxford prompts the young man to 

make a superficial promise to God that he will restrain himself and serve God. This 

promise is broken moments later.  

 

Resident advisors ask questions when a resident comes to us and tells us they 

have thought of killing themselves. The most important question is if they have a plan, an 

image in their head of how the suicide could go, what methods they have in mind. If they 

have a plan then we call the higher ups, and they take over the logistics, which leaves us 

to sit with the resident until whatever comes next. Usually, the higher ups contact the 

student by email, ask how they’re doing, and recommend some avenues of help. 

                                                            
114 “The Waste Land,” p. 65. 
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Sometimes, in the worst moments, we call the police. The resident, the student, the 

person, goes to the hospital and waits in a white room, sometimes with their wrists 

bound, for a weekend. I mean, it doesn’t always happen that way. We, the RAs, are 

mandated to report anything we hear that might be a confession, so sometimes it’s our 

words that lead a student from a trusty dialogue with a friend to the ambulance. 

Sometimes we save lives, or so Sean says.  

I spoke to Hillman a few weeks before this whole thing went down, since one of 

my residents had questions about counseling. I had already asked Sean about it, but 

Hillman was at the front desk amidst a discussion of the subject. He explained that, when 

you go to counseling, every few weeks you answer a questionnaire, and on that 

questionnaire the counselors ask a couple different questions. They ask you whether you 

have had thoughts of harming yourself and how often. They ask about your eating and 

sleeping habits and levels of social anxiety. They also ask another question. The 

counselors ask whether you have thoughts of hurting other people; usually on a scale of 

how often, from never to almost daily. I wondered how many people were honest about 

that question, and whether other people would lie on it as I do. I would put never.  

  

I do not remember the remainder of Dr. Pine’s class. All I remember is that I sat 

with a blank face over a blank notebook and called myself a psychopath over and over 

again because I could not come up with a stronger word. Psychopath, psychopath, 

psychopath. Anti-Social personality. I peppered the diatribe with little moment of hollow 

optimism. It’s all in your head, Oxford. You feel bad about it, Oxford. Psychopaths have 

no regrets. It’s not real. Torrents? You’re just being ridiculous. It didn’t feel ridiculous.  
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The headache bloated against my skull. My heart took on weight and tried to bury 

itself deep within the chasms of my gut. I wanted to flee and shrivel to nothing at the 

same time. 

When class let out, I tried to be normal. I packed my bookbag and nestled my 

topcoat into the crook of my arm, but as I squeezed with the milieu out the door I brushed 

shoulders with Christopher Null and fought back a scream that ended up trapped in my 

whole body. He smelled of basketball sweat and hastily-applied cologne, and I almost 

sprinted off in the opposite direction from him, down a hallway of students who waited 

for class on their phones, draped over battered benches, or trying to meld with the wall.  

 But before I could, Uncle Robert, not Dr. Pine, called me back into the classroom. 

I’ll save you the particulars about how I broke into tears and almost collapsed beside his 

desk. Let me skip to the part where he told me to skip class so we could take a walk.  

 

I skipped my next class: Seneca with Dr. Cloud. I let my classmates parse through 

the stuffiness of the Harper building’s third floor classroom. Uncle Robert and I took my 

truck to Myrtle Edwards, a park by the bay closer to downtown Seattle.  

My truck loitered in the Queen Anne parking garage on the far side of campus, 

back across Hamilton Mall. With the wind clouting us in the ears and drinking up the 

snot in our noses, we traversed the sidewalk opposite Percy College. We left the 

immensity of the library behind us. Residence halls to the right of us, Spenser Hall and 

Mansfield Hall, were… Edwardian, I guess. The door into Spenser was this ornate 

behemoth of a thing, bright red, that made one feel, as they walked up to it, that you were 

gonna have a jolly holiday with Mary. Although I should clarify that Mansfield was the 
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girl’s hall. And no, a holiday with Mary is not a euphemism for anything. Across the 

grass, Percy appeared such a different building from the rest, with its white, almost 

marbled, façade. The archway was flanked by two pillars, which were carved into the 

alcoved walls.  

“Is that guy in the bushes?” Uncle Robert pointed to where, in a bush next to the 

Percy Archway, some guy crouched.  

“I’m impressed, yeah, he’s waiting for his next target.” I explained the Spork 

Trials to him. He chuckled, and we moved on. A scream occurred several seconds later 

and made us pause in our trek. It turns out that had been Corey in the bushes, and he’d 

found his target alright. A girl I didn’t recognize went sprinting across the green, and 

Corey bolted after her in hot pursuit, his hair flowing in the wind. The girl slipped on a 

chuck of ice and careened into the grass. That stopped Corey in his tracks, his Spork 

clenched in his outstretched hand. The girl lay face down in the grass. One second 

passed. Another. She didn’t move.  

“Oh my God, are you okay?” Recovering his wits, the taught lining of Corey’s 

surfer legs bulged through his skinny-jeans as he scampered towards her. He pocketed his 

Spork into his jacket as he ran. I turned fully around. Had she broken something? It 

hadn’t looked like that serious a fall. When Corey got close enough to help her up, that’s 

when the girl sprang, and with a wrathful jab she caught Corey in the forearm.  

“Stunned!” She yelped before she scampered off towards the science building. 

Dumbfounded, Corey stood there in a half-crouch while his arm dangled useless in front 

of him.  
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“Noice!” I yelled to the girl as she booked it across the mall. She threw out a 

thumbs up before she cut between Spenser and Mansfield. 

Uncle Robert chuckled. “The Spork Trials.” He carried on towards the parking 

garage, an enormous box of concrete.  

“You know what these games reminds me of?” 

“What?” 

I would have told him then. But— 

“I’ll tell you when we get to the beach.” 

The parking garage, which I won’t bother to describe to you because parking 

garages are fairly uniform places, has become a fester ground for cats. One, a ragged 

creature, leapt out of the grass we crossed the street on the edge of Hamilton Mall. The 

cat appeared tiny as it vanished into the undergrowth to the side of the vast parking 

garage. As we approached the stairwell through the opening, I nearly kicked over a bowl 

of cat food and water. In the far corner a cardboard box on its side housed at least one 

other cat, its eyes gleaming in the shadows. There even lay a cat curled up beneath my 

truck, which was aptly named Brutus. The truck, not the cat. I knelt down with my hand 

on the panel of my old boy, bared my teeth, and hissed that cat out of its spot. It 

scampered out underneath the pale bluish lights of the garage and found a new spot near 

the upward ramp. It glared at me and licked itself.  

 “There’s more of those things every time I get here.” Using the tire as a step, I 

hurled myself over into the trunk, and then leapt over, meeting concrete with a hard jolt 

into my kneecaps. Over my shoulder, the cat continued to stare from its place by the 

ramp.  
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 Uncle Rob opened the car door and shook the truck upon entry. When the door 

shut it failed to alarm trashy Mister Whiskers, who had moved from his nethers to his 

paw. Through the window, Uncle Rob waved at me, and the muffled sound of his fist as 

it pounded the cushion of the driver’s seat beckoned me to enter.  

… 

 Along the coast of Elliot Bay we drove in silence, flanked by Margate’s manor 

houses and the beach, although any sign of water had been swallowed by fog. I snorted as 

a pothole shook the cabin. The last owner’d been a smoker, and I’d never gotten his little 

gift out. The air-freshener—lavender, Addy’s idea—kind of worsened the acrid odor. 

Uncle Rob, who covered his mouth with his wide hand so his fingers could through 

stubble on either side of his cheeks like the philosophe he was, didn’t seem to mind. He 

eyed the marine layer the way an old dog watches the front door when the family’s away. 

 “If there were water…” his voice came sudden. I turned towards for just a 

moment. How light his voice could be, how young. Hardly suitable for a man with wide 

folds of fat for a neck and a bald spot starting to poke out through his black, greasy hair. 

He paused, pondering. His hand dropped down, curled, and settled into a fist beneath his 

chin.  

 “If there were water,” he continued, “And no rock, if there were rock, and also 

water, and water. A spring, a pool among the rock. If there were the sound of water 

only… drip drop drip drop drop. Drop. Drop. Drop.” 

 He sighed, the faintest curve of a smile on his lip.  

 “But there is no water.”115 

                                                            
115 T. S. Eliot, p. 66-67. 
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At Myrtle Edwards, when we’d parked and made headway towards the beach, 

with the grey cloud overhead and the groan of distant trains about us, I noticed another 

cat, calico, that scampered as we strode towards the water. The sun rarely shines in 

Washington, but the marine layer had receded somewhat. Uncle Rob and I took a path by 

the water for a few minutes, while I munched on a fig newton.  

There was a fair amount of people out that morning, retirees or housewives 

walking their dogs; I nodded hello to a few of them. They would give a polite nod with 

their white, sweaty heads and carry on. I received suspicious glares from a married pair 

of retired folks with faces that stretched and wobbled like dough, but for the most part 

people were that morning the way they always are: friendly enough or in their own 

headspaces. A couple of my friends and I came down this way last August to scour 

Hempfest after classes had started, which was too friendly, and I’ll be honest, I prefer 

when it’s just people walking their dogs and not a hundred-k rally for pot legalization. 

Call me old fashioned. Or introverted—that works too. 

 A boulder, half painted red, emerged through the mist, which itself seemed heavy 

as that boulder. The dampness settled on me, the city, and the brown spattered slush on 

the sidewalk and roadside. The saltwater smell and the unsteadiness of sandy earth, even 

clumped together by rain. We were close enough by now to see the waves. 

 “Here’s your water, Uncle.” I pocked the wrapper of my fig bar and departed the 

sidewalk, making for the rock. I clambered on top of it and sat and listened to the trains, 

waves, and the sound of Uncle Rob’s footsteps as he followed me.  
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 I clasped my hands in my lap and dangled my feet straight out over the rock so 

that they made a little frame for where the water and the sand met. People, and by people 

I mean me, aren’t always sure what to think when prompted. I doubt we know how to 

think either, but I already had a headache that morning. I had imagined beating one of my 

residents into a strawberry jam pulp. What did that make me? Kill yourself, and have one 

less psychopath left in the world. Very refined. Very impartial. But Jesus said but Jesus 

said but Jesus said but Jesus. But Jesus was lame and had no idea what I was going 

through. Sorry. That’s how I felt at the moment. 

I pulled out my phone and texted Sean. Told him I’d be thirty minutes late to our 

meeting. I of course had no intention to harm Chris. I don’t think that most people have 

that intention when they imagine harming another person, although that seems like paltry 

justification. Couldn’t Chris just go home to his botoxed mom and leave me alone to live 

out this semester in peace? Still, there were his teeth lying about as gore oozed into the 

carpet. 

 I glanced down. Uncle Robert in his overcoat leaned against the rock with his 

head about a foot from my coattails. Our eyes met, he nodded for me to speak.  

 “I feel like I’m drowning.” I watched a gull overhead fly into the mist, swallowed 

into the Sound.  

 “School?” 

 “School. Everything. It’s just. I thought I had escaped the flood when I escaped 

Houston. Hurricane Harvey swallowed home mere days after I’d left for school. My 

parents sent me pictures of the damage and their own volunteer work, and Chelsea drove 

the four hours from Waco every weekend in September to help. My Dad made jokes 
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about Houston humidity just taking the next big step, but Mom was, Mom was really 

shaken by it. People died, she said to Dad, and you’re making jokes. Chelsea earned 

favored-child status when she came back to help. I couldn’t afford plane tickets, but I 

doubt I would have gone home anyway. Mom was in a right old fit. Chelsea heard her 

mumble during a nap on the couch. ‘Drowning. Home is drowning.’  

 “Home’s drowning here too, Uncle Rob. I um,” I dug my fingers in my eyes. “But 

that’s not, that’s not it.” A steel coil wound its way around my heart, my stomach. It ran 

upward into my though, splitting into wires that tried to clench my jaw shut. “I um, there 

was a girl last night. I was with a girl last night, I uh, and I um. Well, you, I think can 

guess what happened.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “You don’t know her.” I added very quickly. “Her name’s Jocelyn. Jocelyn 

Waters. She’s like a…” 

I pictured a dagger on my night-stand at home. The Roman Pugio, with the wide 

blade and the thin handle, bony, like a shriveled finger. With the proper amount of force 

between the ribs…  

“God, fuck. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” 

“You don’t need to apologize to me, Ox.”  

“It’s just, I uh, I haven’t been doing great with my, um, my mental health. Like 

it’s been, on a scale of one to sucky, real sucky. Like I um…” My voice trailed off. Is he 

a mandatory reporter? Yeah, yeah he is.  

“Have you talked to your Mom and Dad about this?” 

“No, I um, I haven’t talked to anyone. Well, you, and um, um…” 
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“Jocelyn?” 

“Yeah, Jocelyn. That was, uh, I just, and I know I’m not saying it well here. I was 

in real bad shape. I was in, real bad.” 

Hot tears welled up.  

“Oxford.” Uncle Rob tugged on coat tail. “Come down.”  

Slowly, I slid off the boulder as its uneven surface pulled at my trousers. When 

I’d made it down and my feet had sunk into the sand, Uncle Rob shepherded me into an 

embrace. He was a large man, but not tall. I chuckled a tearful chuckle as my nose 

brushed his receding hairline.  

“Oxford Marcus Brickmann.” His words vibrated against my neck. “I love you. 

Your family loves you. That will never change.” 

“I’m a fucking mess, Uncle Rob.”  

“You’re not a mess, Ox. Well, you are. But so are we all.” 

People will tell me, should I ever confess to the point of tears, that there is nothing 

wrong with me. They lie. There is something wrong with me, when I receive some 

meagre comfort from the image of myself dangling from the pole in the shower, or 

tumbling from the heights with arms spread wide like Christ, or tearing up myself like 

Cato, on the worst nights, when I can do nothing but lie in the corner without the strength 

to cry, then there must be something wrong with me. I wanted the heaviness to go away, 

but my friends who carry on are adamant. Therapy would not take it away. Medicine 

would only dull its sting. There is no escape. I found it very lonely to be unable to escape 

my loneliness. I wanted to rip my hair out, my flesh off, I wanted to scream and to be 

forever silent. I wanted to die just by thinking it. Like turning the off switch. 
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All these thoughts reverberated amongst the silent scream inside me. I dug my 

fingers like talons into my skull, captive to the silent scream. Jesus Christ Jesus Christ 

Jesus Christ, this intangible hurt was worse than burning, worse than anything.  

The gull had long sense vanished into the mist. The fog settled like a curled-up cat 

on distant waters and examined us like the stars, like the mirror, like the face behind the 

eyes of my friends had done. I’m insane. I thought to myself. I killed a man in my own 

mind, and perhaps some shred off me would have killed him for real.  

And I talked to God. I don’t like that I did, and I hope that it doesn’t bore you. But 

I talked to God as Uncle Rob pulled me close to him and very kindly told me the truth. 

He told me the wonderful truth that there was something wrong with me.  

I said to God, you watch me. You watched me amidst the belt and the pills before 

I slept. You were there with me as I hurled into the toilet bowl before dawn. Even if you 

were far away, you could have seen with my mind’s eye my hands around Christopher’s 

throat, the life flicker out in his eyes. You follow me down all my roads, and my words, 

all my words, reach you. I came to the end of my rope countless times, and you were 

always there. Why do you watch me? Why do you never reach out a hand to help me? Si 

es divi filius… 

Is it because we wage war, you and I? I know my Greek and Latin, but I know my 

Hebrew too. Israel: he who struggles with God. I’m in on the joke. I strive against you as 

the great men strove against Caesar. My body is a republic, and I will have my vote. I 

will wage war for my rights. I will raise high the standard of the Republic. Who has won 

the love of the poor, the downtrodden, but the ire of the wealthy and the wanton. I would 

arise against you, whose terms cost everything. One man against a thousand. One man 
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against an empire. One man against the world. Even in death, the victory belonged to that 

one man. Caesar became a god, and his son became Caesar. Caesar lives forever. We 

killed Caesar because he was king. We killed you for the same reason. Where is your 

victory? You have not conquered me. 

If you cannot conquer me, and I cannot conquer my passions, then who is 

weakest?  

Hic sum Catonem. I am Cato, and I will drive the sword into my belly rather than 

face your kingdom, Caesar. A child brought Cato the sword, did you know? The child 

brought him the sword while his son wept and begged him, pulled at the folds of his 

white robe, pleaded with him to desist. Where was I to go? I could go nowhere now. You 

say press on. Press on to where? The shepherd led the lamb to a cliff and implored him 

not to jump. Well, my words were Cato’s words last night.  

Iam sum dominum meum. I am my own master. I will jump whenever I damn 

well please. Little child, bring me a sword.  

Non veniisti ferre pacem sed gladium. You never said the sword would set a man 

against himself. I served you, but I kept my vote. My vote is the knife on the bedside 

table. My vote is the belt, the straight razor, the deep water. It turns out that you really are 

a tyrant. 

So what do you want? I saw you want in my own eyes and in the faces of this 

grey morning. You desire everything. You would drown the whole world with yourself.  

Well, I don’t speak for the whole world, so I can’t give you that. You may have to 

settle for me.  
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I surrendered again on that grey rock. I would not be Cato, who tore himself 

inside-out rather than bear Caesar’s pardon. I accepted the terms of surrender: everything. 

I suppose if Uncle Rob could have heard what I was thinking, about the standard and the 

lamb, and the Caesar who welcomed the killer, then he would have called ahead to 

prepare the white room and the straps on the bed. Instead he hugged me, the latest and 

most reluctant convert in all the Sound.  

 

It was a conversion that lasted all of ten minutes. On the drive back, amid the 

cigarette smell and the jarring potholes, I was fantasizing about Rylie Leonardon again 

and what lay beneath that Percy College sweater. This Ryley Leonardon had spotless, 

rosy cheeks. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

God Hears the Usurping Son of John from the Hills. 
 

“Round them, pound them, yes, and stone them: 

Let them have it, let them nab it— 

Most of all because they’ve striven 

To unseat heaven.” – The Chorus 116 

 

Argument: 

Jacob Hillman, Vice-President of Percy College and friend to Craig, leads a tour of 

Percy College, but is interrupted by Rylie Leonardon, who condemns Hillman and Percy 

for its failure to create true community and for Hillman’s own lack of grace towards the 

President of Percy College, Harper, whose reason for departure is held in secret by Jake, 

Craig, and Oxford, as well as the Percy leadership. This interaction prompts Oxford to 

reach out to Addison again. Oxford confesses his suicidal urges to Sean and then his 

violent fantasy about killing Christopher Null, but before Sean can respond, Hillman 

interrupts them, and Oxford, afraid of Sean’s response, flees the Common Room.  

 

Hillman bellow’s reverberated around Percy’s Common Room.  

 “Ah, here comes one of the good gentleman now!” A cheerful Jacob Hillman is a 

peculiar sight. Feeling sick from the drive back with Uncle Rob, where I had to fight my 

brain as it tried to peel the clothes of a young woman the way one peels an orange. With a 

                                                            
116 Aristophanes, “Clouds,” in The Complete Plays, trans. Paul Roche (London: New American 

Library, 2005), p. 199.  
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tissue from my bag, I rubbed my leaking nose as I strode into the Common Room. My 

sick and twisted brain, lady and gentlemen. Don’t, Tracey. It’s fine for her to be mad.  

 Sorry.  

 “Uncle Rob say anything else?” 

 Just that it might be good to talk to someone, parents first, maybe, about the 

scream. I mean, that’s not what we called it, but yeah.  

Through his beard, Hillman beamed over a crowd collected about him. They 

inhabited the foyer between the entrance door and the front desk, which was comprised 

of its own room with the desk as the bottom portion of a wall, above that it was clear. To 

the left branched a long hallway of offices? To the right was the common space where 

Hillman would lead the group: calculating mothers who take in every detail and ask every 

question, vague fathers with their ballcaps in their hands and sports on their minds, and 

high school students’ faces still cherry with cold. All types choked the foyer. It’s a 

wonder Hillman noticed me. Twelve people crowded the space around the front desk, 

framed by the volutes of ionic columns carved in the plaster walls and the rickety coffee-

cart. It was by the coffee cart that Hillman stood, a paper cup etched with floral prints 

clutched in his upraised hand. His free hand beckoned me forward. Most of the people in 

the foyer turned towards me. One man, unusually tall, had a purple splotch on the left-

side of his furrowed brow. He, along with his wife, and daughter, bore the smudge of ash 

on their foreheads below the orange beanies of their favorite football team. I smiled like 

hot chocolate in winter and nodded hello, extending a hand to the nearest mother. It took 

every effort I had not to glare at Hillman.  
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 “What do you wish of me, good sir?” I played along with Percy’s beaming vice-

president as he downed his coffee. They’d just started a tour, which Hillman handled with 

as much gravity as he would a concert. Beneath his woven cardigan, he wore a larkspur 

blur t-shirt embossed with the crest of Percy Ambassadors, the tour guides. I strained to 

keep the smile up. Tours. My favorite. Yum. 

 “This here’s our resident classicist, and an RA,” Hillman explained. The purple-

blotch man examined me like a prime zoological specimen. “I was explaining the 

architecture.”  

 “Ah, you mention the part about the Acropolis?” I asked. “That inspired Percy 

College. The department wanted a little taste of Athens in Antiquity.” 

“Yup, so Ionic, slots right in-between Doric and Corinthian. Great stuff. Let me 

be your guide my friends, as we traverse Percy College. First things, we are open to all 

majors. I’m studying music, Oxford’s Classics, and Rylie here.”  

My chest did this peculiar backflip it had never before done, and indeed, Rylie 

Leonardon rested her elbows on the front desk. She had a large book open in front of her, 

and she rapped a cheap pen against the desk.  

“Liberal studies.” She answered curtly. “Hillman’s got a band. What’s your band 

name?”  

“Rose and Fire.” 

“I thought it was Tipsy Katie.” Rylie stared at him with an odd half-smile. She 

had  

“Yeah, we changed it. Can I take you around this way.”  Hillman took the crowd 

around the corner, which revealed our administrative assistant and Rylie Lenardon 
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reclining behind the desk, which prompted my gut to skip. The group had concealed them 

both.  

“Hello again, Rylie.” I poured myself coffee from the movable stand at the edge 

of the desk. It lay against an outcropping of wall, just beneath a corkboard. Pinned to the 

corkboard was a violet-colored poster for the Ash Wednesday Service. Rylie sat with an 

adobe book wide open on the desk. Apparently, the tour had caught her in the middle of 

reading aloud to the administrative assistant, to whom I now turned with an amiable, 

“Hello, Ms. Claire.”  

“Hello, Oxford. How are you doing this fine morning?” 

Hillman’s voice, loud but unsteady, turned round the corner. Behind my right 

shoulder lay a rounded mirror drilled into the ceiling which allowed the desk staff to 

watch the common area. Hillman’s side profile, his cardigan, kept catching strands of 

light as he gesticulated. 

“The Common Room is open to everyone at Percy College. Currently we have 

some upperclassmen over there.” He waved to them. I turned back to the front desk, 

where Ryley was muttering something under breath. Her lips mouthed the words “open to 

everyone” in a snide way.  

“Delightful.” I turned to Ms. Claire. “Well, I’ve had better mornings, but can’t 

complain too much.” I took a seat on one of the three stools across from her. The front 

desk was its own room, with an aperture about the size of an Elephantine brick. Claire 

Delayne typed away on a desktop, a new Dell, I think, whilst Rylie Lenardon sat beside 

her. The front desk was a whitesmoke shade of grey, an imitation of marble.  
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“Are these barstools?” I asked. Ms. Claire glanced at me while I rapped the stool 

with my knuckles.  

“Shh, Sean says we’re supposed to call them benches.” Ms. Claire concealed the 

grin, but the maniacal gleam sparked in her mahogany eyes “What do you think?”  They 

were solid pieces of similar color to the counter and high enough to make one about equal 

to whomever sat on the other side of the desk.  

“Well, not really.” Ms. Claire and I turned to Rylie, who had just spoken 

something rather loudly. There was a sourness in her voice. When she noticed that the 

two of us had glanced at her, she said, “It’s something Jake just said. About Harper.”  

“I didn’t hear what he said. You were on Harper’s floor?” 

“You were talking about the barstools?” 

“They manage to diversify and complement the otherwise uniform aesthetic.” I 

flourished my lips and put on a condescending face. “That was my attempt to imitate the 

interior designers.” 

“Astute.” Ms. Claire responded with a wink. 

“Rylie, Harper?” 

“They’ll hire you any day.” Rylie said, with a wave of her hand that 

communicated a heartfelt “meh.” She scratched at a pimple on her cheek. “Yes, I did. 

Excuse me.” Without a warning, she brushed aside her book and with three steps had 

bounded over the desk and passed through the alcove, nearly kicking me in the face in the 

process. She grabbed the edge of the wall and spun around. Too stunned to do anything. 

Ms. Claire and I glanced at each other. I reached over the desk and tugged Rylie’s book 

closer. 
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“Hm.” I swept it up and showed it to Ms. Claire. “The Clouds.” 

“You’re not serious, are you?” Rylie shouted at Hillman. “Harper cared about this 

community just as much as you did, and she got fired for no reason other than your stupid 

double-standard. Why not just tell the nice people you’re ecstatic because you wanted her 

job?” 

“Just because I didn’t like her doesn’t mean…” 

“You’re a rat, Jacob Hillman. No worse, you’re a snake.”  

Through the mirror Rylie seemed enormous. She was already than taller than 

Hillman.  

Wait, I’m confused. Who’s Harper? You haven’t spoken of her.  

Right. Harper was the President of Percy College. She stepped down.  

She wasn’t fired? 

No. But I didn’t correct Rylie. Instead, I sipped my coffee and inhaled, lingering 

over the aroma that wafted up in the steam. My ears and nose were still quite cold. I 

plucked a tissue from a box on the far side of the desk, close to Rylie’s book, and dapped 

at the running phlegm that trickled towards my lip. The shouting died down, and Rylie 

stormed back around the corner and past me toward the hallway. For a moment she was 

out of sight, and then the door to the front desk area was flung open, and Rylie stormed 

back to her chair, which she took. Her sweater hung low on her shoulder, and her face 

was tinged with vitriolic red. She opened the book, and then glanced up at me.  

Then she recited in a low voice.  

 “Oh rose, thou art sick. 

The invisible worm 
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That flies by night,  

In the howling storm, 

 

Has found out thy bed 

 Of crimson joy,  

 And his dark secret love 

 Does thy life destroy.”117 

 

 I sipped my coffee and reexamined the Ash Wednesday poster. “Sounds like 

there’s need a for a better landscaper.” I flinched as coffee burned my throat on the way 

down. “How are you doing, Ms. Claire?” The side doors to the Common Room opened. 

Somehow, Hillman carried on with the tour. 

“Pretty well, I’m just trying to get some of Council’s receipts sorted away.” She 

gestured to an assortment of crinkled receipts taped to blank sheets of printer paper.  

“Right, did Carla pass along our recites to you?” Carla’s our third floor RA for the 

girls. She’s platinum blonde. I mean like, when God counted the hairs on her head, she 

must sold several hundred thousand of ‘em. Haha. Music joke.  

“She did indeed.” Ms. Claire said brightly.  

“Great.” We’d only worked together for a month, but I had grown to appreciate 

Carla, as had Corey, for her logistical aptitude. Not that Corey and I failed to get our 

receipts in on time. It was, well. The fact is that we’re men, and to be perfectly sincere we 

have no clue what we’re doing. Corey once slipped in an old receipt for a bottle of 

                                                            
117 William Blake, “The Sick Rose” in Six Centuries of Great Poetry, ed. Robert Penn Warren and 

Albert Erskine (New York: Dell Publishing, 1955), p. 340.  
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cabernet sauvignon he kept at a friend’s house by accident. Didn’t faze Ms. Claire a bit, 

but I think she was glad for the way the new blood handled things.  

Carla Newblood. That wasn’t her real last name. Corey and I coined it as a term 

of endearment, which she accepted warmly, and even introduced herself to her residents 

with the fresh nomen when the spring semester began. Carla and Ms. Claire are a lot 

alike, which is about the opposite of Corey. They’re sweet-tea Southerners, whose 

mommas somehow failed to indoctrinate them into the religion of Southern women: 

passive-aggressivism. I say that with grace, as Mom is a Southern sweetheart, and the 

kindest ball of cornbread you ever did see. The three of us are all from Texas, although 

Carla’s from Lubbock and says, “y’all,” “golly,” and “bless yer heart” with the twang, 

and I talk the real nice of the yankee. Carla’s in management, and loves it without irony. 

She loves most things without irony. Including her sorority, which I cannot understand.  

When I told my Mom about Carla, she said I ought to ask her out. I said: Mother, 

co-workers don’t ask each other out anymore. 

Ms. Claire married a pharmacist who later received an MBA and now works 

administration somewhere at our humble university. She’s worked at Percy for the last 

five years, coming in alongside Penny Ballard, the Brutus and Cassius of Percy College, 

although without any assassination as of yet. Ms. Claire wears floral skirts and wool 

sweaters, and her face is carved like a cliffside and softened by thirty years of grace. If it 

wasn’t for Corey and some of the other rascals, I would swear that woman never had a 

mean bone in her body. She had two teenaged children who used to come around Percy 

when they were younger, but now we see them only at the important dinners.  
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Ms. Claire lived a life before she came to Percy, and you can see it in the way she 

carries herself. Absolute fearlessness. One afternoon last year, when Ms. Claire had 

finished her shift and Harper, Harper Joy, was at the desk, tugging a Macintosh 

mummified with stickers out of her backpack, an enormous man in a threadbare coat and 

khakis with enormous holes, sodden with snow and the reek of feces stumbled into the 

foyer of the common room. He blithered incomprehensible polemics about a bitch who 

hadn’t come back. Harper basically dove beneath the desk, but Ms. Claire walked up to 

the man, soothed him with whispers that somehow rang louder than his own, offered him 

a cup of coffee, and walked him out of the archway into Hamilton. She stayed with him, 

and even said a little prayer for him as public safety arrived to take him away. By that 

point the man sniffled less vitriolic polemics through blackened teeth and a beard flecked 

with rubbish. Ms. Claire walked with him and the officers down to the edge of Hamilton 

Mall.  

“What did the guy want?” Harper asked, still shaken when Ms. Claire returned. 

“And how’d he get so far into campus?” 

“He was looking for Trista.” Ms. Claire said. She comforted Harper with a side-

hug. “As for the last part. I don’t know. But he wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 

“Sounds like he woulda hurt Trista.”  

“No. Some people just don’t have the words to say they’re lonely.” Ms. Claire 

noted as she returned to writing emails.  

The homeless man had been drunk and slept near the outer corner of the parking 

garage, in an alley next to a small creek on the edge of university property. Nobody had 

noticed him because nobody went back there save for the street cats and the dark. It was 
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the talk of Percy College for the week that followed. There was slight exaggeration to the 

story in that people said Ms. Claire had to coax a roaring behemoth of some inconsolable 

man-bear hybrid from eating Harper alive. Ms. Claire Vs. The Man-Bear.  

What about Rylie? 

Rylie meant well. She really did. She was just mad and didn’t know the whole 

story. Anyway… 

“Any big plans for today, Oxford?” Ms. Claire inquired.  

“I’ve got an impromptu chat with Sean coming up in just a few minutes. Other 

than that, I’m meeting with a dear old friend this evening, and I might make it to the Ask 

Wendy service, but otherwise, no plans.” I replied. Ms. Claire rolled her eyes. Ms. Claire 

had asked the question. However, while she listened with remained intent on the receipts, 

Rylie had set her book down and listened with her eyes on me. I felt that subtle pang in 

the heart. I tried to avoid glancing at the coils of her hair, the lines of her collarbone that 

curved down into a swell like the deep sea.  

“Actually, one other plan. I need to text a friend.” I looked down at my phone, 

trying without much effort to quell the curvaceous idea, or rather the sensation, in my 

various parts.  

 

Me: Hey you, still wanna move that couch later? 

 

 “Sounds like a quiet day.” Ms. Claire replied as I set my phone on the countertop 

of the front desk. She had a low voice like summer dusk, when the sun slips in a jovial 
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farewell behind evergreen trees and the mountaintop, promising o come back to you. It’s 

gentle in the ear. I 

“Yeah, I’m optimistic that things will be good.” I replied. “I had a rough morning. 

I ran into this rather peculiar human being on the way to class, and that totally threw off 

my day.”  

“Ah, those humans. They’re the worst.” Rylie turned the pages in her book. 

“O shush.” Ms. Claire chided me over the desktop computer. I raised my hands in 

gestures of innocence. 

“She’s the one who said it.”  

“He meant me.” Rylie raised her own hand and pointed down at her head.  

“I know.” Ms. Claire replied with utter nonchalance.  

“How’s it going, Rylie?” 

“Chemistry is evil, but I’ll survive.” She glared at her textbook on the edge of the 

front desk. It was a monstrosity; thick, condescending, and expensive even if unbound 

and stuffed into a red spiral notebook. “It’s red, because chemistry is for communists.”  

“How so?” 

Rylie pondered that for a moment and shrugged. “Ask Lenin.”  

“Fair, that’s fair. “ 

 “How was your class, Oxford?” 

 “It was.” I made this weird floaty motion with my hands. “Alright. Did you ever 

get your doodles off the floor?” 

 “Yeah. I came back with some cleaner and got ‘em out.”  
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 I heard Sean’s voice waft down the hallway, the director’s approach. The image 

of him came clear into my head. There was a sharpness to his face that rolled down the 

prominence of his chin. Even the tips of his ears ended in elven points. He kept his hair 

buzzed short, but the front always tilted upwards in a wave of fire, which I imagined 

would appear as a crown when, like Pine, the hair around his ears would thin and gray. 

He carried himself with the swagger of a Tarquin but mediated it with the politic humility 

of an Aurelius, and did it all with Druidic mystery. He had two masters’ degrees, but he 

decorated his walls with posters from Percy and the other residence halls in which he’d 

worked over the years. He spoke rarely and listened with intensity, which I never thought 

would terrify me so much in a boss. He faced dragons every day and few knew of it. 

Fewer admired him for it. I, phony I am, stood proud among these few.  

 By dragons I mean helicopter parents. They float around in the air, guard their 

treasures with ferocity, and breath a crap-ton of fire. They’re the same thing. I’m serious!  

 “Oxford,” Sean began even before he’d turned the corner. He emerged in a family 

sweater hand-woven from wool and emblazoned with enormous shamrocks. The hue of 

his slacks reminded me of Bailey’s cream, at least when viewed through my 

preconceived notions. Everyone at the front desk watched him as he towered over us. 

Quietly magnificent. “Coffee?”  

 “If it please ye, Mr. MacDonlevy.” I began in my best accent. I still had on my 

coat, so sprang up as I maneuvered my voice back to the President’s English. “I’d 

actually prefer to meet in your office. Sorry to switch up on you.” 
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 Without a word, Sean Ryan “Potato Famine” MacDonlevy shed his jacket and, 

like me, settled it folded into the crook of his left arm, the hand of which clutched a 

sizeable silver thermos.  

 “How did…” Rylie began, but Sean indicated with an open hand to the mirror.. 

“Ah,” She concluded in a small voice.  Sean himself stood beneath the mirror, adjacent to 

a ping-pong table set on top of a billiard table with worn, lion-paw legs. He moved closer 

to the desk to add coffee to his thermos, he did not add much, just a cup’s worth or so. 

Then he strode off back down the hallway, and I got up to follow him. 

 “Oxford,” Rylie’s voice prompted me turn around. She offered me my phone on 

the top of her open palm.  

 “Thanks.” I collected it with a friendly nod and proceeded to chase down Sean.  

 The charcoal-colored carpet of the common space reminded me of the road I’d 

taken back from Myrtle Edwards. The furniture demanded renovation. Two sagging 

blobs of dark grey sofas, one of which leaned on a broken leg, cluttered the space on 

either side of a peeling hardwood table that creaked and lurched when people tossed their 

legs on it. Between that table and the ping-pong set lay two blubbery armchairs of a grey 

color. When Addison visited Percy, she said they reminded her of beached walruses, kind 

of like my topcoat. Between them crouched a round end table the color of bone. The only 

thing new was the TV and the framed t-shirt of Percy’s colleges first Percy Olympics, 

signed by the class of 2004. The crest that splashed the middle of the shirt no longer 

circulated, which I consider a shame. It showed an owl, a symbol of Athena, goddess of 

wisdom, with outstretched wings. In one talon it clutched a scroll, and in the other it held 

a Greek cross, with all branches equal and poking out between her talons. The shirt itself 
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was white, to make the signing clear, but the crest was Percy blue. The designers had 

transcribed the Community Covenant on the back of the T-Shirt. Abstract paintings of 

Percy also inhabited the wall space, as did a portrait of the Louisiana donor and his 

family who’d helped fund the college’s construction.  

Students perpetually inhabited the common room, although in recent years the 

distribution of age among the couches had diminished and leaned mostly towards 

upperclassmen. I rarely spent time in there before I became an RA. That morning, three 

Percy upperclassmen lounged in the timeworn furniture. A meagre group but the day was 

young. I knew all of them, and a couple I would consider friends. I waved to Alex, the 

ebony-haired assailant of Penny Ballard during the Spork Trials. He returned the wave 

over his laptop, connected to an external drive bought for his film projects. He must have 

noticed something in my face, because his own expression turned quizzical, concerned 

even. I responded with a subtle thumbs up. He texted me later, the saint, and asked me 

how I was doing. Alex’s parents were going through a divorce, and I didn’t think we 

were close enough for my circumstance to worry him.   

Sunny Founders reclined next to him, with one leg draped over the arm of the far 

couch. Sunny was a balloon, in that she floated high above everything, always touching 

the heavens and her smile reflected a glow that befitted her name. She always spoke with 

such extravagance between a pair of puffed, babylike cheeks, that you could not help but 

feel like you spoke with a cherub. I expect her to sprout wings at graduation and float 

over the crowd, scattering blessings like stardust. Some days her disposition disconcerts 

me, but it was nice to see her then. She beamed at me. 
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In one of the armchairs reclined soft-spoken Duke Wayne, who hailed from 

Tacoma. His father, whose name was Jonathan, worked for Amazon, which struck me, 

from my three years of on-campus residency in the Seattle area, as quite the commute, 

but Jonathan, whom I had met at homecoming, said it was nothing compared to a Los 

Angeles rush hour. Duke was nice and extremely perceptive, although one might think 

him bit ponderous at first. Duke and Sunny dialogued about superhero movies as we 

passed by. Duke acknowledged me with a curt nod.  

Sean had already slipped down the hallway, and thus I followed. He brushed past 

a wall of PO boxes. I hadn’t checked mine in weeks. Sean then ducked briefly into the 

kitchen, which exemplified the self-defeating tactics of most university housing 

administrations. Kitchens in dorms, excuse me, residence halls, are dysfunctional, 

difficult to find, and cramped: squeezed tighter than a university’s purse when the 

English department asks for facility renovation. Pans crammed the sink, still spattered red 

and brown from a previous’ night’s lasagna and brownies.  

 Sean made straight for the full-bodied refrigerator and acknowledged nothing 

else. The fridge at Percy was always full of half-eaten, uneaten, or empty containers of 

everything. Our kitchen manager, a burgeoning bible scholar, called it a smorgasbord 

Gehenna as she struggled with it tooth and nail. I’d passed the kitchen one as she 

grumbled, cross-legged in a pile of late-night jaunts to the nearby supermarket freezer 

section. A carton of half-and-half lay embedded amongst the pizza slices mummified 

with foil and boxes of tv dinners. Sean had inscribed on the carton in red sharpie: RCD’s 

Personal Milk. 

DO NOT TOUCH. 
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 He splashed a liberal measure into his thermos while I lingered by the doorway.  

 Satiated, we carried on towards his office, the door of which stood proud on one 

side of the corner, beyond which lay the girl’s side of the dormitory. The other door 

belonged to the program director, Cameron Witt, and the graduate student, who was out 

at the moment. 

 Sean’s office made up for that with prestige and space. It was large enough to a 

wide round table and ornate chairs, upon which the RA’s stacked all manner of snacks 

and soft beverages for our All-Hall Evenings, weekly hootenannies where residents could 

meet in the girl’s side of Percy and bring their friends for television, board games, and 

even awkward 80s-dance parties complete with glowsticks and unbearable self-

consciousness. A problem even for the excellent dancers such as myself. Looking at all 

that food reminded me of how bloated I felt from breakfast. Sean, who has a passion for 

practical antiques, hung his coat on a brass coat rack by the door, and when I passed his 

bookshelf as he made for his desk, which I always pictured as containing Yeats, Beckett, 

Joyce, and Lewis—the extent of knowledge about which writers were Irish—but instead 

bore books by folks like Arnett, or Smith. 

 Sean reclined in a burgundy desk chair that was basically a throne, although he 

made sure to have pleasant chairs for those who met with him. It’s a weird thing to 

compliment a man on his upholstery, but Sean had working class roots. His father was a 

carpenter, and had made the tables in his office. Once Sean had traversed the adolescent 

rebellion, he had learned gratitude for his father’s work and taken it up 

himself.  Sometimes, his office smelled of wood shavings, although I never saw any tool 

in his on-campus apartment over in O’Connor House, the new residence hall near the 
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upcoming science building. Sean reclined with his hands clasped in his lap, snug in his 

shamrock sweater.  

 “Sit and then speak.” He gestured to the chair on the opposite side of the desk. 

I took a seat but did not speak. Instead, I squeezed the strap of my bookbag, 

barely aware of how the fibers dug into my palm. My heart beat faster and buried itself 

deep in my chest. There was no squeeze. Instead, my thoughts, the words in my head, 

became ethereal, drifting in some miasmic fog. On the drive back to campus, I’d 

contemplated what I might say, and it sounded good. Well, maybe it sounded good. Hell, 

now, the only sound I could muster was— 

 Gah!  

 “Um,” My jaw seized up, and I had to fight to keep the rest of myself from 

trembling. I kept my eyes into my lap and tried to ignore how my thighs splayed atop the 

plump cushion. “Yesterday was a rough day. And I, um.”  

 I thought about killing myself. 

 “I thought about killing myself.” 

 That’s a good start.  

I had to force my head up to look at him. I probed his expression for something, some 

disappointment, some fear. Sean leaned towards me with his forearms flat against his 

desk. His brows furrowed.  

 “Thank you for telling me. That sounds very difficult, and if I were in your shoes, 

I imagine it would be difficult to say.” 

“Words right out of the handbook.” I replied, while my baffled gut writhed.  
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“No, really, Oxford. I’m very grateful that you could trust me. And I’m proud of 

you for telling me.”  

“I should have mentioned it sooner. I mean, it was just last night, but it’s been like 

this for a while. I’ve thought about therapy and stuff for a long time, I mean, well I don’t 

know about a long time, I may have just thought about the whole thing today, since I was 

afraid… I was afraid. I was afraid that you would maybe, I dunno, fire me or something, 

which is crazy because I know that’s not how the system works, but I was just, I had a 

really awful day yesterday, a really, really awful day. And I’ve tried, well, I mean I’ve 

considered it beforehand. Yunno, ‘I’m not headed anywhere.’ ‘It hurts too much’ and 

like, ‘I’m a fucking idiot who’s a misogynist and an ungrateful shit of a son.’ and sorry, I 

shouldn’t say shit to my boss, in any capacity.” 

“You’re fine.” How the hell could he be so calm? 

“Well, I dunno about that, Sean.” My voice breaking, I spoke faster; words 

emerged one after the other, like a stampede off the cliff or water through a burst dam. 

“I’m a right bit fucked up, I think. Like I said, I thought you’d fire me, and where would I 

be? Not of course that you’d fire me if I was dead. I think I’d have bigger problems ha 

ha. Sorry, I don’t mean to make a joke out of the whole thing. I just, I, I, I thought that 

you’d fire me if I told you, or that you’d ask me to resign, and I was really afraid, and 

that’s why I didn’t tell you. Cave canem or crap like that. That’s doesn’t, dodn… foret it. 

I didn’t want things to get out of control, and I really didn’t want to bother what with all 

that’s going on with the school and with Percy and with you. I didn’t want to bother 

you.” An image passed through my head like the frame of a movie. Sean clutched his 
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mother’s hand staring towards me like one does towards a camera, while his father kissed 

his mother’s naked head.  

“Well Oxford, I wouldn’t fire you or anyone for struggling with mentall illness.” 

He said after a pause. “I really am grateful that you decided to tell me, and I am more 

than willing to listen to anything you have to say. You really can tell me anything if you 

want.” and I picked back up before he’d finished the last word.  

“It’s just. I don’t have any real reason to be sad. Or, I mean, my parents are both 

great people, and I honestly can’t find a real reason to fault them for anything they’ve 

ever done, and I really mean that they haven’t done anything wrong. I’m really grateful 

for them, and my sister is great. I have a metric crap ton of friends, and school’s not a 

problem. I like my job. I really, really like my job. I like the people in my job. They’re 

good people. I really like the people I work with.” 

“It’s been hard, you don’t have to—“  

 “I know but… I.” and I took a deep and just sat with my head bowed. My 

crumpling heart kept its silent demand of don’t break. Don’t break. You’re a man. Be a 

man. Even know. Don’t break. Stiffen up. Shut up. It’s okay to be vulnerable. NO 

GODDAMMIT. It’s not okay.  

“I’ve got a lot of good things.” My words emerged slow, hesitant, for the first 

time. “I don’t even know what I was doing or why I was doing it. I just, yesterday was 

really bad. I don’t even know what made it bad. I had a rough quiz in the morning, and 

yeah that set me off, and lunch was kinda lonely, and Craig was off with his other friends, 

and it’s totally okay for him to have other friends… See, even there, God, I sound like a 

psychopath. It’s just, and with the evening and all, I spent some time with a friend and 
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that ended up being hell. I mean, not really hell. I saw later that it wasn’t the end of the 

world, but it sure was at the time. I’m sorry, I’m rambling like a complete moron.” 

complete fucking moron. Oxford Moron Brickmann. No stop, just tell Sean the truth and 

be calm. “And I, I need, I need.” And, telling my shaking hands to quiet, I unzipped my 

bookbag and pulled out the straight razor, which I placed on the counter.  

“I live an incredibly boring life.” I dropped my head down and stared in my lap. I 

couldn’t look at Sean’s expression. “That I had to, I don’t know. Do it with the most 

interesting object I had.” 

“Boring or not, I’m glad we get to share it with you.” Sean said.  

I looked back up. The straight razor was gone.  

“Thanks, I uh, thank you a lot. That really means a lot. I don’t know. Sometimes I 

feel like an enormous fake. I mean, I am a massive fake. But everybody is, right? I mean, 

I guess I just got sick of lying to myself.”  

“When did you get sick of lying to yourself?”  

“Last night. I dunno, I just sat in my room. No, I was in bed, and I’m sorry, you 

don’t need all the details, and it probably isn’t good for me to revisit the whole thing. But 

I just couldn’t move, and all I could, all I could say in my head wasn’t, well, back in high 

school when I thought about therapy, it was things like unlikeable and gross, and fat, and 

worthless, and shit. But well, I couldn’t even think words. It was just this, this scream in 

my mind that went on and on, and I couldn’t think over it. I was just so unhappy, and that 

was the scream, I think. I couldn’t drown it out. Not with music. Not with praying. I tried 

to listen to music and drown it out, but that wouldn’t work. And when the time came 
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afterwards, after the scream was gone. I guess, I just wanted things to be quiet. I was tired 

of screaming at myself. Does that make sense?”  

“Yes, I think so.”  

“It’s just, there’s some stuff you really cannot share with anyone else. But thanks 

for listening. Could you put that razor far away?” 

“Of course, and you know--” 

“Yeah, I know you’ll tell Housing, and I get it. I’ll go to counseling. I’ll call them 

later today.” 

“We can walk down there together later.” 

“You have a meeting though, right. With Sandra?” 

“Sandra’s an unempathetic workaholic with megalomania, but even she’d 

understand.” 

“Wow, you never talk shit about your bosses.” 

“No, but I think shit about them all the time. I understand if you do the same, and 

I forgive you.” 

I absolve thee, my child. 

“No,” I said with a chuckle. “I mean there was that one time when I thought, ‘gee, 

that Sean guy really is the absolute worst.’”  

“Completely terrible. The absolute worst.” 

“Ha. yeah. I’m kidding of course.” 

“I know. Again, thank you for telling me, Oxford.” He said. “I am very, very 

grateful to have you as an RA, and Percy is lucky to have you.” 
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“Hashtag blessed.” I said and crisscrossed the first two fingers of each hand. “I 

know, I know, and I’m not alone and everything. Thanks, Sean. I really mean it, and I’m 

okay, or I’m gonna be okay, I think. Yeah. I’ll be fan-freaking-tastic, as Craig likes to 

say.” 

“I’m glad. And I’ll be with you. Every step of the way. Are you sure you’re okay 

right now.”  

My head shot up and down. “Yessir. Yes, I am.” 

Sean stood up from his regal desk chair and came around the desk. We were both 

tall men, and yet he towered over me while I sat, with my hands on my legs and uncertain 

of where to put them or how to move them. The calm he carried with him faltered for a 

moment. Sean seemed torn, stiff almost, as if he wanted to embrace me but was afraid 

that I would break down into tears or get angry and run out or just be uncomfortable. It 

was a strange thing, that he feared his compassion might drive me away. Now… well, 

perhaps that was just projection. 

“Sean, there’s, um, there’s one more thing I ought to mention.” And even as I said 

my tongue seemed to swell and a panic, like the scream, began to rear and clutch at mind. 

“I told you about Chris, right? Room 314? It’s been tough with him and today, while 

today in class, I thought about killing him.” 

And before Sean could respond, Hillman burst into the room.  

“Hey, um I have some questions from a family?” 

 “Did you finish the tour?”  
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“Yeah, I uh, just got a message from uh, my friend.” Hillman noted. He had his 

phone in his hand, which leaned against the doorframe. Through his beard, his cheeks 

seemed very pale. 

“I was in the middle of something.” Sean began.  

“It’s alright,” I said, as a numbness sprouted out from my chest. “You can go talk 

to them, and we can finish later.”  

“No, I should stay.” Sean started up again. 

“Can you, please?” Hillman noted. “Please? I really need to, to go.” 

“No, Sean, please go ahead. I’ll wait.” And I made a halfhearted gesture towards 

the chair in which I sat while the scream in my head threw itself against my skull. Idiot. 

Idiot. Idiot.  

 “Yeah please they’re waiting.” Hillman almost dragged Sean out of the room, 

which left me hunched over the coat in my lap in Sean’s silent office.  

 You told Sean that you thought about killing Christopher Null. The scream in my 

head stopped long enough to patronize me. Well. Done.  

 You’re an idiot. You’re an idiot. Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. Sean will fire you. Report you 

to Housing, or something. Or the goddamn police. He’ll never see you the same way. 

And they’ll lock you away in the white room with the straps and sludge up your 

bloodstreams full of antidepressents, and your Dad will think he a sociopath for a son, 

and your Mom will finally be able to say what she’s thought for the past twenty years. I 

couldn’t stop myself. I pictured the look in their faces and wondered how sharp the pens 

in Sean’s desk were.  

God, I thought. Usually you get at least a day before the living hell roars back.  
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I listened and thought maybe I could catch the wisps of Sean’s conversation with 

the concerned family outside in the junior common room. The posters on the wall caught 

my attention as I sought some distraction from the resuscitated scream in my head. One 

poster rendered a scene from an old boarding-school movie in bloated stick figures, 

where professor leaps up on his desk and demands that his students see the world from a 

new angle. The poster only went as high as the professor’s head, and there was 

something, probably brought on by a story once in the news, that made the picture feel 

less like a triumph and more the figure was hanging. I always had to look at it twice. 

 I sat there, impotent. More emasculated than Hillman’s pale face beneath his 

beard. What is Sean thinking? How might he respond? Oh god, it’s all back again. All 

back again. The disappointment. The white rooms and the straps. Shouldn’t have got 

carried away. Should’ve been sensible about the whole thing?  

Then the scream drowned out anything else. I arose with my topcoat mangled in 

my arms, caught once more between the urge to cry and the inability to do so, wishing 

that the day would end or that the ground would swallow me, or that some force of will 

could make the past conversation, the past day, the past years, reverse themselves and 

start fresh.  

An adjacent hallway would take me around the kitchen and avoid the common 

room, from which I heard Sean speak to the family as I crept out of the door. His voice 

reached out like an enormous claw to clutch me. Almost scampering, I fled down that 

hallway past a row of offices and left with my head bowed against the cold. Rounds of 

words shot at my exposed back, which came from a clear voice that nevertheless hit my 
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ears muffled, as if spoken through a wall or an aged pillow; they might have come from 

Rylie or Ms. Claire and not Sean’s grasping shout for me to stay. I really don’t know. 

 

“Um, we just wanted to ask about a Miss Harper.” 

“Ma’am, I cannot tell you anything the matter according to FERPA. The Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act…” 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 
Luncheon Inscrutable 

 

“Once out of nature I shall never take 

My bodily form from any natural thing, 

But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make 

Of hammered gold and gold enameling 

To keep a drowsy Emperor awake” – W. B. Yeats 118 

 

Argument: 

Oxford attempts to escape Percy College and Sean’s response, but he runs into Penny 

Ballard, the Faculty-in-Residence of Percy College, who invites him to lunch. At lunch, 

Oxford shares his fears about himself to Dr. Ballard, who listens and provides 

reassurance.  

 

“Good noon, Oxford!” A voice of relentless cheer echoed about the archway. The 

common room door had not even shut behind me, and I was caught in the voice and gaze 

of Penny Ballard, PhD, who herded her Pembroke Welsh Corgi down the archway and 

whistled some veterem hymn before the days when Sunday services became concerts; 

“I’m Pressing on the Upward Way” or something else as whimsical.  

“Good noon, Dr. Ballard.” Trapped! Damn, sorry. My hands squeezed tight the 

chilled nickel silver of my car key. I had meant to escape Percy; take shelter in the 

                                                            
118 “Sailing to Byzantium,” in Six Centuries of Great Poetry, ed. Robert Penn Warren and Albert 

Erskine (New York: Dell Publishing, 1955), p. 544. 
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bowels of the library or some obscure Seattlean coffee-house in the wilds of 

GroundsTown. Or maybe back to my bedroom. But caught. Caught like a fugitive. Not in 

a good place at the moment.  

I knelt to pet the waddling dog, a pillow of fur christened Chester by the family 

and Chester the Tyrant, by everyone else. “How do you fare, buddy?” I asked Chester as 

I scratched him on the chin beneath his black and smiling gums. His tongue lolled out the 

side of his mouth. I nodded a hello to Penny Ballard and noted that the dog had 

developed the same devious gleam as that found in his owner’s eyes. 

“Off to lunch?” Her voice was  

“Off-campus, I think. I was getting tired of Wednesday’s Wing Day in in 

Windsay.” Windsor Dining Commons, the big, weirdly modern one down past Harper 

that adored alliteration.  

I had my car keys in my free hand, which had again dried and cracked in the cold. 

The needle-thin lines of white stung and threatened to break, oozing hot blood into the 

winter air like lava from St. Helens.  I was scratching Chester, Gilbert Korgi Chesterton 

behind the ear, and he tilted his head towards my vigorous fingers. Those crafty eyes 

glazed over. That rosy tongue lolled as the chap wallowed in euphoria. When I relaxed, 

he prodded me with his snout; an order to persist, which I did. Chester Canis Tyrannus.  

‘Man,” He lolled over, his eyes rolling with bliss. “What a dictatorial fluff 

muffin.” 

 “A muffin doesn’t leave spots on my carpet.” Penny patted Chester on his furry 

golden head. The musky heat of his dog breath wafted in mist up towards me. I glanced 
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past Penny’s shoulder, and watched the clouds loom, dark and heavy, above the thinning 

mist.  

I remembered Sean, and my innards convulsed. What would he think when he 

returned to an empty office?  

“I was about to make myself and my family some lunch, for I too am grown 

weary of processed cafeteria food.” 

 “It’s dining hall food, actually. Cafeteria makes the food sound bad.” 

 “I wouldn’t mind if it sounded bad as long is its taste wasn’t. So, how’d you like 

to join us for lunch? It’ll be mac and cheese. I think.” 

 “Isn’t that just processed supermarket food?” 

 “Oxford Brickmann.” She chided me. “Yes, it is processed supermarket food, but 

I made it with my own two hands and a long wooden spoon, so I think it deserves more 

respect than you obliged it. Now, do you want some?” 

 “I.” My stomach rumbled, and that was a enough to overcome the anxious 

oscillations in my heart. “Yeah, that’d be nice. It’ll be good to get out of the cold at least 

cold. My poor Texas body’s suffering.” 

 “Then out of the way, buffoon! We have a famished guest who must be satiated 

by the magic of these hands and the power of the wooden spoon. After Alex got me out, 

what with no longer having to watch my back. Well, I feel positively liberated.”  

 She had spoken to the dog, who disregarded her until she barged forward with one 

mighty index finger extended, then Chester twisted from my hand and traipsed after her 

on his stubby legs. I trailed a bit behind him. Past a partially shuttered window, I made 

out Sean in conversation with the family. He stroked his chin with one hand to the side, 
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while Hillman made for the exit. There was a clatter of shutting doors as he exited the 

Common Room, and then saw him sprint across the Quad towards the men side with his 

phone pressed against his ear. 

Dr. Ballard and I carried on to her home, a two-level flat that takes up the side of 

Percy across from the great hall. When opened, their door creates a straight line from 

their living room couches to Yewstice. A tremendous homeliness struck me when I first 

descended upon those couches in the faculty master’s flat. Last year, the political 

correctors strove to alter the title to Faculty Principle, as they’ve done at Rice, but Penny 

fought them for some reason, and so far she still considered herself master, benevolent, 

but master nevertheless. The setup of the living room to which one entered was much like 

the common room, I now realize, but the furniture, albeit frayed from five years of wear, 

possessed a sturdiness demanded from the Ballards’ daughter and sons, as well as the 

swarms of visitors. We’ve squeezed as much as fifty students in the place at some events 

when Percy thrives, with more outside who inhabited the benches and blocks around 

Weequad.  

 Tidiness pervaded those events on Tuesday afternoons, weekend evenings, and 

such whenever I’d made my way in the Ballard house. Every pillow on the Percy blue 

couches nestled in its proper place, and every tabletop shone spotless, at least until the 

popcorn crumbled into the carpet and the chairs lay scattered after students dragged them 

in from the library, which one could reach through a door in the back of the flat. Craig, 

who studied there, sometimes overhead the family watch movies, and once or twice he 

heard Penny and her husband argue. No one attested to whether those arguments and 
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movie nights occurred amidst disorder when students were absent, since the place was 

always spotless by the next event.  

Affirmation comes on us in unexpected moments, it seems; for I couldn’t fathom 

the mess I witnessed when Penny Ballard allowed me entry to her home that Wednesday 

afternoon. Her children’s homework cluttered the coffee table, and a roll of crumpled 

paper towelslay scattered on the floor. Stagnant smells of stale food and athlete’s sweat, 

all in the heater’s warmth, wafted like spirits around the twin columns, like plaster 

towers, in the middle of the room. There’s a cabinet to the left of the door, and above that 

an enormous map of the United States, pierced over the years with the multicolored pins 

of Percians marking their hometowns. I saw my own, an orange pin dug deep into 

Houston’s Museum District, where my family maintains one of the last old homes. There 

were several pins in Texas, a fair few in Washington, and the rest scattered about in 

suburban pockets and the odd tiny town in Oregon. Craig’s own maroon pin drooped 

over Indianapolis. 

I pulled out my phone again and barely noted that an app had updated.  

 

 Me: Hey. How’d the test go? 

 Craig: Thumbs up. You wanna chat at dinner? 

 Ox: I move a couch around three. Can we do before that? 

 Ox: I’ll text you. 

 Craig. Thumbs up. 
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 Yes, Craig Detweiler writes “thumbs up” verbatim. He doesn’t use the emoji. He 

doesn’t place asterisks. He just types it out. Thumbs up. 

 A grandmother’s quilt, sown with scenes from Beatrix Potter’s stories settled over 

the back of one couch like a cloud. Dr. Ballard stomped off slush onto a ratty welcome 

mat and stepped further into the house as she unfastened the broad, white buttons of her 

jacket.  

 “You can hang yours over the banister.” She said as she made her way further in. 

A stairwell ran up and then perpendicular to the door. As I shrugged off my topcoat, I 

jumped as Dr. Ballard shrieked on her way to the kitchen.  

 “Danny! I’ve brought Oxford Brickmann over for lunch!”  

 “Hey Oxford!” A bedraggled, morning coffee of a voice with the depth of a fired 

cannonball reverberated from around the stairwell, which turned a second corner at roof 

level and concealed the second floor, for the family’s privacy.  

 “Hey, Mr. Ballard!” I called back up to him. My own voice, clear and baritone as 

it was, felt rather high in comparison. 

 “Dan is fine!” Mr. Ballard’s ethereal boom replied.  

 “Yes, sir!”  

 “You can call him Dan,” Dr. Ballard, Dr. Penny, noted, as she hung up her own 

coat in a cupboard under the stairs, actually it was more of an overstuffed broom closet, 

as I could tell by the overstuffed brooms. 

 “My dad’s adamant that, until I turn twenty-one...” I replied as I crept deeper into 

the house, avoiding the fractured plastic remains of an old toy sword with a ruby in the 

silver pommel. Everything had almost a forced rusticity to it, from the magazines on the 
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countrywood table to the disseminated toys on the floor. The mess recovered the home’s 

authenticity, however; it made the whole rustic element fit. Turned it from pretentious to 

quaint and ramshackle. “I refrain from calling adults by their first names.”  

 “Sounds like Mr. Adamant’s an old fuddy duddy.” Dr. Ballard stuffed her gloves 

into her jacket pocket. “When’s your Dad going to come out with another book? Dan’s 

dying to get his hands onto a new one.” 

 “Um, I think he’s got something in the mix right now, but I think he’s busy 

working on a couple conference papers. He’s still trying to get back into the American 

Philosophical Society’s good graces after the last book.”  

 “Poor peer reviews?” 

 “Too mainstream.” I replied. “He used short, small words that even warthog-faced 

buffoons could understand, and he talked a lot about recent fantasy-fiction. You know 

how it is with the academics. Obscurity feeds ego for so many of ‘em.” 

 “I do know, acquainted with the vernacular myself. Pshaw. Academics. Take a 

seat at the table.” Penny Ballard replied in one breath, and disappeared around the corner 

into the kitchen. The design of the faculty appeared strange. Columns divided the dining 

room from the living room, and a wall concealed the kitchen, although plenty of space 

lay on the dining room side of that island of a wall. On the other side of that partial wall, 

the kitchen squeezed into the flat. From that confined space, Penny Ballard brought about 

a clatter of pans and the tear of cardboard. I already heard water boil in a pot. Dan must 

have already been at work on the meal. Tall-backed chairs gathered around a glass coated 

wood table, that had the country look of someone who’d spent too much time in the 



 

126 
 

Homes and Gardens catalogue. It’s the kind of thing one can get away with it in Seattle. I 

sat down. Even if it does feel a bit like cultural appropriation of the South.  

 The tall back of the chair seemed space of retreat, drawing me down and back to a 

smaller time in my life when life was large and wondrous. A pyramid of discarded 

wrappers and packets from last night’s take-out stared at me on one end of the table, as 

did the pictures of the Ballard family from a cabinet set against the wall. Dan and 

Penny’s three kids predominated: Ramsey, Pamela, and Graham. Or, as we the students 

called them, Ram, Pam, and Graham. Ram, Pam, and Graham in a collage of white shirts 

and toddler jeans at the beach. Pam, Graham, and Ram unintentionally LARPing with 

their cousins, complete with swords, shields, and homespun elven cloaks. Graham, Pam, 

and Ram with Penny and Dan in the quintessential family photos of the past thirty years. 

Penny and Dan’s wedding photo hung on the far wall above the stairs. 

 “Do you want broccoli?” Penny had reappeared, and she jabbed in my direction 

with the aforementioned long, wooden spoon. 

 “I’m sorry?” I had been looking at the wedding photo. It was in a church. Penny 

still had her hair done like that in the picture, pointed and disheveled from an overgrown 

pixie cut.  

 “Broccoli. With garlic.” 

 “Um, I’m game to try.” 

 “Marvelous.” 

 “You’re not smiling in that picture.”  

 “That was back before the days of the smartphone. The photographer caught me 

at a bad moment because.” 
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 “Because?” 

 “Because I caught a stench.  The look on my face is very simply ‘oh sweet lord, 

did something just die in my wedding dress?’”  

 I stared at her, befuddled.  

 “Luckily that turned out not to be a problem.” She said as she vanished around the 

corner. A clatter ensued that sounded like she had hurled a cast iron pot onto stovetop. 

The crash echoed to such an extent that I flinched.  

 “Watch it, honey.” Mr. Ballard sounded clearer now. I twisted around as he 

descended. His appearance screamed, not father, but dad. From the lazily hacked bristles 

on his face, to the grimy baseball cap, to the protruding stomach, and jeans so worn the 

department stores will sell ‘em for two-hundred dollars. He grasped a feeble, white 

instrument with three fingers on his right hand, and he rubbed this instrument vigorously 

with a damp cotton swab. With stricter scrutiny I recognized it as a thermometer. He 

waved to me. 

 “I’d shake your hand, but…” And he gestured to the thermometer. Ninety-nine 

point seven.” He told Penny in a low voice after he too had vanished into the kitchen.  

 “It’s gone down?”  

 “Let me put this away, and I’ll be back down.”  

 “Did you check it twice?” 

 “Yup.” 

 He passed by me again with another wave and a smile and trotted up the stairs 

“Pamela’s home with the flu. Dan’s taken an off-day to be with her.” Penny 

explained. 
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“Thank you for inviting me into a house of sickness.” I replied.  

“Nonsense, this is a house of healing. It just so happens that houses of healing are 

made for sick people. ” She came back into view with a large pot of macaroni that 

steamed and frothed like witches’ brew, which she held with puffy, Percy blue oven 

mitts. “Would you mind getting the strainer for me? I got tired of waiting.” 

She didn’t wait for me to spring up and follow her, but when I had rounded the 

corner she had the pot tilted precariously over the sink, and she gestured to a cabinet 

beneath the countertop where the cheese powder bags lay there. I opened the cabinet, 

fumbled for and then snatched up a strainer, which I set in the sink and whereupon she 

tipped boiling water and pasta right down towards my dry hands. 

I heaved my arm back and just avoided the splash. Penny’s Ballard’s face 

contorted; twisted halfway between a manic grin and a cry of fury as the steam with a 

boiled shriek lunged for our eyes. Once the macaroni settled in the strainer, Penny offered 

me the pot and directed me towards a cool spot on the stove; while she may be able to 

fling about her dishware, I singed my already cracked fingers on the metal and nearly 

dropped the darn thing. That’s gonna blister, I thought as I sucked in a discreet breath that 

I suspected escaped her notice. Meanwhile, Penny Ballard flipped the macaroni in the 

strainer with a little less effort than one tosses up a floppy discus of flour in a pizza 

kitchen. She was deft, though. Not a single pasta settled in the meal-spattered mound of 

tableware haphazard in the sink.  

The whole scene felt simultaneously familiar and surreal for an on-campus 

undergraduate like Oxford Brickmann, whom on a consistent basis gathered his food 

from a countertop assembly line or in a fast-food restaurant and whose most recent home-
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cooked meal had been ground beef, green onions, and taco-seasoning spooned out of a 

pink plastic cup in a kitchen even more confined than the one in which I found myself. I 

felt like I’d walked through a door in the center of Percy and emerged in the real world of 

childhood, adulthood, and consequence. Or so spoke the burgeoning blister on my thumb. 

To concoct a meal that my mother, and even I myself, had prepared over the years in a 

kitchen just seconds away from rows of bloody chicken, bruised apples, and engine oil 

instant coffee seemed. I hesitate to use the word unnecessary, which made the experience 

all the better. My hand hurt, but the rest of me relaxed, and I felt a clean weariness creep 

up into the tops of my cheeks and tug at my eyelids the way it did when I would visit my 

relatives in Albany over the holidays. Hillman once spoke of being wasted, taxed, and 

spent in weariness. I was spent. Delightfully, delicious spent. The homeliness was restful. 

“He’s yawning on the food.” Dan Ballard told his wife as he entered the kitchen 

in a grey shirt that bore a Quenyan oath encircling a Silmaril, which may mean nothing to 

you. Tracey, but it means a lot to my Dad, who undertook an undergraduate degree in 

linguistics because of Quenya, which, I will tell you now, is not definitely not the same as 

following a young woman to university.    

“Then take over for us, darling.” Dr. Penny said as she handed him the strainer 

with macaroni piled over the brim. She tiptoed to peck him on the cheek (with a 

reverberating mwah!) and beckoned me out of the kitchen back to the dinner table. “So,” 

she began, as she settled down on the end of the table, and I on the other side of the 

corner. “How do you fare, Oxford Brickmann?” 

I quailed somewhat, because anyone who does not love Penny Ballard, which is 

most people, are secretly quite terrified of her. As I had mentioned, she kept her raven-
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hair short, nearly buzzed, but with a recalcitrant disarray, as if she was a rock-star or a 

matronly Joan of Arc. She wore dark sweaters with myriad buttons, like the straps and 

bindings of an old soldier’s armor, only just returned to the fields. The round face and the 

pale skin, loosened with age, drew one to her icy blue eyes, which, if you looked too 

long, gave you the impression that some Dionysian spirit inhabited her body and could 

either make you feel like part of some delirious whole or tear a wayward man to pieces. 

The sense of possession increased with the witness of her wild gesticulations, the fierce 

tenacity with which she undertook even mundane routines, and a quasi-Shakespearean 

wit, flamboyant and rife with self-mockery. She could make people feel like part of some 

great association of souls, or she could tear them to pieces. Motherhood and years 

clattering around on bicycles, lent her a gravitas affirmed by her many roads of genius. 

Furthermore, she adored olive oil, of which she perpetually smelled.  

 “I suppose I don’t need to tell you it’s been a difficult day.” I noted.  

 “What’s made it so?” She inquired, smiling through those other eyes.  

 “Well, things have just been off.” I said, and my heart recoiled at a guilty prong.  

 “Because of school?” 

 “No.” 

 “Good, because I’d be surprised if school was a problem for you.” She replied.  

Adults, real adults, do this thing with some college students, where they single 

them out for some exceptional aspect. There’s a feeling they get, they say, that you have 

a greatness in you. There is, at least for me, always that pang of unworthiness that taints 

the acclamation. It feels extraordinary when a girl whom you like says it to you. That is, 

until she gets a clue.  
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“It’s more, well, more mental health stuff, things.” I replied. 

“You’re welcome to share, if you’d like. If don’t, I understand.”  

“Didn’t you used to be a psychoanalyst?” 

“More CBT.” She corrected. “And group counseling. But don’t worry, I’m also a 

mother of young children, so this was going to be an intervention the moment you were 

foolish enough to step inside my house.” 

“Yay me.” 

“Why did you come to Percy?” 

“Is that relevant?” 

“It’s just a question.” 

“For the Greek life.”  

She raised her eyebrows. 

“Mostly, yeah. Why did you come to Percy?” 

“Free housing.” She replied. “And the guinea-pigs. I came to Percy because five 

years ago my husband heard about this idea of Percy College, and said ‘my dear, sweet 

angel wife, if you do not leap upon this opportunity now to play an integral role in 

guiding the lives of those abrasive college students for whom you seem to be so fond, 

you will regret it until your dying day.” 

“No, you came here for the free housing.” Dan once again blasted like a 

cannonball.  

“Silence, you lout!” She called back, but in a softer voice. “Don’t ever demean 

your spouse in an argument,” she chided me. “Especially in front of children. I suppose I 



 

132 
 

did come here for the guinea-pigs, if you consider students to be guinea pigs. Which, 

well.” And she winked. “There’s always a tension.”  

“Where did work as a counselor?” 

“Universities during my postdoctoral work in group therapy.” She replied. “Then 

I did individual and group therapy for a couple years before coming back to the 

university.”  

“I meant where as in what place did you work.” 

“California. Therapy’s in great demand.”  

“I see.” 

“You’re going into law?” 

“That’s the current plan. I came to Percy because I liked the whole classical 

atmosphere. Same with law. I’m doing my senior thesis on Stoicism and the way in 

which its ethical perspectives seep into the development of the American Constitution. 

I’m spending some time looking at the Federalists papers.” I said, trying to amplify any 

excitement I could find on the topic.  

“What have you found?” 

“Well, quite a few dead ends.” I replied. “I was originally going to write about 

Cato the Younger and the correlations between the optimates and the populares and our 

modern society.” She seemed to know what I was talking about, so I carried. “I think it 

would be interesting to see how the way in which the Optimates respond to Caesar and 

the Populares could influence our political discourse.” 

“How did the Optimates respond again.” 
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“Well the Optimates, Latin for best men,” I clarified. “Well, it was a mess. Since 

everyone was always changing sides and there weren’t party lines the way we think of 

them now. However, with Cicero, who was kinda of the big shot of the optimate stance, 

you had him writing against Caesar and sometimes supporting Caesar. It’s why I 

gravitate to Cato, since you always knew where he stood.” 

“Where did Cato stand?” 

“Well, at the end he stood in a tower in North Africa with Caesar marching on 

him, and he killed himself by ripping out his own intestines. He was a stoic. He couldn’t 

see any other option, since he would never give into to Caesar, who would have probably 

spared his life. That was something Caesar did. He pardoned his enemies. A lot, actually. 

It wasn’t until later that Romans honored him for doing it, Cato, I mean. Suicide was 

frowned upon at the time. Anyway, I just like the classical lean that Percy possesses, 

which is why I came in the first place.” 

“And why did you stay?” 

“Free housing as an RA. And the guinea pigs. What I like about Percy is that 

Percy is an island within an island on an island. I was hoping to find some sort of smaller 

space within the large one. Plus, Oxford.” I said and jabbed my thumb into my chest with 

a smile. “I’m the namesake for the whole residential college system.”  

Penny smiled, and as she tapped her plate with a fork she shook her head. 

“Oxford Brickmann, how have we not gotten to know each other before your junior year? 

It’s a crying shame.” 

“I suppose it is.” 



 

134 
 

“Well, thank you for letting us bring your poor Texas self in from the cold and 

offering you the hospitality of broccoli and macaroni.”  

The broccoli sizzled in the pan. Dan asked us whether we wanted water or soda. 

“Water,” we replied together, although I added the word please.  

“I was thinking about that just a minute ago, actually. Coming here, and having 

lunch with you both, well it’s kind of like I’ve traveled to the innermost island and 

arrived on the mainland.” 

“Oh explain.” 

“It’s like, most people don’t think college is the real world. It’s the ivory tower or 

the place where the can’t-doers teach, at least according to the stereotypes. Yes, but that’s 

beside the point. Anyway. I have a sneaking suspicion that college isn’t actually an 

island, nor is Percy, and that they’re all just as deeply connected to the real world, and the 

deeper you get into them, the deeper you get into the real world.” 

“Ah, further up and further in? Like Narnia?’” Penny pressed as the pungent scent 

of garlic filled the room. She’d been reading it to Graham, who was seven, I think.  

“Not exactly. It’s like there’s a wardrobe inside of Narnia that leads to the real 

world.” 

“So, it’s like a fantasy novel where the deeper you get into the fantasy world the 

deeper you get into real life? That sounds like a shit book. Who would read that?” 

“Daniel.” 

“I’m just saying. Sorry, Oxford.” Dan Ballard set down three plates and 

silverware with ends riveted like oyster shells. “I’ll take Pam hers.” 

“You were saying?” 
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“Anyway, I used to think that that that…” Mr. Ballard’s comment threw me off. 

“Anyway, I think that the whole notion of college being a sort of safety zone or 

intellectual day-care for young adults, or like the fantasy world schools that are somehow 

separated from the rest of society. I mean they bleed in, which Rowling, props to her, 

manages to capture quite well actually. College is not an island, and I don’t think that’s a 

foma, which is an obscure reference to a Kurt Vonnegut’s novel.” 

“I got it!”  

“Great job, Mr. Ballard.” 

“Dan, go feed Pam.” 

Dan went to feed Pam. 

“Right. I don’t think it’s just some sort of innocent falsehood. I think it does real 

damage to think of college as anything less than a microcosm of the quote-unquote real 

world. And I’m not saying that the consequences are as severe. I’m twenty, what do I 

know about consequences? Perhaps things are easier in college, but money is still a 

problem, time is still a problem, and I’m certain the sociologists can tell you that moral 

depravity, drugs, sex, alcohol, and, I dunno, political apathy, are all real problems for the 

modern undergraduate.”  

“Yes, they can certainly do so.” 

“And all this got me thinking. What if things aren’t as disconnected as they seem? 

What if there is some sort of connection between college students, some sort of 

connection between the university and the real world that’s more than just based on 

certification. And this may have been obvious to everybody else, but I had no idea what 
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the whole college thing was about other than to get smarterer and maybe try some minty 

fresh cocaine before it makes you go blind and wrinkly, sorry.” 

“That’s okay. We give our children minty fresh cocaine all the time.” 

“And perhaps, once you’ve gone blind and wrinkly there’s something in college 

that maybe helps you navigate, and I’m rambling here, and perhaps that comes from the 

people you meet and the stuff you learn, and perhaps there really is a special connection 

between people that’s worth cultivation, and perhaps there really is more to life than 

getting deep enough into the fantasy world and being crowned king or queen of whatever, 

or even perhaps more than making the world a better place or figuring out one’s own 

place in the world, since I don’t know but that seems to be the biggest pipe dream one 

could have, which maybe is just me being skeptical.” 

I took a breath.  

“Anyway, all that is to say that perhaps we’re all just wandering blind through a 

world we think is unreal but is actually very much real, and we need each other in some 

way to travel through it, which is a very long way of saying that I think I’m depressed, 

and I imagined killing Christopher Null in philosophy class this morning.” 

“Who’s Christopher Null.” 

Dan Ballard paused as he ladled hot and thick mac’n’cheese on my plate. Garlic 

thickness clouded the air as I looked at Penny Ballard while the same emasculated 

sensation bubbled up its weakness from the depths of my stomach. Dan glanced at Penny 

Ballard, and it seemed as though he desired to speak, but Penny interjected.  

“Oxford Marcus Brickmann.” Penny Ballard lingered over my full name, which 

hovered in the garlic air. “Thank you for sharing all that..” 
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Why is everyone so goddamn grateful?  

“Am I insane?” I asked. I couldn’t help myself. I said with a pale attempt at 

humor and with a nauseated smile and a shrill fringe to my voice. 

“All the best people are.” Penny replied. “But no. You’re not insane. In fact, I 

think you’re a very sane, very thoughtful, and very kind young man.” 

 “I don’t think--” 

 “Why do you think you’re insane?” 

“Because I wanted to kill a man.” 

“Did you really want to kill him?” 

“I know, I don’t know, I wanted…” My voice trailed off. “I know. I know that 

even the kindest person could do something like that. Some of the kindest people have 

killed. There was a priest who once said that when he heard confessions, he heard all of 

the Ten Commandments broken within two years of his ordination.”  

 She paused and smiled at me, for a moment her eyes pulled away in distance, as if 

she contemplated some faraway idea or memory.  

 “But you didn’t come here for a lecture. You came here for lunch.” 

 Dan Ballard slid the garlic and olive-oil coated broccoli onto my plate next to the 

macaroni and cheese and then sat across from me, where he watched me, eating slowly.  

 “I daresay.” I said. “This broccoli is scrumptious.” 

 “Oh good. Dan so often brings it in undercooked.” She said and reached over to 

nudge him with her elbow.  
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 As we ate, Craig Detweiler returned from class and wondered whether there 

might be something wrong with me. He quickened his pace towards Percy, an island on 

an island on an island.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 
The Towers 

 

“Don’t ever tell anybody anything. If you do, you start missing everybody.” – Holden 

Caulfield 119 

 

Argument:  

Oxford walks out to witness an argument between Hillman and Craig. Craig goes with 

Oxford to apologize to Hillman, who appears to have been broken, first by Rylie’s 

condemnation and then by Craig’s rebuke. They try to comfort him and fail, although 

Craig notes Hillman’s courage in confronting Harper about her sexual relationship with 

another student, even if his confrontation was misguided.  

  

 I could not have left Penny Ballard’s home at a worse moment. Dr. Penny was 

with me, headed to her office in the common area, when we emerged and witnessed 

Hillman, red-faced in a gust of frigid wind, bellow in Craig Detwelier’s face. Hillman 

was shorter than Rylie, shorter than Craig even, but his trembling finger was inches from 

Craig’s nose.  

 Hillman’s voice shuddered with anger and cold. “We made that decision together, 

democratically, and I stand by it. If you want an excuse to back off, it’s too late, and it’s 

no good bringing it up now. So fuck you, Craig, fuck you and, and whatever it is you’re 

trying to prove.” 

                                                            
119 J. D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1951), p. 214. 



 

140 
 

 “I’m not trying to prove anything.” Craig glared over Hillman’s accusatory index 

finger and took a breath. His voice came out slow, a dangerous slow, but loud. It was a 

buried fury clawing its way out from beneath a mountain. Over the wind his voice 

reached us.  

 “I’m just saying.” Craig continued. “That you must feel it mighty nice that she 

kept the chair warm for you, Mister President.”  

 Suddenly, Hillman took a step forward and shoved Craig with such ferocity that 

Craig was forced backwards. As he fell back, Craig tripped and landed first on his ass and 

then his back in a mound of slush.  

 “Fucking…” Unable to complete his sentence, Hillman stormed away towards the 

men’s side of Percy. Arm shot out and in awkwardly before he turned the corner, as if he 

tried to restrain throwing a punch into thin air.  

 “Craig, what just happened?” I scampered towards him and helped him up, my 

palm pressed into the sodden back of his jacket.  

 He turned to me; his expression distant. “I think just made our president cry.”  

 “What? He just shoved you to the ground.” 

 “Yeah.” Craig shook his head and raised a hand to his eyes. He buried his palm 

into his right eye and rubbed it like one rubs out sleep. “I need to speak to him. Help me 

up.”  

 I took handfuls of his silvery puffer coat and heaved him to his feet.  

 “You alright?” Penny Ballard called over the wind. 

 “Yes’m.” I replied as I brushed snow and sleet off my friend’s back. She 

responded to my thumbs up in kind.  
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 “Spork?” Craig pulled one from his pocket and offered it to me. 

“Are you out?” I collected the spork and stowed it in my bookbag.  

“Yeah, I got out this morning on the way back from class. Mint?” He always 

carried mints and dove into his pockets for one.  

 “I’m good—” I began, but when he got one out he proceeded to unwrap the mint, 

a red and white striped restaurant mint, and pop it into his mouth.  

 “Alright.” His voice came through muffled as the mint danced between his 

cheeks. “I’m off to apologize.” 

 “But he shoved you!” I replied.  

 “It was something I said.” Craig responded as he stomped towards the men’s side 

after Hillman.  

…  

 “Ow.” Craig rotated his arm.  

 “You really want to apologize? What did you say?” 

 “It was something about Harper.”  

 “What did you say about Harper?” 

 “The uh, the truth. But unfairly.”  

 “Can you elaborate?” The incredulity dripped from my voice. Craig kept silent. 

He had a face like stone.   

 We rode together in the elevator, standing parallel as our shoulders barely touched 

in the middle of the machine’s copper belly, stagnant with the aroma of stale metal. 

Together, we ascended to the fourth floor of Percy College, the Towers, and I slapped 

him in the back of his head.  
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 “Thank you, Beatrice.” As if in response a rattling moan emerged from her 

stained corners. I followed Craig. I don’t like the elevator for a multitude of reasons, the 

tremors, the smells, but I was in no mood to brave the four flights of stairs up to the 

Towers, which meant that I had spent the past minutes praying for protection from 

whatever malevolent spirit inhabited our pitiable conveyance.  

 Craig and I lingered for a moment in the hallway as Beatrice’s brass-colored 

doors shut behind us. I fought rather hard for the fourth floor when I went through the RA 

application process, and every time I return there’s still a frail spark of envy. Each floor 

of Percy College represents one portion of the Quadrivium, with the fourth floor reserved 

for astronomy. Ah, the Residential College and the liberal arts, inseparable really. I got 

stuck with geometry, which is great, but how do you find a killer color-scheme in 

geometry? Short answer, you don’t. Astronomy, however, comes well-supplied.  

The elevator opened to the far right of the hallway, separated from the study room 

by the stairway to the left. The hallway was an experience. Starlight silver and midnight 

blue draped over the tapioca walls of Percy’s interior in sprawled banners. An enormous 

golden circle spread from the ceiling down in rays of streamers to the floor in the middle 

of the hall. Constellations on black wallpaper bedecked the walls, and the rooms bore 

their occupants’ names etched in planets and roaring rockets taped to the doors. Saturn 

boasted the name of my friend, Pete Damian, and his roommates emblazoned on its rings. 

It was a narrow, extended hallway, like all those in Percy. A decrepit Halloween costume 

of a cosmonaut reclines on the bench by the RA’s door as a husk burnt orange with sun 

fire, stuffed and stiffened with plywood and super glue.  
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The Towers’ decoration puts the rest of the Percy guys to complete shame, 

courtesy of the vaguely angelic and skinny RA Dominic Hesterly and his nubile 

girlfriend Simone, whom the consensus decrees is Venus in mortal garb. Now that 

woman was, is, fearfully and wonderfully made.  

Oxford… 

What? Too soon. Right. No time for that. We’re here for Hillman. The sight also 

captured Craig’s attention. I struck him over the head again while we admired the 

interstellar hall. 

Craig grumbled something as he rubbed his head. We turned right towards the 

laundry room door spruced up to resemble an airlock and then right again into a minor 

hallway that held one four-person dormitory and the President’s Suite.  

We call it that because most past presidents of the male inclination at Percy have 

dwelt there at least one of their years. Hillman inhabited the room that year, or Jacob H. 

as the paper crescent stuck on the door suggested. We approached the door in silence, 

both hesitant, since neither of us relished the idea of approaching a president in tears. Just 

a pace from the door, we paused, for a mangled cry at that moment smacked the air, 

followed by the rustle and thud of a book hurled through the air and struck against a 

wall. In the silence of stillness and through the flimsy college walls, Hillman’s sob 

emerged from beneath the door. Craig and I glanced at each other. His eyes widened 

when I nodded towards the door. I regret what I did next. I crept to the door and listened.  

“I’m sorry.” Hillman snorted, his trembling voice thick with phlegm and barely 

muffled by the door. “I’m sorry.” He repeated. “I didn’t mean to. I just, I can’t talk with 

them. I dunno what to say. I don’t know what to say. It’s like we speak, like we speak, 
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totally different languages. I can’t communicate. Not with Melanie, not with Danny, not 

with Ze, or Francis, or anyone. ” 

I glanced at Craig, who shook his head. He didn’t recognize the names either.   

Craig raised his own fist just as I knocked. We both, crouched like eavesdroppers, 

sprang up as, sniffling, Hillman meandered towards the door, shoving papers aside with 

his foot.  

“Just a moment.” He mumbled.  

The door opened, and we met a face, puffy and red; with a hand that brushed 

away the tears that ran down and mingled with the scraggles of his beard. Hillman 

clutched a crumpled tissue, and with it he wiped away the snot that dripped from his 

nose. As he did so he pushed back up over that nose his thick-rimmed glasses with 

smeared lenses and frames like pure gold. Both Craig and I tried not to stare at him as he 

pulled back the door. We twiddled our thumbs in our pockets and tried to appear innocent 

as he examined us with bloated red eyes.  

Craig exhaled a vague sizzling sound as he scrutinized the carpet.  

“Can, I mean, may we come in?” I asked gesturing with the hand I did not have 

buried in a topcoat pocket.  

Hillman gave the space between Craig and I a blank, bleary look, and stepped 

back.  

“Wodjya like some tea?” 

“Pardon?”  

“Tea? I got mint. Green. Like thirty types of green tea.” 

“Yeah, I would love some tea.” I replied.  
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“Tea’s fan-freaking-tabulous.” Craig answered as well. Hillman, Jacob, appeared 

keen to avoid looking at him. 

Jacob sauntered back into the room, and we followed. He still wore the blue Percy 

ambassador t-shirt, but his wool cardigan curled around the pole of a shelf which leaned 

against the flat right wall, burdened by at least a hundred books. As we passed it on the 

left I recognized a bevy of science fiction and fantasy authors, a smattering of classics, 

and a rung on the shelf devoted to vinyl albums, the last few of which drooped over a 

dusty record player that appeared to have been plucked out of a church parking-lot sale. 

Hillman had an electric kettle on top of his nightstand, which was shoved against the desk 

on the back wall. Opposite, against the bathroom wall, red sheets spilled over like 

waterfalls onto the floor from his unmade bed. The sheets on the floor were crumpled, as 

if he had sat on them and wrung them in his hands.   

“I exaggerated about the green teas. There’s not thirty.” He glum reached out a 

mason jar half-full with an assortment of bags. 

“Not a problem” I assured him while I took the mason jar. Hillman heaved out the 

desk chair and dragged it towards Craig and I, and shoved me into said chair while 

Hillman, I mean Jacob, sorry, I keep doing that, filled the kettle with water from a filter 

in his micro fridge. He collapsed on a couch across from the desk. On the other side of 

the micro fridge he kept his two guitars, one bass and one acoustic, nestled in their cases 

beneath a hodgepodge of wrinkled cardigans and rumpled t-shirts, hung in a closet nook 

similar to my own.  

 “You can take this side.”  
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Craig took the couch at Hillman’s insistence. They sat a fair distance apart, 

Hillman with his legs spread out and shoulders limp against the back of the couch, while 

Craig leaned forward with clasped hands, elbows on his gym shorts. 

“How’s debate team, Oxford?” Hillman’s voice was blank.  

“Doing pretty well.” I replied. “But that’s debatable.” 

Silence. 

I cleared my throat. “There are a couple folks going down to Santa Clara, 

California, but I’m on call this weekend, so, “I sighed and produced a hapless gesture 

which left my arms limp against the arms of the chair, “I shall be here, writing incident 

reports and opening doors for inebriated fish at three in the morning.”  

“I’m tired.” Hillman rubbed his nose and sniffed.  

“I get that. I’m tired too.” I tried to force a sympathetic smile, but the dry skin of 

my face resisted me. “I’m so done with this semester. All I want is to go home and read a 

book while my Mother throws a garden party in our backyard. We have this ivy growing 

on the brick walls, and Chelsea makes lemonade. Chelsea’s my sister, I don’t know if… 

you’ve met my sister. She’s pretty neat.” 

Hillman inhaled a shuddering breath while the water boiled. I glanced at Craig, 

who glanced at me, who glanced at Craig and gestured to Hillman, who leaned against 

the desk and picked his fingernails.  

“Hey, Jacob…” 

“You don’t have to apologize.” Hillman said as he dug out the grime. “You had 

some good stuff, and yunno, to say. there’s always more going on when people, when 

people...” He sniffled, and Craig and I tensed. “I should have given Harper more grace. 
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Really. I was afraid to say anything about it, because, well, because saying it would make 

it real.” 

“Anything you’d like to talk about?” I asked. “I mean, we’re all in this together.” 

“What is this?” Hillman snorted, still focused on his fingernail. “A high school 

musical? I’m good. I just got a lot on my mind.” 

“Cool. In that case. I mean I am kinda, I mean I am. Sorry.” Craig managed. He 

arose.  

“You still want some tea?”  

Craig fell back on the couch and glared at the floor. Hillman plucked the kettle 

from its stand.  

“Green?” 

“I’ll take mint.” I said.  

“Do you have like, the orange spice stuff? Or” Craig paused, for I shot him a glare 

that declared orange spice tea is from a Texas superstore chain and is, for all intents and 

purposes, just powdered orange juice lite and should be avoided if you wish to imply 

yourself as a person of good taste. Have we not already discussed this? However, before 

Craig could finish Hilman fished out a similar flavor and tore the top of the bag.  

The president set out three mugs, one of which was a gift from Sean and was 

green with the rolling hills of some UK pasture. The second one, a blue mug, had the 

picture of a wrinkled great white in wire rim glasses, which had a toothed grin and 

declared in a speech bubble, “Grandpa Sharkey welcomes you to Monterey Bay 

Aquarium!” The last mug hailed from some hipster-esque way station called Broadback 

Music Co., and bore a cartoon faun that reclined with panpipes in one hand and a 
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steaming mug in the other, and on which I read the phrase “Bass is the Black Coffee of 

Music,” which I don’t think is true, but Hillman was already in poor shape as it was, so I 

said nothing.  

He handed us our tea. I got the shark mug. Yay.  

“So, anything big happening this week?” 

“Just the Ask Wendy service this evening.” Hillman replied. “Which reminds me. 

Jai asked me to print out the program thingies for that.” 

“I can do that” Craig suggested a tad quickly.  

“Nah, that’s no big deal.” Hillman dismissed Craig’s offer with a pathetic wave of 

his hand. “She already sent me the pdf. How many do you think we’ll need? I was gonna 

print forty, maybe fifty copies, but I don’t think we’ll need that many.” He ended with a 

sigh as he sipped his tea and flinched at the heat.  

Craig wriggled in his sandals and socks as he slurped down that orange spiced tea 

without regard for temperature. I shook my head. The man’s blistered off all his taste 

buds. The steam rose up past his nostrils, which gave him a dragonish appearance. 

“You’ve done a good job leading this year.” I interrupted the silence that soaked 

the room. “ 

“Thanks, I mean a lot of it’s Craig and the rest of council. Plus, Dr. Penny’s been 

a lifesaver with all of, all of the shit. With Harper and everything.” He sipped the tea as 

the silence rolled back in. “I’ve worked hard. Funny, I was never swamped before this. 

Always managed alright. Even with twelve hours it feels like it’s almost too much.”  

“Even presidents are human.” I said as I cupped the mug in my hands. Tea 

swirled around my damp mouth, although I was careful to keep any from driveling past 
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my lips. The dry lines in my fingers had stung when touched by the hot mug, and the 

sting left an unpleasant echo. “You got a tough situation, and nobody faults you for it. 

You’re cool. Really.” 

“Cool.” 

“Cool beans.” 

“Yeah, so cool.” 

“Yeah.” 

“So… you do anything else today?”  

“I saw an eagle.” 

“An eagle?” 

“Neat.”  

“Yeah, it was neat. It flew into a cloud.” 

“Neat.” 

“Cool beans. What’d do then?” 

“I don’t know. I think it just, sort of, stayed there.” 

“Ah…” And nobody talked for a few minutes. 

“Well, I need to get to class.” Craig once again rose up, mug empty and discarded 

on top of the dusty micro fridge. “Jake, I’ll see you tonight. Let me know if you’d like me 

to handle the printing. I’ve still got a few printing points left.”  

“Thanks. I’ll let you know. Have a good afternoon guys.” 

I stood up to leave, and as I did I noticed Craig deposit something in Hillman’s 

lap, a leather-bound book with gleaming edges on the paper. The pages were crumpled 



 

150 
 

and the cover bent, while the binding looked frail with use. He must have discovered the 

book behind the desk. 

“Chin up, Chief.” Craig said. “We’ll pull through alright. I am sorry for what I 

said. Harper was well-intentioned, and I know you know that. It was good. It was good of 

you to tell the truth, to try and speak to her about it. Word just got around. Word gets 

around. I think, you were open to what I said. You asked me my opinion about Harper, 

and I gave it to you. I shouldn’t have given it the way I did. You want to change. That’s 

the start but give yourself some time. Hmm? You can’t always move mountains in 

minutes.” 

Hillman eyes grew wet again as he glanced up at Craig. He said nothing, but 

smiled in thanks. The smile was empty. His eyes held a gaze that, though bright, seemed 

frail and hollow.  

We departed back into the interstellar halls of the towers. As we did, I thought 

perhaps I heard Hillman mutter behind us. What it was, however, I could not discern. 

 What did Harper do? 

 She slept with a guy, to which Hillman said not at my good Christian college. He 

confronted her about it, and they fought, and people heard. Word got around, as Craig 

said. Harper couldn’t do her job anymore, since, well, she thought that people didn’t 

respect her. So, she stepped out. Hillman was brave to say something to his friend, and 

they were friends, but he should have waited until Harper was ready to make whatever 

decision she wanted, and I’m not saying that Hillman was right, but, but Harper wasn’t 

ready for the whole thing to be so real. And saying it makes it real.  
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 I think you need some courage for that. Just don’t be stupid about it. There, I’m 

off my podium. What comes next? 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

The Sparing of Your Life 

 

“Lord, I am not worthy 

Lord, I am not worthy 

But speak the word only.” – T. S. Eliot120 

 

Argument:  

Exhausted by his interaction with Hillman, Oxford escapes to the library, where he faces 

his demons, lust and violence. He eavesdrops on a conversation between Sean and Penny 

Ballard in which they discuss the nature of sense-making and leadership in Percy 

College, and how a lack of vision has led to a decline in community. Oxford then 

imagines or envisions the story of Cato the Younger, a Roman Stoic, who killed himself 

rather than submit to the will of Caesar. Oxford finds himself defeated by God, who 

through this envisioning confronts him with the reality of his own selfishness and self-

interest. As he breaks down, Oxford receives a call from Chelsea Brickmann, his sister, to 

whom he confesses that he nearly killed himself before he falls down the stairs of the 

library entryway.  

  

                                                            
120 “Ash Wednesday,” p. 89.  
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Craig was silent as we turned into the stairwell that left the Towers. The 

temperature seeped into the stairwells in Percy, and cold were the echoes of our footsteps. 

I shivered, unusually sore in my bones.  

“I’m going to stop by my room and grab a sweater.” My voice reverberated down 

the stairwell.  

“Wanna talk first?” Craig asked. “I think…” But his voice trailed off. 

“I’m good for now. Let’s meet up later. Sometime this evening.” I replied. The 

sky through the window now appeared quite heavy. We took the first turn down the 

stairwell and before long we made it to the third floor, at which point I paused, which 

meant that Craig waited with me, hands crossed across his sweatshirt and jacket.  

“What was all that stuff about the eagle?” Craig asked. 

“Exercitus Romanus sequimur aquilam.” I received a roll of eyes.  

“You need another clause in there, Tully.”  

“Nomen meum est Marcum Tullium Ciceronem et aquila capit caelum volando 

quod epulum abduxerant dei ut aquila crassam esset et caederet etiam-- 

“Okay, stop.”  

“The eagle is lost in the fog.”  

“So.” 

“I thought Hillman could relate.” 

“Huh. Maybe he’ll scream his way out.” 

“Who? Hillman?” 

“No, the bird.” 
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“The eagle is not a bat, Craig. It can’t echolocate.” I replied, incredulous. 

“Inconceivable! An eagle with echolocation!  You’d have better luck tying a rope around 

the eagle’s foot and dragging it out of the water. It wasn’t an eagle anyway. It was a 

seagull, I think. For God’s sake, Craig, stop laughing at your own joke! It’s not funny.”  

Craig finished his chuckle, which had bubbled up out of the silence and gathered 

in the contours of his crinkled nose. His laugh sounds like a schizophrenic hiccup and 

gave me great joy even then. Then he yawned and stretched. 

“Fan-flipping-tastic.” As he stretched, he sniffed the air. “I,” Craig declared. “Am 

going to shower and take a nap before class, since I,” He sniffed beneath his arm. “still 

reek.”  

“And we’ll talk this evening.” I replied. I patted him on his thick shoulder. He 

was a bearlike guy. “I’m gonna go to the library and get some work done before I meet 

Addie.” 

Ursa et Aquila. The bear and the eagle.  

“You alright?” I nudged Craig. His eyes were vacant, glazed over.  

“Yeah.” He replied. “Just thinking about what Hillman said about courage. 

Sometimes it’s scary to say things, because that makes them real.” 

“Yeah. But at least when it’s real you can deal with it.” 

I didn’t realize how much those words meant to me until later. 

We entered the third floor, the Percy Tribunes. Our decorations were meagre, 

with only a couple triangles and polyhedrons still pinned to the burnt orange message 

board by my door down the hall. The hall was silent. The same stale smell as my 

bedroom wafted down it. I sighed. We had posters at least. I’d done the posters myself 
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with a website. I tried to keep a cohesive theme. Roman Legionnaires from video game 

posters.Latin phrases of victory. Roma Vince. Veni; Vedi; Vici, Carthago Delenda Est, 

etcetera. My favorite poster was comprised of various shades of purple, with the 

silhouette of the Roman standard-bearer at the head of a legion. The standard points to 

the words at the top of the poster: Pro Senatus Populusque Romanus, a triumphant, if 

grammatically incorrect, dictum.  

Still, we were stuck with the triangles. Geometry. Ich.  

I entered my own room and flicked on the light. The lavender had diminished, and 

the room teetered back into its incremental staleness. I tossed my bookbag on the couch 

and then followed it it. I searched around for a paper towel with which to brush it and 

found the roll upended over a copy of The Astonishing Life of Octavian Nothing, which 

I’d received for my twelfth birthday. I examined the book for a moment.  The eagle is 

lost in the fog. I brushed off the dust as my phone buzzed.  

 Sean 

Nope.  

Nope. Nope. Nope. 

While my heart pounded, I searched for a sweater with one hand and texted 

Addison with the other.  

 

Me: Addison, you still good to move the couch? 

 

No Virgil, but it sufficed. The way people reply to text messages these days, who 

knew when I would hear back. I found a sweater, which I pulled over my checkered shirt. 
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I plucked out and straightened my collar, then dipped into my bathroom to check that all 

looked well. All looked fine. I smiled a hot chocolate and marshmallow smile and told 

the scream in my head to shut up.  

I thought about Hillman’s face, somehow pale even when red and run with tears. I 

hiked up my topcoat and decided to take off for the library, and as I heaved back my door 

to enter the taciturn hallway I rung Chelsea. Why? Well damn, sorry, I dunno. I guess I 

felt guilty about not calling Sean back, or texting him back, or… well, it’s easier to trust a 

person when the terminus of the phoneline sits two thousand miles southeast.  

The phone trembled against my ear. Anyone else, Dad or Mother, I would have 

texted. But Chelsea Brickmann, twenty-two, you call. Here’s why: 

 

“This is Chelsea Brickmann, I’m afraid I can’t take your call right now. I took the 

midnight train, and we’re going through a tunnel, so the reception sucks.” 

“This is Chelsea Brickmann, and this is Nnamkcirb Aeslehc, the ghost of 

Christmas Past Perfect Progressive, and please have been leaving a message when the 

bell had been tolling one.” 

“This is Chelsea Brickmann, and PLEASE HELP! I’m trapped in a voicemail 

box, and I can’t escape! It smells like halitosis!!” 

“This is Chelsea Brickmann, Freud would have a field day with that little box, I 

mean nothing, wait, no, daggummit, that you are sticking your head again…. dangit!”  

“This is Chelsea Brickmann, and you will know my name is Chelsea Brickmann 

when you lay your voicemail upon me.” 
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“This is Chelsea Brickmann, my condolences if you were trying to reach Cnut the 

Great, 11th century king of Sweden, Norway, and Britain who did not, did NOT I repeat, 

possess magical powers over the ocean tides, no matter what his soldiers may have 

believed.”  

“This is Chelsea Brickmann, and I am not my brother’s keeper, but merely his 

chaser, the slippery snitch.” 

“This is Chelsea Brickmann, and, like Roland, I have drop-kicked goats into 

mountains, so please don’t waste my time.”  

“This is Chelsea Brickmann, and please sir, I’m just a financially challenged lad 

sprung from impoverished relations.” 

 

 She changes her voicemail weekly. I clattered down the stairwell and glanced 

down to the still emptiness of the Percy College archway past the columns as the phone 

went to voicemail.  

 “This is Chelsea Brickmann, and may I interest you in a lovely pair of satin ball 

slippers, handcrafted by career orphans in a Taiwan sweatshop? No? Well in that case 

just leave a message, and I’ll get back to you.” 

 “This is Ox. I was having a bit of a rough time, and I was hoping we could talk. 

Everything’s fine. Thanks. Love you.”  

 

 I swept out of the door and strode through the shadows of the bleached columns 

while my lungs filled with a halcyon midday air. In the Great Hall, through the windows, 

a diminutive ginger boy hunched over a textbook. An Asian girl with a crocheted beanie 
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slapped pink tassels out of her face as she chomped down on a bacon sandwich, and 

another girl with a cat on her sweater swirled her spoon around a questionable bowl of 

potato soup with while her frown rested. I felt a pang. I remembered when I would read 

at home in Houston, at the table in the soup of summer. 

But I think the problem with that sort of mentality, now that I consider it, is that 

we concern ourselves more sometimes with the lonely people who sit by themselves 

more than we do the lonely people who sit with their friends. Don’t you think, Dad? 

Sometimes.  

Right. You’ve gotta know the context for it. 

 Those faces passed out of sight and after a sudden vision of Yewstice, dwindled 

in reverence beneath the sky with his foliage thick and green bowed about him, and the 

door of Baskin Chapel, I passed through the tunnel of the Percy archway. Then it was 

back out to Hamilton Mall, and while the mist receded the clouds loomed, weighted and 

choking like volcanic ash. I noticed on the buildings across the grass gothic spires upon 

the library that pierced the looming clouds or seemed at least to pierce them. The spires 

arose, gaunt and riveted, like the hollow chests of ancient giants keeping watch over the 

field. 

They examined the scarcity of people who traversed the mall, out while classes 

droned on. With coats drawn tight about themselves and heads bowed as if to hide from 

the scrutiny of eyes about them, students hurried beneath the gaze of these gaunt 

watchmen of the spires,. The salted sidewalks and the wind intensified the cold. The 

vague shapes of people scampered from class to class, silhouetted in the dark, contorted 

by fell wind. I buttoned up my lean walrus topcoat. Strange, the people about, all 
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hunched against the wind, beneath the looming clouds and spires. Did they watch me as I 

did them? I hunched down and carried on towards the library, a spy amidst spies. 

 

In my head, the crimson blotch of Hillman’s face drained into his bleached his 

skin and the tears that ran like oil through his beard. Something churned in my stomach, 

perhaps this morning’s breakfast.  

 

My red shoes stood out like cranberries in the jade grass and the dirty snow. The 

Elephantine Library’s watchmen increased stature at my approach. The lights beyond the 

library windows were warm, deep, soothing like the warmth of the fireplace. That 

quickened these feet into a crimson blur on the dull grass. It took but a brief scamper to 

reach the library entrance, and then I felt the sting of the winter-bit metal on my bare 

hand.  

Those spires glared down at me as I made my way into the library through the 

weighted double doors. slush on my oxblood martens splattered the linoleum entryway as 

I hurried in, and a young woman, a student worker with velvet eyes and a dark spot on 

the corner of her mouth, watched me as my coat billowed out behind me. We made eye 

contact for a moment as my paces slowed, and the weariness in our eyes reflected the 

other. And then I was awash in the delicious warmth of the library. 

I nodded to the student librarian. 

Library therapy? Those velvet eyes inquired.  

Library therapy. Mine replied. Those eyes reclined back down to their textbook. 

She wore a cream sweater that clung to her like a hug.  
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Shrugging off my coat and tucking it into the crook of my arm, I entered the 

library. Mahogany buttons on my grey coat gleamed in the warmth of the overhead lights. 

The sight of this old friend, this enormous, ancient friend, prompted a quiet smile. Too 

long, Elephantine, my friend, too long. 

 

 Cicero once told us that he who possess a library and a garden wants for nothing, 

and both have been my domain since the humid days plucking weeds in my childhood. 

The garden and the library, between the two they seem to comprise the whole of mortal 

creation. My impression of the garden, I must impress upon you, suggests not some mean 

plot of pebbles and dust in the backyard of some disgruntled retiree. No, these are the 

gardens through which you, father, shepherded Mother, Chelsea, and I. Gardens which 

encompass miles or more, filled with a millennium of wonders. Immaculate gardens of 

Europe. The Boboli Gardens rise, lush and green, like the gateway mountains to heaven 

in the city of the Medici; the secret temples of Germany’s Schwitzengen  Schlossgarten, 

where my sister and I lost ourselves in the tunnels and the eaves; the divine mystery of 

Versailles in the mist. When I recall them, my soul cries keep your palaces; your 

cathedrals. I shall take the open air that spreads over the lush of the world. Gold spires 

you may retain but hold me captive beneath the emerald eaves.  

Furthermore, though I’m but a young man, even so I must not disregard a dirt plot 

for one’s stewardship, for there is a beauty in the work of one’s hands. The golden 

measure that lies between the quench and the drowning of the root’s thirst; the heartache 

of wilted leaves in the summer’s drouth; the victory when even the most meagre harvest 

prospers. It revives a spirit. We separate ourselves from the dirt and find ourselves 
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parched, but not from want of water. I see it my mother as she kneels in the garden and 

wipes the sweat of her brow with all the solemn repetition of the liturgy. My father, red-

faced with the sweat of the gulf draws from that spirit when he plucks the tomatoes. A 

man who tends the garden soothes the desert in his soul. Such bounty carries a burden: 

the demands of those hunger pains that accompany all growing things. It’s too much for 

me, but perhaps when the years have settled, and I receive my own gift of the dirt, I too 

will take up the trawl, the pick, and days bent in the sun.  

However, the library beckoned. The idea of the library impressed itself upon me 

when father brought me, twelve years old, on his Sabbatical tour of Europe. For a 

glorious month my father and I roamed the Scottish Highlands, scoured the Irish plain, 

and quailed in the London clamor. He brought me to the Trinity College Library in 

Dublin on our adventures. The city was dirty, but the library, as libraries are, was a 

haven. The heights of the bookcases mingled with the magic of age, and together we 

wandered, awes entwined, fearful to touch the codices that seemed hallowed to our eyes. 

Then we came upon the Book of Kells, in its separate room, dimly lit and surrounded by 

other books, all sealed off by glass. We leaned over that special book, preserved over a 

thousand years, and witnessed the gospels illumined in faces strange. These faces were  

almost grotesque in their blend of Roman, Celtic, Pagan, and Christian words. The 

harmonious blend of foreign and familiar lay beneath my ravenous eyes, as if in the pages 

of the books all the corners of our isolated histories folded together, and the lines between 

us vanished into unity of artifact.  

 Folded, I think of the Elephantine library’s interior in similar terms. I loved the 

design of the place. The entry took up three stories of open space, and upper floors each 
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possessed balconies, over which one could peer below at their peers entering the 

Elephantine, or out at the stained-glass windows which towered above the entryway 

doors. I love how small one becomes in the library. You lose yourself in the library. 

The first floor beyond the atrium belonged primarily to an octagonal social space 

walled in with shelves. In the corner, one student with a nose ring sank into oversized 

leather chair his feet propped up on a battered ottoman. His face, bleached by glow of his 

latop, cast onto wide, staring eyes, while a heap of books stretched out on over squat, 

circular table with brighter shaded centers like vinyl discs.  

In a table in the middle of the room, several students buried their faces so deep in 

a text, however, that it appeared almost as if their faces had been torn out and replaced 

with paperback masks. Against the back wall the IT department had set their help desk, 

before which a line of students cradled their laptops against their hearts or tucked under 

their armpits like decrepit pets. What first appeared to the biblionauts like me as a quiet 

desert became merely an island in the tranquil expanse of books that lay just beyond the 

walls of shelves.  

For some these were islands in an ocean. Others in their perception inhabited 

some open grove in jungle wilds. Regardless, this and the open spaces on upper echelons 

served as havens wherein students enjoy the spoils of font and flora. I strode through the 

clearing, past the study group and the student with the nose ring and vanished between 

the shelves in the vast folds of the library. It was as if I had disappeared from the tangible 

world, from the civilization into the exanimate cities of the civilized. In the library, 

sojourners join the ranks of Xenophon’s ten-thousand, who sheltered by the carcasses of 

decaying cities, the extinct civilizations whose lifeless remnant persevered in square 
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miles of comatose brick and mortar. Revelers in a ghost land. The thought burst my heart 

with adventure. This was the hiding place.  

 Stairwells inhabited the end of each wing, but at that point I weaved between the 

stretches of shelves, fashioned from spans of metal pliant and drab, the gray shade of wet 

concrete. A man who designed a library once claimed we were meant to get lost in it. If 

the discarded times and places of the world bore such joys as these which the 

monotonous shelves contained in reckless abundance, then what a world we would 

rejoice to be lost in.  

 Yes, the aesthetic of the library itself was grand, but even the Vatican palace of 

the holy father could never fill within itself the cords that bind whole world. I meandered 

between the shelves in my favorite sections. I’ve memorized the vital parts of the Library 

of Congress classification system, and the letters and numbers whirled about my head. 

B500, PA6300, 6670. Would I pay my wise old friends a visit? Perhaps I would 

commune with my father’s co-conspirators in P99? In a euphoric haze of imminent and 

open decisions, every option spectacular, I quelled the might of the scream. I smiled, 

again a child who ran through unnels in a garden. What could hurt me here among my 

friends?  I breathed deep the smell of books. I found that my fingertips brushed amongst 

the high shelves, weaving in and out in unpredictable lines with the spines that jut out 

over the cool metal. Open one. Open one, the distant part of me demanded, nearly 

inscrutable with glee.  

Oxford Brickmann, man of the people, gave way to Oxford Brickmann, child of 

the text. I nearly skipped amongst the alcoves of the books.  

 “Excuse me.”  
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Sweet mercy! There she was. Velvet eyes. She approached. The ripples of her hair 

gleamed like shining shadows on midnight waters. For a moment I thought she might 

have followed me into the forest of tomes.   

 “Sorry, sorry. Yeah.” I shook my head. Her legs were were concealed through a 

pair of pinstripe trousers. “Hey, hi, sorry. I um. What’s up?”  

 “Hi, have you seen a cat run through the library?” 

 “I’m sorry?” 

 “A cat. There’s a cat that ran into the library.”  

Her sweater strained against his shoulders. I sniffed. Cinnamon. A lightness 

fluttered in my chest. I turned towards the closes books and found my nose nearly pressed 

up against publications on the history of the German Reformation.  

 “A cat?” 

 “Yeah? Short-haired, spotted, white and brown? It came in to get out of the rain I 

think.”  

 “The rain?” 

 “Didn’t you hear the thunder?” 

 “I was… I’ll keep an eye out for the cat.” 

 “‘Kay. Thanks.” I scoured the floor and tried not imagine the sway of her 

posterior as she strode away. I gazed at the floor so long that the tiles began to loom up at 

me.  

 “What’s your name?” I blinked, and a golden arm and open hand sprung into my 

sightline.  
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 “Oxford.” My face was so hot it was melting off my cheekbones. “Oxford 

Brickmann.” 

 I shook her hand, which was cold and dry like mine.  

 “Nice to meet you Oxford. Carmen.”  

A cord of hair tucked in the neckline of her sweater. I breathed deep and passed a 

battered text between my hands and straightened up. I never hunch. Do I? Her teeth bore 

faint coffee stains.  

“So, Carmen. You know the introductory five?”  

“Oh boy, do I.” I hadn’t noticed the weariness in Carmen’s velvet eyes, which 

drifted up over the pursed lips that had just released a little spell of sarcasm. “I’m Bio, 

with a mini in Comm. From Albuquerque, which don’t get me started because god, I love 

Albuquerque.” 

She doesn’t like you. Stop thinking that she likes you. You idiot.  

“My fun fact, I played football for six years.” 

“Football?” I said, startled. “ 

“World Football.” She clarified with a pinch of nonchalance. “Soccer. The real 

football.” 

“The one where when you stub your toe, they bring the cart out.” 

“Yup.” She bobbed her head vigorously.  

I thought that was forensics, or maybe ice-skating.  

“What about you?” Carmen asked. All this time her voice had not risen further 

than an favored whisper. 



 

166 
 

“I’m Classics with minors, or, minis? In PoliSci and Literature. Pre-Law.” I 

replied. “I’m kind of a nerd.” 

“Oh my gosh, are you Craig’s friend?” She replied with a sympathetic purse of 

her lips and crinkle around her velvet eyes. She must have gotten out of the shower 

recently because the waves of her hair appeared damp. “Oxford!” 

“Yeah.” Heart sinking, I nodded. “Yeah, that’s me. You’re Carmen! That 

Carmen. Yeah, he speaks so highly of you.” 

“He’s sweet.” She smiled, and my heart broke for poor, unfortunate Craig.  

“So are you a junior as well?” 

“I’m fifth year, actually. Yeep, super senior. Bounced around from. And it was 

like, I couldn’t really decide what I liked. Sort’ve settled on PA school, but I dunno. I 

really like learning, like a lot a lot. Which is a very learned thing to say.” 

“Indeed.”  

“Mm, ah yes, so learned.” She replied. 

“So eloquent and profound.”  

“So intellectual, so magnifique et d’acadamie.” 

“Was that” 

“Naw, that was me being dumb. Anyway…”  

It makes sense that Craig liked her.  

“Ah yes, anyway. It’s hard, because, yunno, there’s all this stuff I really enjoy, 

and all the stuff I thought I was gonna do I kinda hate. Anyway, I’m thinking of grad 

school at some point. I think that I’d enjoy it, but it’s, yunno. I suppose the problem is 
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that I want to be working with people, helping ‘em out, and I guess that’s why I settled on 

a PA. Even if, yunno, I’m…” Carmen’s voice dissipated.   

“I know the feeling.” I replied. 

“Really? Pre-Law, sounds like you’ve got it all sorted out.” Her face was 

somewhat more squashed than I’d first thought. And the nose was a bit stubbed, and her 

lips were not as full. They were quite petite in fact. The waves of her hair only reached 

her shoulders, and a navy scrunchie squeezed the freckled skin of the wrist that pressed 

against the books and squashed wiry dark hairs. “I’ve got to go, but it was nice to meet. 

See you around. Say hi to Craig for me.”  

“Thanks, you too.”  

She strode away. I watched her depart for a moment and then turned back to the 

books.  

… 

 Thunder rumbled, muffled by the library walls, and a darkness had settled in the 

windows. I checked the temperature on my phone. Not cold enough to freeze, but that 

rain would carry a bitter chill that set my teeth on edge at the thought of it. A warped part 

of me started to disrobe Velvet Eyes in my head. I scrunched my eyes shut and shook my 

head. Craig liked her, and that wasn’t… You’re better than that. Come on.  I twisted the 

image in my head to an image of Rylie Lenardon with features exaggerated in grotesque 

parody, who plucked out my eyes with clawed fingers and squelched them into red and 

yellowed pulp in her gnarled hand. I opened my eyes and scoured the books. 

 This wasn’t the Bs. I must have taken a wrong turn amongst the bookshelves. No, 

I wasn’t headed there. That was a lie, a lie which increased the burden on my soul’s yolk. 
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My soul’s yolk? Get a grip, Ox. “You sound like you’re trying to be somebody.” I 

muttered aloud and paused. At the same level as my head I passed a long row of grass 

green journals academic, beyond which I could make out through the smeared glass of an 

arched aperture the descending clouds, bloated with impending rain.  

 I wobbled again, felt a bit light-headed. Strange. I’d had lunch. I thought. These 

alcoved windows have some threadbare chairs tucked in them, which are peculiar, grey-

flannelled things with the seats always a tad darker than the back from all the rears that 

rub against them. I sauntered over, out of the rows of displaced trees, and tottered into 

one of those haggard chairs. The tumble down was a touch heavier than I intended, and 

the chair groaned as my bum struck it. There was a cobweb in the stone corner of the 

alcove, the mantle of which hung a foot, foot and a half, up from the floor, enough to rest 

your feet on. It was that cold grey stone as the enormous bricks on the exterior.  

 While I sat there, my mind wandered through discordant passageways; climbed 

incessant stairs and combed recessive corners behind my eyelids. There was an echo. 

Brother, brother. I felt lightheaded. In one little doorway—but it wasn’t a doorway. It’s 

just a metaphor, an analogy to describe the way in which I wander through my own head. 

No, I think it was a doorway. It was locked. Where were the keys. 

 No, I don’t know why I said brother. I wasn’t in a good spot, man.  

 In a crevice of neurons, I crouched amongst the memory of my sister and father 

and I huddled about a table. But then echoes took me down the axons towards another 

cluster of memories. Do you ever feel that way, that you’re just riding down the 

hippocampus?  
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 I remembered when Isaac Dolton sat on my couch and complained about his 

roommate: the mess he left, the late nights when he would come back, the headache glow 

that lingered while his studied at the desk by late night lamplight. Give him a break, I 

thought. He hadn’t had a roommate since freshmen year. I’d heard his roommate 

complain about the mess that Isaac left, the stink of his clothes around the hamper, and 

the traces of food wrapper discarded around the room. The room was thick and reeked 

with Isaac. The few times, never this semester, that I’d been in their room, well, I 

couldn’t disagree.  

 Brother, brother. Maybe that was it. Not Isaac, but Craig. Maybe Craig was the 

brother. I thought about Craig. We really needed to talk. I should text him. But the 

thought left me queasy. My phone remained in my pocket.  

 “I came in here to hide.” I said aloud. Saying it made it real. My stomach churned. 

 I thought about girls. The curvaceous idea of Rylie, well, not really Rylie. That 

was over. I wanted to, but that was more of a feeling than a thought. You know how 

sometimes you just feel things rather than think them? Words are absent, but there’s still 

a fullness there.  

 So, the curvaceous idea of Addison? I could picture her in my head, with the 

tumbled red hair and the sharp face, the sharp tongue too. I’d trained myself not to let the 

thoughts tumble out into twitching, but I almost snorted when I thought about it. I 

thought about her that day when she was in the overalls, and somehow the denim brought 

out her hips, accentuated the legs, how it gave a curve to the whole of her body.  

I started to feel heavy in my stomach and something else a bit further down. 

Addison that day in her kitchen with the leg still freckled from her summer months with 



 

170 
 

us in the Texas sun. That was when she was sheltered beneath the sun. That was three, no 

four, years ago. Back when. Just the two of us in the house. We were cooking in my 

parents; kitchen, beneath the wide ceiling and the wide window, cutting up peppers from 

the garden in the backyard. I saw the dirt beneath her fingernails, and I remember how 

heavy my stomach was, not full, just heavy. How much I was trying to listen to her and 

not listen to her. How my eyes shifted from the curve of her nose, the turn of her lips, the 

swell of her chest, the tumble of her back. Nobody was there. I felt heavy.  

That night. I lay awake for a long while, shifting from side to side in bed. There 

had been nobody home. I imagined her taking my hand, I imagined what it would have 

been like to feel the dirt on her fingers, to tumble my fingers down her back. I thought 

about the pair of us tumbling in the garden, what it would be like if the thirty minutes 

alone had become hours; had become days. The two of us sunken into the dirt and each 

other. I imagined what it would feel like, the two of us entwined in the garden.  

If only she hadn’t been talking about Jesus. She’d been talking about Jesus while 

her hips swelled against her overalls.  

And she’d prayed for me last night. Before we fell against the couch. Both of us 

drunk. Well, not drunk. Were we? I’d never been drunk before. 

Addison, the memory, did not blink out so much as dissipate, but not like smoke. 

I can’t describe it. It was there and then it wasn’t, and the passing wasn’t a blur into 

something new. It was if as the first memory passed, which wasn’t a memory but rather a 

fantasy, as I can say for certain now. The second memory superimposed itself, inhabiting 

the same space. The other just fading. I still felt the heaviness, and now the rest of me 

sank.  
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I wondered what Rylie Lenardon was like underneath that white coat. Whether 

she read poetry in an old-shirt in bed. I pictured her in my bed, in my runners t-shirt while 

her legs, which I remembered were thick and strong, her body had a squatness, I thought, 

not a chubby kind, but one that reminded me of a hedgehog. There was a nuzzling about 

her. I changed the setting. It was an apartment, like the one in which a friend of mine 

stayed who had moved off campus. We were older, the two of us, graduated. Well, I was. 

I wasn’t sure why I was still in Seattle, still in Margate Sands, I couldn’t quite make the 

connection. But I was there, and she was there, reading her poetry or an academic essay 

in my old t-shirt. I’d be in sweatpants, making breakfast and bringing it to her. I’d lie 

beside her on the bed while she ate, and through the crumbs she’d read to me, something 

philosophical and deeply interesting. And then she’d be naked, in my thought still damp 

from the shower. And I’d explore her. Her mind was a gift she could give only directly. 

But her body offered as an adventure. I thought about the smell of her, the taste. I was 

still in my sweatpants, still in my shirt. I’m always clothed in these moments. It felt more 

realistic that way. More realistic.  

Ah fuck, sorry. I was doing it again.  

I realized that. I’d been picturing us kissing, and my mouth had been watering, 

but the back of my throat felt dry. In my head, Rylie Lenardon ripped out my tongue with 

her teeth. Outside, there was no peal of thunder, but the patter of rain began in pill-sized 

droplets against the glass.  

 At the thought of rain my hands stung, and upon examination I found blood 

seeping through the cracks in my knuckles. There were not drops, rather it ran like rivers 

in my skin, as if my dry hand was a struck rock and my veins the underground spring. For 
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a moment, the scarlet ran between my thumb and forefinger like a waterfall down smooth 

stone. The sting intensified. My messenger bag I knew contained a torn plastic pack of 

tissues, for which I scrounged amongst the ballpoint pens and notepads; damn, sorry, I 

probably smeared blood all over the interior; I haven’t checked since that day.  I caught 

the edge of one tissue, tore it out and left a corner fluttering in the bag as I unfolded it 

before I wrapped the paper around my index finger. The dry skin caught the leper-white 

fibers like burs. I wound it as tight as I could manage, so that the fibers strained and tore, 

which spat white flecks like dandruff off into the air, where they tumbled down and 

vanished on the speckled linoleum. 

 I rubbed my dry lips a with a dry tongue and winced. A water fountain lay near 

the stairwell at the end of the far wing. I abandoned the threadbare chair and made my 

way towards it while the blood beneath the bandage congealed in my white flannel 

pocket. The back of my throat burned for water. My pace quickened to a taptaptap until I 

sprinted, albeit softly so as not to unnerve the librarians, towards the fountain. I turned a 

corner and started down the hall, where by the stairwell the fountain beckoned. I was 

almost out of the shelves when a voice struck the air and cut me off in my tracks. 

 “What are you doing?” Came a hoarse inquisition. I nearly tripped and had to 

catch myself on the edge of the bookshelf, fighting the momentum which would have 

carried me sprawling into the open space before the stairway.  

 “Keeping an eye out for the cat.” Replied a curt, low voice. Sean’s voice. 

 “It probably found a pleasant little corner and got busy licking itself.” This 

comment was followed by a drawn out gutteral sound of a woman clearing her throat and 

hacking into something soft, perhaps a handkerchief.  
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 “You alright?” 

 “Yeah, just a lump in the ol’ throat. I’m not catching Pam’s flu if you’re worried. 

At least, I hope I’m not. I have enough trouble grading quizzes without a fever. Will you 

stop looking for the cat, Potato Famine?” 

 A sigh emitted from behind a bookshelf some several rows down. “I should never 

have told you they called me that.” 

 “Why, because it’s not politically correct or because it’s brilliant and hilarious? 

To hell with political correctness.” Penny Ballard, for of course it had to be her, 

punctuated this with a very liquid snort. “This is America, and I’ll be damned before they 

take away my democratic right to comically belittle the Irish.” She devolved into another 

round of phlegmatic hacking.  

 “Keep it.” Sean said. I pictured Dr. Ballard offering him back his own 

handkerchief with an ochre glob of mucus. “I’ll take it later.” Something in his voice 

seemed pointed, but I couldn’t be certain with him. I kept between the row, concealed by 

a series of books, the first of which, according to the title, suggested an examination of 

first-generation students amongst indigenous peoples built off a study published in a 

popular journal of educational psychology. It was fascinating, I imagine.  

 “Anyway.” Dr. Ballard continued. “I’m sure that the cat’s a diseased creature as 

well. Probably rabid. Or worse. I might be tempted to let animal control or public safety 

handle it. Probably spews mutative hairballs or something along those lines.” 

 I pictured Sean, his gaze piercing like a bird-of-prey, as he scanned the aisles for 

any movement. I crept bit further back in the shelves. Why are you hiding? The scream 

asked me in an accusatory tone. Because, my gut replied. I kept silent.  
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 “Do you want to get lunch?” Craig asked.  

 “Why?” Dr. Ballard sudden sounded suspicious. “Is it because I’m cranky right 

now? I’m cranky when I’m fed too. That’s the power of menopause. Last Saturday, Dan 

and I took the kids to the beach. There was ice on the road, low, and when we got there 

they all walked on the sand with their teeth chattering. Graham even pulled his arms out 

of his sleeves so he could wrap them around his chest. Dan was miserable too, but I just 

swaggered on past them and called over my shoulder, “c’man, ya pansies! I thought I’d 

raised true Washington children.” Ha, poor fools had no idea I was broiling. Hot flash. 

Sweltering. Nearly melted in my overcoat. You’re lucky. You and all your sex. Never 

have to deal with hormones.” 

 Her regal companion snorted.  

 “No, I asked because I wanted to have lunch. I don’t carry potatoes around in my 

pocket during office hours.”  

 “Don’t make fun of your Irish heritage. It is a peerless culture and worthy of 

respect.” Penny rebuked him with a wet cough. 

 “I thought you said to hell with political correctness.”  

 “The mind in its illnesses tumbles between extremes, Mr. Spud Scarcity.” Penny 

Ballard replied with a sniff. “Can we get lunch afterwards? Dan wants me to pick up a 

copy of On Fairy Stories for Ramsey. Speaking of which, have you seen that new fantasy 

show? Terrible show. Atrocious. Dan loves it, but they’ve totally ruined the name 

Ramsey for me. I’ll have to start calling him by his middle name: Tobias.” 

 “It’s been on for years, but no, I’ve not seen it.” 
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 “Well, good. Then you can still call him Ramsey without any sort of moral 

quandary. I swear. I’ll have to be generous with Ramsey and not confuse him for a sicko. 

With today’s television, it’s like we want the world to be the mess it is. You said you 

wanted lunch?” 

 “I can stop by the union building afterwards.” 

 “Are you sure?” I had to commend Dr. Ballard on keeping any motherliness out 

of her voice.  

 “You’ve already eaten? We can wait.” 

 “I have already eaten. We had Oxford over for lunch. He’s very bright.”  

 I stiffened. Penny Ballard was a therapist. What would she say next? What about 

confidentiality? Did that apply? I told her everything in private. The sensation of what 

Sean would say aggravated a mounting anxiety into near-panic. 

“He was quite amiable.” She continued.  

“And…” 

“It was one time, Sean! You need to stop thinking that I just spend my time trying 

to find disorders in everyone.” 

“I see you do it.” 

“Silently. In the corner. I never expected to work with someone as astute as me”  

Again, the thought of those penetrating, eagle eyes.  

“If our students knew that you spent as much time as you do diagnosing them, 

Penny, I doubt any of them would drop by for tea.” 

“Ah well. Few drop by anyhow.”  

“I’ve urged the RAs to encourage participation.” 
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“It’ll be hard to break those habits. Besides, I doubt they’ll be much encouraged 

to attend teas now. You know how it is. Students, adolescents, can smell a dying thing.” 

Sean must have given her a look, because Penny Ballard continued. “Yes, Percy 

College is dying. Complacency among the upperclassmen, I think. They forget where 

they got the community, where they learned, and that they have a responsibility to pass it 

on. And then there’s Rylie and her campus crusade.” 

 “I’ve told them not to mind her.” 

 “Hillman, Harper. They never considered that there might be such a divide in 

Percy. Black and white. Man and woman. It’s old news, they thought. When you look at 

it though...” 

 “Well, it’s a breakdown of communication.”  

 “Of course, a dialogic disruption. Which can only be healed through discourse 

Everyone’s too proud to speak, to learn anything. I’m paraphrasing Oliver Brickmann’s 

book, by the way. When Dan met Oxford, I cannot even begin to articulate his joy. He 

was euphoric. I’ll admit I was pretty thrilled myself. 

“You know,” Penny continued, “after last November, Sandra and I talked about 

what it would take to bring back the old community of college life. Sandra needs 

someone to talk ideas with her sometimes. I couldn’t speak for the university, but I did 

say that Percy is firmly grounded in a power that we are quite fortunate to wield, and 

which I’m quite certain will outlast both us and whenever Percy College happens to meet 

its demise.” 

 “A power we’re fortunate to wield. Of course she would get it from you.” Sean 

said. 
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 “Yes, the power that established Percy College.” Penny Ballard replied as though 

it were obvious. “The establishing power. Oxford, Rylie, Hillman, even that 

extraordinary and delightful Thompson. The RAs, the Council, and even the students 

who never do anything else than sit in their rooms and play video games. All warped and 

welded by this power. The power to establish. To build, Sean. That’s the great secret of a 

place like Percy College and the marvelous gift of its demise. You see our handiwork fall 

right out of our fingers. All that we work to build. Smashed. Because of us. What a great 

and terrible responsibility. Now, the residents start to see it.” 

 You’re talking about Percy like it’s some faerieland, Pen, I thought. Hillman sees 

it, this power you’re talking about. It’s destroying him. He’s lyin in his bedroom, draped 

in his crumpled bed sheets as he sobs into a tooth marked fist. Then: a rope and Hillman 

defenestrated while Tipsy Katie rumbled like distant thunder through his fourth-floor 

window. The clouds loomed heavy and dark. I fought back the image. 

 “The last time Pamela was this sick,” Penny said as she started to hack once more. 

“She had a stomach virus and threw up on her favorite blanket. She was four. She hid the 

blanket underneath her pillow because she thought that we would take the blanket away 

from her. I found it while she was napping, with all the bile and chunks smeared on the 

sheets and the pillowcase. I threw out the pillowcase and washed the blanket while she 

was sleeping. Never noticed. I thought she’d forgotten about it, but months later, she 

apologized for hiding it. I told her that it wasn’t her fault for being sick. She didn’t know 

any better. It was her fault for hiding the blanket. And no apology could clean the 

bedsheets.” Penny finished with a sigh. “I wish I didn’t lie to my kids as much as I do. I 

know better.”  
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 “Well, they won’t know until you start to be honest with them.”  

 Neither of them spoke for a fair while, and when Penny began again she spoke 

over the echo of their footsteps, which receded back towards the entrance of the library, 

“So, what did Sandra have to say to you?” 

 “They’re talking about cutting our budget.” 

 “Those sons of bitches!” She hissed as I galivanted up the stairs.  

 I didn’t consider myself much of an eavesdropper until I looked back on that day, 

but first there was Samuels hurling books as he apologized to a corner of his ceiling, 

which disconcerted me, and then I’d caught Penny Ballard describe the chapter on 

interpersonal communication from my dad’s book Ask/Reply: The Humility of Discourse 

like a eulogy for Percy College. Percy College was dying. I don’t know what bothered 

me more. That she said it so matter-of-fact, or that I was responsible for it. 

My fists itched to punch something. I ground my teeth. I felt like I ought to cry, 

but I didn’t feel like crying. Not that I cared about Percy College. I just don’t like to be 

blamed for things. I’d reached the section of the library on Stoics, which veered close to 

the octagonal clearing on the second floor, and I pulled a book down to examine it, 

sometimes managed to read a sentence or two before I shoved it back into its nook and 

pried loose another. The rain began to fall. It pattered against the arched windows, the 

weary roof, and the excessive cobblestone blocks that comprised the Elephantine’s walls. 

I was dry inside. Struggling to read these books while my thoughts spiraled. It was as if it 

came out of nowhere. 

I wanted to run somewhere. But nowhere was far enough.  

I didn’t mean to get to this point. 
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I didn’t mean to hate Christopher Null. It’d just happened after a little while.  

I didn’t mean to run right into Addison.  

I didn’t mean to disregard Hillman. I had other things on my mind. Make up your 

mind.  

I didn’t mean to withhold from my best friend, nor from my father.  

I did not mean to think those thoughts about the girl in the library. No, I did mean 

to, but I never meant to get to that point.  

I never meant to hate myself, but what was there not to hate? A phony.  

I wanted to sit here, with my books, and gather dust. 

I couldn’t read the books. One lay open on my hands, open to a quote by Seneca, 

at the bottom lay a quote by Cicero, but only their names stood out to me, like mountains 

that poke above a sandstorm. The words were there, but they were indecipherable, like 

hieroglyphs or cuneiform. Something familiar, and yet illegible and distant. I shoved the 

book back into its place on the shelf and stood, limp. I felt the urge to pull out my phone 

and scroll down through photos of swimsuit models, which I hadn’t done since freshman 

year. Fuck, sorry. I felt pathetic. Couldn’t even read.  

Couldn’t even read. 

Couldn’t even read. 

I fell to the ground, and I had a vision. I think it was a vision. Was I losing my 

mind? 

 

A man in a tower gazes over a doomed city, where through the apse of an open 

window an eagle vanishes in the mist. He sits in his bedroom by the window. He 
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examines the bed, a stubbed, militant thing. An open door leads down the tower. A 

breeze wafts into the room and ruffles his thick beard and the rough cloth folded about 

his body. A dark stripe runs along the rim of his cloth. He drags his finger along the line 

and thinks of home. How dry the finger seems. How old. Like the rest of him. A wash 

bowl sits on the stool beside him, but he has no need to gaze down into it. Impressed 

upon his mind, he cannot fail to recall his complexion. His hair has gone grey. Worn by 

anxieties. He hears a sniffle and glances up. A frail, tow-headed boy, face bloated with 

tears, holds out a sword.  

The sword runs the length of his forearm and then beyond. On the double-edged 

blade, a crease runs down the center, which the boys holds out in an open palm towards 

him. The man reaches down for the ivory pommel, and his own aged hand envelopes the 

boy’s own. Cool metal, the rounded pommel, rubs against the side of his finger. The boy 

takes a step back. He pries it from the boy’s stubborn grip, ignoring the boy’s cry. 

The boy departs at by the man’s gesture, running, stumbling. Perhaps gone for 

help. To call another, call the man’s children to stop the man. He will not be stopped. He 

has assented to this moment. The terminus. His mind has brought him to this. This 

decision. The theory will be action. Incarnate.  

His people will revile him. They will call him a coward. Perhaps he will endure 

even the punishment of the gods. However, he has assented to this moment. No longer 

may he live in a world bereft of justice. He could live an outcast, but he cannot live a 

slave. His family and the men whom he strove beside shall mourn and resent him, but 

why should they mourn? This is as it should be. I cannot bear the desert, nor can I bear to 
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be led blind through the encroaching fog. When the action passes and the men who 

follow him weigh the profit and the loss, they will see that…  

 The man takes his final sight through the window, and in the distance he 

witnesses the desert encroach. He tastes the salt in air. He puts the sword to his stomach. 

Perhaps he hears a voice echo back through time, from the dry days that will follow. 

I resent you your death. For you did bereave me the sparing of your life. 

 

All the contortions, the rages that seethed, in my guts, my heart, and behind my 

eyes withered as I faced the bookshelf, hunched over the floor. The library’s silence, 

drawn from the dust of the books, settled upon me, a tall, skeletal dandy hunched and 

bowed towards the row of books. I felt dry. Parched. When I licked my lips, my tongue 

came away with an iron aftertaste. A heaviness descended on my heart. The scream itself 

dissipated like sand in the wind, but nothing crawled out from underneath, nothing but 

silence; mere thoughtlessness. The thoughtlessness itself overpowered my sight, so that I 

gazed without perception, heard without comprehension the distant sounds of life in the 

library. I stood at last like the husk of a man who waited for rescue in the desert. These 

were the deserts of promised gold, the western deserts, where neither water nor gold ran 

in the veins of the rocks. A fist squeezed tight around the frayed tissue, which drew forth 

thick, warm droplets of blood over the crusted trace of my last bleeding.  

Time itself dissipated, so that I could not tell you how long I stood there. It was 

not that the moments felt like ages, or that minutes passed like seconds, it was that there 

was no desire to contemplate or experience time. Between the molars in the back of my 
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mouth, my tongue had tried to draw out a fleck of apple but could never manage to pry it 

out to be swallowed or spit. It just lingered in a dry mouth, withered.  

Through the silence that had replaced the scream, I remembered the torn sheet of 

paper that lay on the carpet of my bedroom in Percy, amongst the stale clothes and 

discarded wrappers. The words on the page, in my scrawl with a fountain pen. My 

father’s fountain pen. I grasped that image in my mind, and a wordless sensation seemed 

to rise through the absence in my head.  

Pray. This is not history. 

I cannot pray. I am nothing again. 

Pray. This is the desert. 

I cannot pray. I cannot run away.  

Simon, son of John. 

That isn’t my name. 

Simon, son of John, do you love me? 

Oh, Lord. You know all things. You know if I love you.  

Pray.  

I shuddered and whispered beneath my breath my prayer. 

Sovegna vos a me temps dolore. Hand me that book. 

When you were young you would fasten your own belt and go where you 

pleased. But when you grow you old you will stretch out your hands, and someone 

else will tie a belt around you and take where you are not pleased to go.  

Sovegna vos a me temps dolore. 

Oh my people, what have I done to you? 
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Sovegna vos a me temps dolore. 

“Sovegna vos” 

I started to cry.  

I cried silently; convulsed while my bandaged hand clutched the rim of the 

bookshelf and my other hand dangled against my side. Open. With fingers barely curled. 

Even as I wept, I felt my phone shudder in the recesses of my pocket.  

“I’m sorry.” This wasn’t the beach. There was no uncle here. This time I meant it. 

I pulled out my phone and answered it. “Chelsea?” 

“Oxford?” She sounded haggard. “What is, are you, are you crying.” 

“No, I’m fine.” Footsteps. I almost turned. Was there someone behind me? 

“You’re not fine. Don’t lie to me. Please, I don’t need people to lie to me today.”  

“I’m really okay, I’m in the library, I need to talk; need to leave the library.” 

“Don’t fucking lie to me.” She sighed. “What’s wrong?” 

“Why are you--” I made my way back towards the stairs as I wiped my face with 

the back of my hand. The tears stung. My footsteps clattered on the linoleum. “Sorry, you 

sound. What’s wrong?” 

 “You go first. Tell me what’s wrong Oxford. Tell me right now.” She added, 

“please” as an afterthought.  

 “Rough morning, rough night. Rough year.” I said with a dry chuckle. “I’m in the 

library, I’m fine, I’m okay. Needed some library therapy.” 

 “Sounds nice.” She said. I moved quick through the library, artful navigator, even 

in the blur of tears. “I was having some trouble with Quil. Do you remember Quill?” 

“Yeah, I remember Quil.” I replied. “How’s he doing?” 
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“He’s shit.” 

 “Shit? You’re usually much more articulate.” I said with a shuddering breath.  

“I’m shit too. Feel like it.” 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bother you.” 

“You’re not bothering me. What’s going on with you? We don’t talk anymore.” 

 “I’m okay. I’m really okay.” I said. “Nah, that’s shit. I tried to kill myself last 

night.” 

“Oh Oxford.” She said.  

“But I’m okay.”  

“Have you told Mom or Dad? Are you at the hospital?” 

“Not yet. And no. I um…”  

“I love you.” 

“Thanks, Chelsea. Thank you.” 

“We can group chat this evening. We can call them together, or whenever you’re 

ready. Have you talked to someone?” 

“I appreciate it, but I’m alright.” I was almost to the entryway. “I’m really sorry to 

bother you with all this right now, it sounds like you’ve had a rough time.” 

“I love you. Please feel free to bother me. I love you.” 

“Thanks. Hey, um. I’m gonna go see if I can find Craig. I need to talk to him for a 

bit.” I said. “Can we talk later this evening?” 

“Yeah. Oxford?” 

“Yeah?” 

“You don’t sound defeated.”  
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“Oh, I am, Chelsea. I am defeated.” I replied. I kept my head down as I passed 

Carmen behind the desk; offered her the briefest impulse of my hand. “I love you. I’ll 

talk to you later.” I put my hand on the door to the library exit and once again felt the 

cold beneath my palm. 

I did not hear Chelsea’s response. For even as the I felt the rain strike me or the 

chill wind against my face, I had slipped on the topmost stair and plunged towards the 

relentless ground.  
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CHAPTER TEN 

Thompson and the Invader 

 

“Every day I die again, and again I’m reborn.” – U2, “Breathe” 121 

 

Argument: 

Oxford hurts his ankle as he falls down the library steps, and upon return to Percy 

College he is followed by Thompson, who helps him back to his room. Soon after, Oxford 

intervenes in a confrontation between Craig Detweiler and his roommate, Isaac, who 

accuses Craig for his absence and the mess that has developed in the room because of it. 

In this conversation, Oxford reveals that he refers to Craig as Christopher Null in order 

to deal with his frustrations about his best friend. After Oxford gets the two to calm down, 

he returns to Thompson, who interrogates him about why he is doing so poorly. She 

suggests that he speak directly to Addison about the previous night.  

 

 Drops of rain pelted me as I fell. With my forearm spread out in front of my face 

it felt like slow motion as the ground rose up to greet me. And then I collided with the 

granite steps as a tearing sound rent the air, swallowed in a moment by a resounding 

thunderclap. I rolled heavily down the stairs, bounding on my sides again and again. For 

a moment I felt nothing. And then my forearm and ankle exploded with pain as I slid into 

                                                            
121 U2, “Breathe,” recorded February 2009, track 10 on No Line on the Horizon, Island, compact 

disc. 
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the sidewalk, spattered with salt and grime. As I landed, soaked to the skin, I shielded 

myself against the rain, curled into a fetal position at the base of the steps. 

 “Call ended,” my phone read, as the water struck it, clutched loose in a hand, the 

throbbing forearm of which clung near my chest. Droplets ran down like tearful streaks 

over the dimming screen. Not broken. Good . While my elbow throbbed, I tucked the 

phone into an inner pocket of my jacket and continued to lie, huddled in the rain. 

Muttering, well, muttering fuck, fuck, fuck—sorry—under my breath.  

 “You okay?” A shadow loomed over me and called in a voice almost familiar. It 

came from at the top of the stairs. 

 “Yeah. Yeah, just spiffing.” I groaned as I tried to rise. A lightning bolt illumined 

the spires of the library, those glaring giants. The owner of the voice catapulted down the 

stairway and hopped the final three steps, whereupon they smacked the ground with a 

pair of boots and crunched the ice with acerbic violence.  

 “C’mon.” The weight of the clouds and the fury of the rain cast the campus in 

darkness, but this shadow extended its dusky hand towards me. 

“I’ve got it,” I heaved myself back up. Turns out the elbow was negligible, I had 

rolled my ankle and torn my trousers at a spot just above my knee; over the cap, a thin, 

red line oozed blood. I flinched when I reached for it.  

 “I’m fine.” I said, my open palm extended between us, as if creating a wall. I 

flinched. I wasn’t particularly fine. Those were my favorite pants.  

 “Do you need—” 

 “I’m good. Thank you.” I limped back to Percy in the rain. 
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The rain was desperately cold. A student beneath a white umbrella glanced at me 

as I heaved myself across the Hamilton Mall. I nodded to her and grimaced. Lightning 

illumined the mall, and I crouched beneath the glare of the library spires above the 

elephantine skull. The turf sank beneath me, and, even though the rain fell with such 

fervor that the whole world lost substance, blurred beyond a veil of crashing water. Jade 

grass squelched beneath the feet of this Porphyrion. Wind whipped around me, and the 

wind was the worst. Its clawed hands tugged at the tails of my topcoat, the gash in my 

trousers. “Let go of me.” I cried out loud as I strove to wrench myself from the wind’s 

grip, but with my limp it seemed to throw me about. And yet I fought like a screeching 

child fights its exasperated mother.  

Percy awaited me, the marbled corse. The walk stretched a span, it seemed, which 

was perhaps the rain or the thunderclouds’ shadow. I spanned the distance arduous and 

finally made my way to the first crevice beneath the immediate archway, far above sat the 

emblem of Percy College which rose above the cold light that streamed from two 

shuttered windows in the archway’s small alcove. They watched at me like eyes of 

burning coal. Sheltered from the rain, the sound of which echoed about the walls and 

mingled with the burnt orange glow of the lamplight. I made my way between the pillars 

and saw puddles forming amidst the brown patches of grass in the main quad. I noticed 

for the first time the way in which the white walls shone in the rain.  

I was drenched. My ankle groaned. My elbow continued to throb.  

“Oxford.” Duke Wayne said with a smile as he pulled an umbrella out of his back. 

My heart jumped. Where’d he come from? He must have exited through the common 
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room entryway, which must have gone unnoticed over the reverberations of the rain on 

the walls of the archway.  

I nodded to him and tried concealing the limp that would carry me through the 

towards the stoa that led to the boy’s side dormitory. Duke, who either didn’t notice or 

didn’t comend, carried on out in the rain, the opening of his umbrella an ethereal 

whoomph against the air. The patter of his boots on the sodden concrete walkway faded. 

The pain in my ankle increased so much that I had to lean against the wall of the 

archway, in a shadow just out of reach from the common room’s gleam. 

Duke called out something indiscernible.  

I had almost caught my breath when I heard Thompson exclaim, “Dude!”  

“I’m fine. It’s worse than it looks.” I sank deeper into the shadow. Of all the 

people.  

“It looks really bad!” Without allowing me to respond, Thompson clasped me 

around the middle and hoisted me towards the guy’s side. I tried to shake her off and had 

to grit my teeth. Thompson clicked her tongue at me, and supported me as I entered 

Percy.  

 

When we reached the third floor, a clamor of voices, muffled by a dorm room 

door, invaded the hallway.  

“Is that Craig’s room?” Thompson glanced down the hallway, her voice 

reverberated down the hallway.  

“Mm.” I grunted. We reached my room. I swiped my card, punched in my pin, 

and barreled inside. Over the course of a minute, my sopping jacket found itself dangling 
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from my bedframe on a hanger I’d snatched from the closet; a band-aid clung to my 

peroxide-drenched kneecap; my sweater spattered with road salt lay in the hamper with 

my button-down still inside it; and my white flannel trousers lay draped over my arms, 

limp like a pieta, in the bathroom, as I glanced from them to my pitiable trash can tucked 

in the space between my the towel rack and the sink. A pair of jeans lay in a huddle on 

the floor, but I stood there in my boxer shorts and cradled those trousers like a loved one. 

 Damn, sorry. I really liked these pants. In the mirror, the looseness of my red 

boxers made my legs appear skinny, mere flesh and bone. But my pants. They were good 

pants; smart pants even. Perhaps not creased with such immaculate skill as Sean’s khakis, 

but they were mine, and I felt good in them. I felt damn fine in those pants. Not in a 

creepy way, I mean. But, I dunno. They’re the clothes you wear when you need a pick 

me-up.  

Typical, really. One offers heartfelt tears to God, and he bereaves you of your 

finest pair of pants.  

 Mom could sew them up alright, but even so I would need to get those slight 

smears of blood out before too long, and I didn’t want to make the tear any worse, and it 

would be unsightly no matter what. Could the pants endure with a scar?  

 “Oxford Brickmann,” I chastised myself aloud, standing there in the middle of the 

bathroom. “They’re only pants.” 

 “Yes,” I carried on with myself. “They were only pants. But they deserved 

better.”  
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 Something brutish and metal smacked against the lower portion of door with such 

ferocity that I jumped. It had sounded not unlike like a battering ram or an earthquake. 

Thompson had kicked the door.  

“One minute,” Loath to leave my trousers discarded on the floor, I sought to fold 

them on a hanger and then up on the door hook.  

 “Oxford! Open the door!” 

 “Dammit, Thompson!” I shrieked. “Give me a minute!”  

 “Open.” THOOM “This” THOOM “Door!” 

 “I’m not dressed!” I tried to quell the roar as I said it. Dammit, Thompson. I 

tugged on a spare shirt of a brighter shade of blue than Percy’s larkspur, with an 

enormous black spork was enveloped in jagged tongues of fire splashed across the chest. 

The words beneath the spork read in intrepid font, “Trial and Terror: Spork Trials 2017.” 

I clawed off my white t-shirt, which left me standing in only my boxer shorts.  

 “Oxford!” She was going to knock the door down. I recoiled as if Percy was 

enduring a blitzkrieg.  

 I hurled open the door, the pants folded over my arm.  

 “Stop kicking my door.” I said. Thompson gave me a petulant look as I glowered 

at her in a faded blue t-shirt and boxers.  

 “If you don’t let me in then I will shoot my goddamn way in myself.” 

 That sunk it. I glared down at Thompson who stood before me, fearless, with 

arms crossed over her dungeons and dragons sweater and neither gun nor gauze 

anywhere on her person. We faced each other; the heat in my face steadily grew volcanic.  

 “Shouldn’t you be at work?” I clutched the doorframe.  
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 “It’s my lunch break. You gonna handle that?”  

 I could hear it through two walls and thirty feet. Craig and Isaac were screaming.  

 I shoved past her with clenched fists, heedless of my aching ankle and the ochre 

bandage slapped on over one of my knobby knees.  

“Hey! Hey!” I shouted and smashed my knuckles against the door. The furious 

silence that fell beyond lasted but a moment before a single pair of footsteps stomped 

towards the door. Whoever was behind it must not have turned the thin handle hard 

enough, for the door just shuddered, and then with a muffled curse the door swung 

inward, and I beheld Isaac Dolton’s livid, scarlet face, which immediately turned into one 

of bewilderment upon seeing his furious, nearly naked resident advisor standing in the 

hallway. Thompson was off in my peripherals.  

“Can I come in?” I growled. 

“I, um, yeah, um…” 

I slipped past him, through the foyer and into the bedroom on the left. 

By any standards the room was obscene. Stale, reeking clothes piled several 

inches high carpeted the floor itself, and half-eaten food jutting out of foil wrappers lay in 

the crevices and folks of gym shorts and gym socks. The micro refrigerator lay cracked 

open and discharged a reek. A crumpled mound of paper towels lay stuck in a tiny black 

puddle of ink, as if someone had broken a pen and tried to sop it up, but then abandoned 

the venture midway. Laptop wires rose out of loathsome deluge like sandworms, and an 

enormous tv which couldn’t fit in the alcove above the closet, lay lopsided between that 

and the desk, half-buried in a cavalcade of filth from half-hearted attempts to toss refuse 

into the trash can in the corner. The gym shorts I’d seen Craig wear this morning had 
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slipped off the back of the desk chair and had further intensified the repugnance of the 

place.  

“I’ve had it! I’ve had it.” Isaac was rambling, but I was so captured by the room’s 

putrescence I could barely understand him. I had witnessed and smelled mens’ rooms 

over the past two years that have horrified me, but none up to this point had made me put 

a fist to my mouth and with watering eyes try to fight back the stomach acid that bubbled 

up my throat.  

“Oxford, what are you…” Craig inhabited the only empty spot of ground. His 

shirt struggled against his stomach; I saw the veined folds of pale skin bloat between his 

shirt and pajama pants, even make out the trail of pubic sprouts that ran down from his 

belly button. He still smelled of sleep and basketball sweat. His hair was tousled, he must 

have just woken from ahis nap.  

On Isaac’s side the bed carried no blemish, not a wrinkle in the sheets. The desk 

was a perfect system, with plastic containers specified for the various pens and pencils. 

Isaac had even dusted the desk and the dresser tucked beneath his bed. Not a spot on the 

hooker-green carpet fibers. Isaac had even groomed himself as well, his delicate chin 

shaven, and his exuberance of chestnut hair combed in thick waves over his face that 

resembled curdled milk. In his hand, Isaac clutched a coral polo, which he had squeezed 

for so long that the back of his hand had drained of color. 

 “I’ve really had it.” Isaac stuttered. “I’ve had it with the mess.” 

  “You’ve never said anything before, man.” Craig hurled up an accusatory finger. 

“Now give me back my fucking shirt.” That must have been Craig’s shirt that Isaac 

throttled. Isaac, bless ‘em, even after three months still flinched when Craig said “fuck.” 
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 “Clean up!” Isaac screeched.  

 “You never said anything before, man. Oxford, tell him.”  

 “You were never here. You just come back to hang with him.” And Isaac pointed 

at me. “You said you were gonna say something.” 

 “I was gonna get to it.” Was all I said.  

 “Then get to it!” Thompson spewed sarcasm in the doorway. 

 “You! Go somewhere else.” I shouted over Isaac’s shoulder, and almost slapped 

myself for how much I sounded like the two of them. I turned back to Craig. “This room 

does need some… attention.”  

 It needed HAZMAT.  

Without warning, Craig lunged for the strangled polo and for Isaac I leapt 

between them and felt Craig nearly knock me to the ground. By some miracle I kept my 

footing, although my throbbing heel sank into something cold and sticky. The ink!  

“Christopher! Come off it!” I got my arms underneath his armpits and was 

holding him in place. Isaac had taken a mortified step back out of the bedroom doorway. 

“Craig! Stop.” 

 “Gimme back my shirt.” Craig snapped.  

 “Clean your room.”  

 “Don’t talk to me like I’m a child.” 

 “You’re acting like one!”  

 “Isaac, chill.”  

 “Fuck you. Gimme my shirt.”  
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 “Chris, I mean Craig.” I nearly lost hold of him. “Chill—Fuck!!” Craig had 

stomped on my ankle.  

“CLEAN YOUR FREAKING ROOM!! I can’t live like this.”  

“FUCK YOU!” 

 “Hey!” I roared. Craig slipped from my grasp and stood, chest heaving, his 

exhausted eyes full of wrath, inches from me. 

“I get back, and he’s got his fucking hands on my stuff. He’s touching my stuff.” 

“Just quit it.” 

 “He’s got my shirt. Who said he could touch my shirt?” 

“Talk it out like functioning adults.” I replied. “Isaac.” I reached an open hand 

behind myself and beckoned with it.Isaac handed me the polo, and Christopher’s eyes 

latched onto it as I brought it near to myself.  

“Isaac, would you give us a minute, please? And close the door behind you.”  

Isaac nodded and strode out of the bedroom. The door slammed behind him; he 

never met my eyes.   

“Craig, look at me.” I said in a low voice. “Why does it bother you? You’re better 

than this, and you shouldn’t be fighting. Cut the fish a break, man.” I continued, watching 

his eyes drift back towards the shirt. “You may not be here a lot, and honestly that’s fine. 

But someone’s paying for this space, and you’re living in it, which means that you’re 

responsible for it. This is. Well, it’s ungodly.” 

“What about it, man? You don’t get on anybody else for cleaning their rooms. 

Why’re you treating me like a fucking child?” Craig whined. “And why’d you call me, 

Chris.” 
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 “It’s not the cleaning of the room I’m talking about. I’m not your Mom. It’s about 

Isaac. You don’t have to live with this mess. You can get away from it. Isaac has to live 

with it, and that’s not fair to him.”  

“He can just leave, can’t he? Move to a different room?”  

“Think about how Isaac must feel.” 

Craig didn’t respond. I sighed and rubbed my eyes. Exhaustion hung on me as 

heavy as the loneliness.  

“If you need some cleaning supplies. I’ve got some that you could borrow. I don’t 

think it would take very long.” I said. “Just think about how your side of the room affects, 

affects Isaac.”  

“Can I have my shirt back?” 

“Yeah, yeah, you can have your shirt back.” I had a headache; the smell had 

started to get to me. I held out the shirt, and he snatched it from my hands and turned his 

back on me. “Just think on it.” I left the room, shutting the door again. 

Isaac waited in the entryway, which branched off into another closet space and the 

bathroom. When I walked out he’d been examining the exit while his hands swung at his 

sides. He turned to me with a pleading face. 

“Hey.” I said; I sounded beat.  

“Is he gonna clean up?” 

“I can’t tell him to clean up, but I did my best to convince him to see things from 

your angle.” I said. “I don’t think that taking his crap is gonna help your case, though.” 

“But what am I supposed to do?” Isaac whined, convinced that whatever would 

happen beyond that door, he would not enter some immaculate house of rest.  
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“We can talk to Sean if we need to. The RHD. It’s a little late already, but I think 

maybe we can try to get you into a different room if it’s really a problem.” Isaac’s face 

contorted into an ugly look at the mention of Sean. “He knows about you and Craig. I 

promise I’ve told him. We can go down there together later and we’ll get this sorted out. 

For now, try and work with him.” 

“But…” 

“I I’ve told you already that I can’t--” 

“Can’t do anything.”  

“We’ll get this sorted out. Give it some time.”  

“I slept in the library.” Isaac moaned and cupped his hands over his grubby, 

empurpled face. “The library. The darn library. Three nights. I grabbed my blanket and a 

pillow and found a chair on the third floor.” His beetroot face did not conceal the thick 

bags beneath his bloodshot eyes. “I can’t keep doing this.” 

 You couldn’t doubt his sincerity. The putridity of the room must have been 

overwhelming. Stagnation amplified the putrescence until they’d broken down shouting 

at each other. Chris because he was never around enough to notice, and Isaac because he 

had kept his side of the room clean. And me, I suppose, but I was done with the two of 

them.  

 I grasped Isaac’s shoulder.  

 “We’ll figure this out, I promise. Just give us a shot, and maybe give Craig some 

space. Do you have class?” 

 Isaac nodded and checked his phone. “Yeah, twenty minutes.” His backpack, with 

its plethora of straps, slumped against the wall of the closet aperture.  
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 “Text me when you get back after that. Sean’ll be in his office after four, and we 

can talk to him then. Can you make it around four?” 

 “Yeah, yeah, I can make it around four.”’ 

 “Spiffing.” I said and glanced down at my bare knees beneath the frayed lines of 

my boxer shorts, which swayed around those bony thighs. “I’m gonna put on some pants. 

And I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that Craig wasn’t living there.” 

 I clapped him on the shoulder and withdrew. A sigh, my own, dissipated in the 

serenity of the hall. A flyer for the Ash Wednesday service had partially lost its taped 

grip to the wall and dangled over the rough carpet of the hallway. I glanced at it. Perhaps, 

we could move Isaac to another room. There was a spot on the fourth floor, and Sean 

would be amenable to the idea. If only Chris would cut us all a damn break.  

 Not Chris, Craig. I need to stop thinking of him as Chris.  

 My door had been propped open. The smaller hall in my room was dim, with only 

the pale fire of the bronze-colored desk lamp. Thompson had turned on my Playstation 

and faced a blank loading screen. But I didn’t notice that. She was sitting, squashing, my 

white flannel trousers.  

 “Could you…” I began to ask, but before I’d finished she had nudged herself to 

the side and lifted her right leg, which allowed me to heave the pants out from under her, 

whereupon she collapsed back on the couch and continued to plod away on the gamepad.  

 Silently, I tossed the trousers over my desk chair and swept up the discarded pair 

of jeans from their spot on the bathroom floor. As I yanked them on, I ignored the girl 

bent forward on the leather couch with her eyes fastened to the television.  

 “Buy a wii next time. People don’t want to play cod. They want to smash.”  
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 “What?”  

 “You bought this to play with your Resies. They don’t want to play cod. They 

want to smash.”  

 “You’re playing cod.” 

 “I like to fish for motherfuckers.” 

 “What?” 

 “Fish. For. Mother—” I stormed to the television and switched it off. I turned and 

stared down at her.  

 “You want something, Thompson?” 

 “I’m fishing, ya jerk!” Thompson replied while she stared at the void of the 

television screen. Her short fingers mingled with the strands of her dark hair. Falling 

from her hands, the gamepad clattered on the carpet as she scrutinized me.  

 “I don’t have time for this Thompson. I’ve got to...” damn—sorry. I’d forgotten 

about the couch. The rain had receded to delicate taps against the windows. Thompson 

examined the windows, silent, and dried her hands at the hem of her DnD sweatshirt. I 

held my phone several inches from my chest, which illumined the bowl of the spork.  

 

 Me: If you’re still up to it. The rain looks like it’s clearing up. I kept Decimus in 

the parking garage, so he should be dry.  

 

Then 

 

 Sean: You want to finish that conversation?  
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 “Oxford?” 

“I have to move a couch.”  

 “In the rain?” 

 “What do you want?” My exasperated voice.  

 “To fish for--” 

 “Stop.”  

 “What? Why were you crying in the library?” She said it with a impish smile, 

even bared her little white teeth. I pocketed my phone. “Are you allergic to books?” 

 “That’s none of your business. Was that you following me?”  

 “C’mon.” She pried, leaning towards me, so that the 20-sided dice on her 

sweatshirt caught the lamplight. “What’s up?” 

 “Why didn’t you tell it me was you?” 

 “You’d have carried yourself all the way home, little piggy. Why were you crying 

in the library?” 

 Arms crossed, propped against television and dresser I glared down at her, and 

she scrutinized me in return. The lamplight washed our cheeks in ember glow. Silence 

settled over us. I was growing tired of Thompson the invader. Cast in the same lamplight, 

while the rain dripped we stood apart from each other. She was cloaked in a darkness that 

refused to meld with the darkness of my couch, wouldn’t blend in. In the same way, the 

silence about us was not a silence that seeped into the walls and the furniture like the 

silence of Samuels’s room, rather it stood around us as an independence. It was remote. 

My jaw shuddered as I quelled a yawn. “I’ve been very tired. That’s all.” I said in a 
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haggard voice. “No, that’s not all. I’m, how do I put it, in a bad way, Thompson. It’s 

depression, I think. I’m depressed. It’s like someone put my heart in a steel trap, chained 

it to an iron ball, and threw it in the sea. I tried to not to think about it overmuch, and then 

when I do it’s just drowning.  

 And then there’s the screaming. There’s a silent scream that just sits in the middle 

of my head, and grows bigger and bigger, cross-leg and chained to my brainstem. 

Sometimes it recedes, and sometimes it’s the only thing that I can hear, a sound so mad 

and miserable that it permeates every other sense and becomes a sound so mad it’s 

blinding, a bitter sound, an acrid stench. I can’t hear anyone else.” 

 “Just listen.” She replied as though it were the simplest thing in the world. 

 “I don’t know how to listen. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean for that to come out so 

angry. Listening’s harder than you think it is, Thompson. It requires you to ignore 

yourself, and it’s hard when your self is screaming. I don’t know if that goes over your 

head. Is this over your head?”  

 “Do you take me for an idiot?” 

 “No, I’ll be honest. I take you for kinda of a” 

 “Bitch.” 

 “I wouldn’t--” But she gestured for me to continue. “Yes, I suppose. I’m sorry.” 

 “Don’t apologize. A lot of people think I’m a bitch. They don’t know me. You 

were saying?” 

 “Right. Righ, right, right. Anyway, what with all the depression and stuff, I’ve 

been thinking a lot about that, particularly in relation to Stoic Philosophy, which 

states…” 
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 “I know. Move on.” 

 “You know?” 

 She shrugged.  

 “How do you know about the Stoics?” 

 She glanced up at the ceiling as if she strove to recall an important detail. “It’s not 

the Stoics, really. It’s you.” 

 “Me?” 

 “You didn’t ask for help. Why don’t you ever ask for help when you’re in pain?” 

 “What are you? My savior? Last time I checked it was… I want you to leave. I 

don’t want to talk right now.”  

 She stayed put.  

 “Get out.” 

 She didn’t move.  

 “Get. The fu-the hell. Out of my room. Right this instant.” She had a piercing, 

analytical look I found repugnant. “Stop looking at me like that.”  

 “Why?” 

 “It makes me feel like a piece of meat.”   

“Just a piece of meat.” She couldn’t have heard me breath it through half-open 

lips.  

“I did something last night, and I feel awful about it.” I said, numb. “I feel awful 

about the way I..  It rips me up inside. Tears me into strips like.” I raised my dry knuckle 

to my lips and chewed it for a moment. “Like a piece of meat… What are you doing here, 

Thompson?” 
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“What are you doing here, Oxford Brickmann?” 

“I don’t know. I was going to do some homework before I moved a couch.” 

“You were going to move a couch?” 

“Yeah, Addison, my friend, needs help moving the couch in her apartment. She 

needs my truck. That is, if the rain will stop.” The rain had stopped and left only the 

lifeless grey of the sky.  

“Isn’t Addison the girl whose mom died a couple years ago?” 

“Yeah. That’s her.” 

“I’m sorry, how’d she die again? I mean her mom, not Addison.” 

“Boating accident.” 

“That’s sad”  

“Yes,” I raised my eyebrow. “That’s sad.” 

“So, did you fuck her?”  

“Could you watch your language, please?” 

“Did you sleep with her?” 

“That’s a really disrespectful question, and I think you should leave.”  

“Sorry, sorry!” Thompson threw her hands up in the air. “All I’m saying is, if you 

did, and it was bad. You should talk to her about it. You know, take initiative.” 

My phone rang. I held up a finger and glanced at my phone. It was Addison.  

“Hey, will you excuse me? I have to take this.” 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 
Pure Pessimism 

 

“He began with pure pessimism; he has since found much finer and more subtle things; 

but I hardly think he has found repose.” –  G. K. Chesterton on T. S. Eliot, “The Spice of 

Life.” 122 

 

The Argument: 

Oxford and Addison make plans to meet. Thompson is called away to pursue her target in 

the Spork Trials, while Oxford meets with Craig. Craig decides to inform Queen Anne 

Administration about the behavior of the Whiskeymen, although Oxford tries to talk him 

out of it. Craig is convinced and, when angered by Oxford’s lack of support, departs to 

confess the Whiskey’s misdeeds.  

 

 Addison called me to let me know that the rain had let up and that she would still 

be game if the car was dry enough.  

 “Do you have any sort of plastic wrap or something in case the rain starts up 

again?” I glanced to where Thompson leaned back leaned back against the couch. I 

couldn’t continue to meet her eyes, so I turned towards the window.  

 “I have a forecast.” Addison replied. “I don’t think the rain will start up again.” 

 “Spiffing.” 

                                                            
122 In In Defense of Sanity: The Best Essays of G. K. Chesterton, ed. Dale Ahlquist, (San 

Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2011), p. 381. 
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 “We can leave now.” She said. 

 “It’s…” I checked my phone and felt the warmth linger like static on my face. 

“Two-Thirty. Wait, don’t you have work?” 

 “I called in sick.” 

 “Right. Hey, um, I’m with a friend right now, but I’ll see you at three.” 

 “O, sorry to interrupt.” 

 “You’re good. Don’t worry about it.”  

 “‘Kay. See you at three.” 

 “Three it is. Bye.” I hung up just as she was on the cusp of saying three o’clock. 

“That was Addison.” I said, pocketing my phone. “About the couch.” 

 You should text her. Apologize for cutting her off. 

 “Where were we?” 

 “That was her wasn’t it.?” 

 “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be upset with you” My voice came out haltingly, which 

marred the terse silence between the two of us, Thompson and I. “I don’t want to go 

through the whole, I don’t want… I did ask you to be honest with me, and I shouldn’t 

have gotten as mad as I did. It’s just. Thompson, I feel like you’re playing games with 

me. Since you shook my hand at breakfast, I feel like you just starting playing a game 

with me, like, some sort of weird, psychological confrontation, and I don’t have the 

energy for it.” 

 “I just wanted to be friends.”  

“I just want the… well, it doesn’t matter. You’re inescapable.”  

 Inescapable.  
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 Inescapable.  

 Escape. 

 “What are you doing here, Thompson?” I tried to hide the smile that burgeoned 

behind my face, a mask, not a lie. She knew very well what lay behind it.  

 “What are you doing here, Oxford Brickmann?” 

I stared through the shutters on the window again, where the mist had hunched in 

the yellow light like a cat.  

“Ask Wendy.” I said, but I kept the grin in my head. Confusion erupted over her 

face, no, behind her eyes. Now we both wore masks. Now we saw beneath them. Like the 

Roman death masks, wax casts. But we were alive beneath them. It made sense at last, in 

some peculiar way. What Thompson was after. What I was all against.  

 “Redeem the time. Redeem the unread vision in the higher dream. Tell, me 

Thompson. What do you read? Because I read an island on an island on an island. I read 

between the waters, and the waters do not separate. There is no bridge over these troubled 

waters.” I sprang up from the cabinet and left the television behind in the unsettled dust. I 

motioned for Thompson to remain seated. I trotted down the hallway, calling over my 

shoulder as I did so,”the water itself is the bridge. Ah, Thompson. It might just be the 

tryptophan and the serotonin finally eking their way through, but, no I can tell you’re 

confused, but bear with me. Take and read. No, it’s read and take. It’s not raining outside, 

but… Thompson, are you ready to swim?” 

 “Swim?” The long light overhead flickered and buzzed out. “Damn, I need to fix 

that.” I scampered back to open the window and let in the dim light, which gave the room 

a more pleasant than the dolorous embers of the desk lamp. My voice had a barely 
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contained excitement. “Swim. Thompson, this wasn’t water.” and I knelt down before her 

on one knee, nearly tore a second hole in a second pair of pants, with arms spread out 

towards her.. “It wasn’t until… but now it’s inescapable. Just like you, Thompson.” I fell 

back and sat, bemused and smiling, on the ground. “Read and take. But, do you drown, or 

do you walk on water?” 

 “What does this have to do with Addison?” 

 “Well.” I paused. “It’s just the situation. I will take initiative. I will talk to her, 

and then I’ll have coffee with you, and then you can leave me alone.” 

 “Great.” She nodded. “Are you going to explain it to me?” 

 I said nothing.  

 “Is this what it’s like to be held in suspense?” Thompson’s face rumpled 

expression.  

 “Yes, ma’am.” I said.  

 She paused; nodded. “I don’t like it,” She said. “But I’ve got to go stab a kid with 

a spork. So, we’ll talk later.” 

 “Works for me.”  

 

 Thompson said her goodbyes a few minutes later. I don’t think she was happy. I 

felt like I had when I first entered the library. I pulled back on my grey topcoat with the 

walrus coat tails.  

 I wasn’t thinking about that at the time. I rapped a sharp three knocks on Jared, 

Hakim’s, Isaac’s, and Craig’s door. It took a moment in which door beyond opened and 

shut with hesitant clicks. Footsteps brushed. The door parted ways with the doorframe.  
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 “Craig.” 

 “What?” Craig had a look.  

 “Would you be up to some cod?” 

 “Shooting people? I’d have to call my CL about that.” 

 “See you in a few.”   

 “I dunno. Didn’t you want me to clean my room?” He said with as much 

nonchalance as he could muster.  

 “I said I wasn’t your mother.” I replied. “I’ve got to leave in like twenty minutes, 

but Cod?” 

 “Okay. I can come now.” And with a grunt he squeezed out between the 

doorframe and the door.  

 “I’ll tell you in a sec.” 

We returned to my room, observed by the posters of centurions and Caesars 

triumphant. The carpet felt rough on my bare feet. Craig still wore his basketball 

sneakers. The aroma of stale sweat wafted from him still.  

 “Sorry about the light.” Once again, he slunk past me into my dorm room. I ran a 

palm along the door as I followed him, brushed and clutched the inside handle, 

and tugged it shut behind us. Already the cinereal light cast in stripes through the 

shuttered window had stooped to sickly pallor. The television flicked back on to life as 

Craig sank into my couch. Thompson’s match had ended, and I dropped back beside him, 

I scooped up the gamepad from the floor and pulled the plastic box out from beneath the 

couch. I tossed him another controller.   

 “Deathmatch. Together or against?” 



 

210 
 

 “Mmm, doesn’t matter…” 

 “Together than. Seven bots. Alright. Nuke town? Redwoods? That weird snow 

zombie church level?”  

 “Mmm…” 

 “Redwoods.” I replied. “Redwoods it is.”  

 We sat in silence as the loading screen took on the perspective of some 

disembodied commander bent in the snow and gazing up at the heavyset burnished trunks 

that reached towards heaven like briarean hands for the earth. Christopher, no Craig, stiff, 

stared at the screen even as I would take my intermittent glances at him. What to say? 

What to ask him? The game began, and our digital death machines plunged into 

dystopian California with the tacit command to murder with grenade, flamethrower, or 

arm-inlaid heavy machine gun our nameless opponent, whose only crime must have been 

that they were devoid of the slightest resemblance to character.  

 “Craig…” I muttered as my pixel minion strolled through the burnt-out cabin with 

a shotgun leveled at nothing in particular. “Craig.” He peppered an adversary with the 

product of a submachine gun barrel as he jumped around the center of the map, about the 

enormous crate-shaped steel laboratories that suggested nothing more than what they 

were: hidey-holes and vantage points which surrounded an erect tree stump, set up like 

some natural altar upon which Craig rained his pontifical knife of gunpowder and lead 

into the body of that stubborn opponent.  

 “Craig. You need to change teams.” I said. His opponent clattered in the middle 

of those wooden ringlets in the stump. Craig’s character wore a blue jacket that stood out 

amidst the redwoods. “You’re on the wrong team.”  
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 I said this partly to correct, but also because four bots on his team had cornered 

me in shelled out cement bunker. I hadn’t played in weeks. They slaughtered me quick. 

My Russian-accented death rattle echoed in my head. “Craig, you need to change.” I 

muttered again. “Craig, you need to change.” A little louder. He sighed, I think, as he 

swapped over to my team. “Thanks.” I choked on the whisper and doubted that he had 

heard me.  

 “You remember Behind Closed Doors?” I said. 

“That thing you were excited about that turned out to be the shittiest shit that ever 

shit SHIT!” He yelled at the television as the bullets rattled him. 

Fair. I had always really liked the idea of Behind Closed Doors, as I had with 

mock trial and debate. “Yeah, that. Wheret hey set you in a room with senior staff, and 

it’s a scenario, something you may come across while you’re working. Corey had Sean 

and his boss, Shauna, actually. I just noticed that they’ve got the same name. Well, 

kinda.” 

 “Well, Sean and Shauna were smoking weed in Corey’s scenario. They had the 

plastic bag over the fire-extinguisher and the damp towels stuffed beneath the door. Even 

had rolled up fake joints stuffed in a plastic bag beneath the couch cushions.” 

 Chris killed three men through consecutive, close-range sweeps of some blue-

glowing sword thing.  

 “I’m going to kill them.” I said. “I’m going to kill them all. Got ya, you sick, oil-

slickened son of a bitch.” The android fell dead into an adjacent river, roasted by my 

flamethrower. “Anyway….” I killed another one. 
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 “I got a scenario where a guy had brought a girl back to his dorm room. Nellie, 

the director at Beckett Hall, played the girl, and a guy named Will played the guy. The 

girl was shoving him off, yelling at him that, I think it was, ‘I don’t want to. I don’t want 

to.’ or something like that. Man, Nel, was really into it. Will must be a sensitive fellow or 

new to the whole res life stuff, because he was the least believable thirsty man I have ever 

witnessed. He was afraid to touch her, and I understand why that, why he would be 

afraid. I had been really excited to do behind closed doors, well up until everybody 

starting telling me that it was awful. after everything I’d heard, but walking in on the two 

of them, Nel doing her best impression of a girl trying to keep a guy’s hands off her while 

Will feeling like trash just for being placed in the whole position. He must have had some 

training in this. Anyway, I walked through the door, you know what swaggering looks 

like? and found the two of them there. Will was saying something about how it was okay, 

and there was nothing wrong, and that he knew she wanted it or something. He must not 

have had the script. When I walked in, I sort of held back for a moment as Will changed 

his tone. He said something along the lines of, ‘I love you, and this is just a way for me to 

show you that I love you. I love you.’ 

 “I stopped, just stopped right there a few steps into the entryway, and just looked 

at them. At the sight of me, Will backed off, already crimson-faced, and Nellie also did, 

backed up to the to other side of the room. She looked just as guilty as he did, which… 

really bothered me. Something about the situation, I just blanked. I’d gone through 

training to know what was happening in situations of sex-- of assault, but I just blanked. 

This wasn’t assault, at least maybe it was, but when I walked in, which I would have had 
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to knock anyhow if that was for real, and Will wasn’t angry or angry or anything or 

trying to keep me out. And Nellie looked so ashamed, and that made me mad.” 

 “And I said, I said, ‘this isn’t my job.’ Nobody broke character. Well, Nellie gave 

me a look that said, ‘this is your job. Do something.” I was thinking to myself that this 

isn’t assault, this is rhetoric, and perhaps, and I don’t know why I thought this, because 

the whole thing was a simulation, which I knew, and I thought that maybe, maybe he 

really did love her, deep down, or maybe superficially. But it wasn’t the right sort of love. 

 “So that’s what I said, I stepped a little closer between them, and I said, ‘that’s not 

the right sort of love, Will, can I call you Will? The sort of love you’re looking. You’re 

her servant. You listen to her. She’s in charge. It’s not just that she’s a person, she’s a 

princess, a goddess, but you’re not going to show her a royal time or make her feel 

worthy of worship until you learn to love her like the way in which you love a person. 

 “Anyway, and I tell you this in confidence, Will took me aside a little while later, 

at dinner in this weird, cafeteria that kinda looked like it hadn’t changed since the fifties. 

At the camp where this all took place. It was RA retreat. Will had this look on his face, 

and he told me, ‘Ox, there was a time when I said some things to a girl I thought that I 

loved, and I was an idiot. This was back in college. She way she and her friends 

responded, I felt like a rat. I didn’t feel human. The way in which you spoke to me back 

there made me feel like I was a human being.’” 

“‘You are a human being, Will. You’re not some sort of sex offender.” I replied. 

“Well, I mean in the scenario you were, but you’re still a human being.” 

Craig slaughtered three men on the screen and left their bodies discarded in the 

snow.  
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“You can mess up. It’s okay to mess up.” 

“Why’d you…”  His voice trailed off. 

There was a heaviness in the room. Heavy like an anchor. Heavy.  

“It’s funny.” I said, and I don’t know why I said it. I couldn’t stand the way Chris 

ignored me. “How those three guys you left in the snow. One, how clean they are as 

pixels. Two, they’re not real, not real at all, just stored information. At least until you 

have to turn around and look that them again. But it just moves on.”  

 “I’m reporting the Whiskies.” Chris discarded the game pad. “I’m going to the 

administration this afternoon, and I’m gonna tell them what happened in November.” 

“I’m sorry, what?” I looked over at him. “Dude, you don’t want to pull up that 

whole mountain of crap.” 

“I’ve got to.” Craig replied. I noticed that, at his side, lay the pink polo. “Max hit 

a girl. Corky brought fucking roofies.”  

 “Oh.” I hadn’t known that. Max had hit a girl though. Broke her tooth. “It’s… you 

weren’t part of that.” 

 “Ox, I’m a Whiskie. I’m part of it.” His voice was deathly serious. “I’ve got to. 

It’s my responsibility.”  

 “Just let it move on.” 

 “If let the rock keep rolling, well, then it becomes an avalanche.” Craig replied. 

He got up and left the room. For a few more minutes I played on, until my little cod 

soldier trained the scope of his rifle at the back of a blue-coated sniper. Barrage after 

barrage in fire erupted from the base of the screen and the implied barrel of a gun, but the 

bullets did nothing to the blue-coated soldier. They were pockets of flame that winked 
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out with a bellow. I thought it was something about the soldier, about the one in the blue-

coat, rifle lowered, who stared off into nothing.  
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

 
The Desert in the Garden 

 

“It is certainly true that the second author of this work did not want to believe that so 

curious a history would be subjected to the laws of oblivion” – Miguel De Cervantes 123 

 

Argument: 

Oxford goes to pick up Addison from her apartment and after a tense car ride arrives at a 

Goodwill, where Addison goes shopping for a new couch. Oxford receives a call from his 

mother, whom he does not tell about his day, and then he witnesses Rylie Leonardon and 

Janice go shopping for peculiar neon clothes. Addison then pulls him away from the 

Goodwill and to St. Paul’s Episcopal Church.  

 

 “I’ll tell them of November.” 

Craig’s words dangled in my head. They jangled as if hooked and chained to 

some invisible ceiling in the topmost void of my head, so affecting that I forgot to text 

Addison that I was on my way until I was halfway to the parking garage. With the rain 

gone, petrichor oozed from the ground and a chill wind swept it up and about me as I 

trotted towards street at the edge of Hamilton Mall. I buttoned up my walrus-gray 

topcoat, self-conscious about the Spork shirt underneath. I would have been late had I 

changed again. It was warmer now, and the wind had settled with the rain’s expiration, 

although I could still feel the damp in my ankle. My throbbing ankle. I flinched. 

                                                            
123 Don Quixote, trans. Edith Grossman, (New York: HarperCollins, 2003), pp. 64-65. 
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Shouldn’t be moving a couch. Water ran past the curb, and in the dim light beneath the 

incessant clouds the whole street appeared more like a river. Would that it was Lethe, so 

that I might forget that disastrous confrontation with Christopher, whom I had heard slam 

his door as I finished off the ultimate kills in our game. Christopher or Craig, whichever 

it was. 

 Should have brought a hat.  

Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. 

 The concrete parking structure loomed beneath the ashen sky. Inside the structure 

with its pallid lights that flickered like the cyan lanterns in an icebox, something scuttled 

in the trash can by the stairwell. A cat bounded away as I ascended the stairs, which bore 

similar stains to those I had seen in the elevator. Upon my return with Uncle Rob that 

morning, I had parked in the same corner on the second floor, lucky to keep with the 

countless commuter students swarming in. Cramped as it was, that place has kept my 

vehicle after my sojourn to the beach.  

 Brutus the truck had proved, as far as I could tell, that the simplest problems were 

the ones that never arose. It helped I’d driven him less and less over the past year. Our 

last big trip had been an Autumn jaunt south with Addison, Adam, and Uncle Rob to St. 

Helens in Oregon. I slept, slightly curled, in Brutus’s bed on a cloudless night and for a 

change watched the stars. I’d patted Brutus, even finagled one arm out of my sleeping 

bag to do it. Addison had lain next to me for a bit. We talked about trivial things. The 

future. Baseball. What accountants do in their spare time. We talked of work beneath the 

stars. Work under many night skies had given old boy Brutus a battered, soulful look. His 

name under a previous life had been Mule.  



 

218 
 

Brute was maroon and bore no stickers save one for the back window, which read, 

“give me back my legions!” It made no sense as a bumper stick. For some reason, as I 

turned around the corner of Brutus’s trunk, it appeared as an eyesore. Lacked any 

cleverness. My fingers itched to scratch it off.  

 As I opened the driver’s door, I heard a muffled yowl from underneath the truck.  

 “Not again.” I muttered. Kneeling, with an effort to keep weight off my ankle, I 

peered beneath the truck. A different cat curled up beneath the engine, its tail stroking the 

splash guard. The cat’s fur was mussed, clumped in odd places, particularly in a tuft 

between its ears. Even its eyes, which had a gleam, were draggled. The cat hissed at me 

and exposed its tiny teeth and scarlet tongue.  

 I hissed and made a move towards the cat. It didn’t move. Its dark eyes glared at 

me. It notched its head. What kinda cat are you? Not a cat at all.  

 “I’m not a faker.” I replied. “You’re the faker. Move.” 

 Again, the cat wouldn’t budge.  

 “Fine, you wanna stick around? Stick around.” I clambered up into Brutus and 

started the engine. Through my rearview mirror, I watched the cat scamper into the 

distance.  

 Brutus and I rumbled down grey concrete out beneath grey cloud. The overcast 

unburdened had drifted up, and gave the world some breathing space, which it took in 

arduous gasps. The afternoon had awoken reluctant in a cold sweat; the rainwater eked in 

its rivulets to the drains. As Brutus splashed through the narrow puddles, the scene felt 

reminiscent of the sewers of Victor Hugo’s Paris; calcified veins of a city.  
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Three years of Oxford Brickmann’s musk and sloughed-off skin had failed to 

drive the cigarette taint from Brutus’s interior furnishings. In the smell resurged the 

image of disassembled brakes, the metal coils by my bare, grease-smeared feet. I was 

thrilled with the thought of my own car, bought with as much self-control as there was 

hard cash and sold with more generosity. In my head, Dad’s friend was the sort of person 

I imagined that my birth father would be or have been: a man of his hands, of real sweat 

and oil. A smoker, but you could forgive him; just as you could forgive his acerbic jokes 

for their undercurrents of affection. Perhaps that’s why I fought back tears when I had to 

sit and try to fix those breaks on my own, without my dad to help me. I was powerless 

without him to guide the ratchet and the wrench.  

I sniffed. The pine-scent air freshener needed to be replaced, as there was a stale, 

damp smell mingled with the tobacco residue. A box of tools, unused in two years, sat 

like a bored metal toad in the back row, along with a toss of crumpled paperbacks and old 

notebooks.  

Oh crap, nearly ran a red there! As I slipped through an intersection the traffic 

light went scarlet. The SUV behind had nearly lost its grip and would have been 

propelled into oncoming traffic. I refocused on the road, hands gripped tighter on the 

steering wheel. Out of your head, Oxford. Out of your head.  

You should talk to her about it, Thompson had said.  

Manor-like houses of Margate Sands rolled past. It took less than five minutes to 

reach the large apartment complex. Addison and her roommate, Sadie, share an 

apartment not too far from campus, in the Palace District. Part of the problem with living 

in Seattle comes from housing expenses, Margate Sands included. Royalty has its cost. I 
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told Addie to wait until she’s got a job with the big four, then she can buy a quaint 

suburban holdup and dirty her knees and fingernails.  

 I parked on the curbside just outside her apartment complex, which is fenced off, 

and texted Addison that I’d arrived. Since the university began expanding its student 

body about ten years ago, apartments have either been renovated or developed with 

fervor. Addison’s apartment complex is one of the new ones. It’s jagged like Picasso 

painting, all angles, and each apartment had a wide, leaning window that looks into the 

living room and kitchen. Often the blinds to these windows are drawn with blinds thick 

and heavy as carpet. Addison and her neighbors often complain about the lack of privacy 

or the repugnant view of a ramshackle apartment, the complex’s immediate neighbor. 

There was once another apartment in the spot that Addison’s now inhabited, the remnants 

of which developers had swept away, but whose memory persists in the gothic spears of 

the black, iron fence. 

 On the opposite side of a street resides a six-story apartment building, sleek and 

modern. Its neon sign hung over the entryway. I turned back around to face the Picasso-

like apartment.  

 Addison exited through the blue door that marked the entrance to her apartment, 

and she waved as she cantered down the jagged steps. The effervescent weakness in my 

knees and elbows expanded as I bent over the steering wheel to catch a cleaner view of 

her approach. Addison’s petite, you know. A slight girl with a violent head of hair red as 

autumn’s faded leaves, which she wore in a tight, unruly bun with ridges of scarlet that 

protrude like shards of stained glass. She wore overalls, cherishes every moment she can 

wear overalls, and those moments had grown scarcer since she took on a job as internal 
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auditor for Queen Anne. Faded denim, worn at the hem, and rolled up in a fashion I’ve 

seen on hipsters that leaves visible an abundance of sock and shank. It was her favorite 

pair. She owns six pairs of overalls. Six. She had freckles on one cheek, but the other was 

blank save for a single freckle close to the nose and one by the ear. Those freckles remain 

even though she’s lived in Seattle, the grey city, for almost ten years. She coiled an old 

pair of earbuds around her phone and pocketed in it in her blue jacket. 

 She gestured me to stay put. I had unbuckled my seatbelt and so buckled it again. 

Don’t we need to get her couch?  

 Open the door for her. My head told me as she drew close.  

 She had a look. What was that look on her face? I admired her blue jacket and the 

way in which it brought out the white of the shirt beneath her overalls.  

 She bent her head and signed to me with subtle conjoining of three fingers on her 

right hand. It was a customary greeting as familiar to me now as the silver face that 

dangled on a broach around her neck.  

 But what was that look? Was it the look of a sad happy girl, or a sad sad girl? Or 

was it something else entirely? 

 She unlatched the door and leaped inside, which rattled the toolbox in the back 

seat. The smell of chocolate chip cookies and lavender filled the cabin. My stomach 

churned. 

 “Hey, thanks again for helping me out.” She said; then she glanced at me through 

one eye, the one that hovered over the motley, auburn freckles. “Are you okay?” 

 “Spiffing. You?” 

 “Yeah. I had a really, really bad headache this morning.” 
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 “Do you want to, yunno—" 

“What?” 

“Grab your couch?” The words emerged rather loud. My face grew hot. Almost as 

quickly Addison replied.  

“Oh no, no. I just want to look. I can move it later.” 

“Are you sure?”  

“Yeah. Do you need me to navigate or—” 

“I got it.” Brutus pulled off the curb with the crunch of slush beneath his tires. 

“Belmont, right?” 

 

As we crossed over the Magnolia bridge, which strokes the cusp of Smith Cove, I 

acknowledged to myself an awkwardness between us. Addison examined the boats that 

languished in the tidelands with her elbow against the door armrest and her chin nestled 

on her knuckles. I glanced at her as she did it. A lot like Uncle Rob. It was their 

contemplative look, as if the Pine’s traverse some hundred leagues of thoughts; their way 

unfolds like gilded ribbon. She gazed across the narrow swaths of earth that reach out 

from the bridge like the upended ruins of forum pillars whose roofs have crumbled eons 

ago. The space about the bridge maintained that sense of destitution. The bridge was a 

troubled one, considered structurally unsound since an earthquake twenty year prior. It 

always felt, or at the least the rattle of the suspension implies, that the bridge would fall at 

any moment.  

It could have fallen then. It would have interrupted the awkwardness between us. 
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“I wrote a poem.” I nearly jumped when Addison spoke. With head bent love over 

her phone, Addison scrolled through the notes section. It was the first time she had 

spoken since she had mentioned her headache.  

“Mmm?” I squeezed the steering wheel rather tight as we ascended the bridge. 

“Yeah,” she said, looking up from her phone and out the window. “Would you 

like to hear it?” 

“Sure.” The summit was above and behind us now, and my grip on the wheel had 

relaxed. “Fire away.”  

Addison likes to put her hands behind her back when she quotes her own poetry, 

like Sam Gamgee. However, as the fact that she had buckled herself into the chair, she 

settled for settling her hands in her lap.  

 “A poem.” She began with a quiet smile. Her dimples sank in and out as she 

recited.   

 

I had dinner with a thousand ghosts, 

And each one gave a thousand toasts. 

Each toast would last a thousand words, 

But yours was the only one I heard 

 

The music of a thousand bands 

Broke across these silvered strands; 

You can hear their cry resound,  

But yours was best by far, I found.  
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I strove against a thousand hordes, 

And each one bore a thousand swords. 

With each sword a stroke was dealt, 

But yours was the only blow I felt. 

 

I kissed a thousand signet rings, 

Symbols of prophets, priests, and kings.  

Though each impressed a sacred seal, 

Yours alone led me to kneel.  

 

Across a thousand lands I roamed, 

And each land had a thousand homes, 

And in each home a bed was made,  

But it was you with whom I stayed. 

 

And if I had a thousand years,  

I would still be with you here. 

 

 “It good. I like it.” 

 “Thanks. I think I’ll send it to Adam for his podcast.”  

 “You should.” 
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 I traced my thumb along the steering wheel while Addison’s chin returned to her 

fist, and she continued to gaze through the window. Beyond her, the fog had receded, and 

waters lapped against the beach.  

 “On Zion’s glorious summit stood….”  Addison hummed in a broken way to 

herself as we passed a grey loading dock, sunk back from a navy-blue building on Elliott 

avenue across from Seattle Construction. “I heard their song and strove to join.” 

 “I heard their song and strove to-oo join.” I refrained, my voice low and almost 

indiscernible. She stared deep through the window, buried under thoughts, perhaps about 

the two priests, the one who hunched like a corporate villain and the other with the 

broiled sausages for fingers.  

“Have you thought anymore about history?” I said too fast. “The PhD you were 

talking about last night?”  

 “What about last night?” 

 “About history? About maybe, once you get out of loans, going and getting a PhD 

in history. You were telling me about some of the programs last night.” 

 “I don’t remember talking about them.” Addison replied.  

 “You don’t remember? What do you remember?” 

 “Not a lot.” She said. “I told you already. I had a bad headache.” 

 The way she said it made it sound like she was accusing me of something.  

“I’m sorry.” I said. “I mean, that you have a headache.” 

“Me too.” She said it in the small voice. That damn small voice.   

Restless from the silence, I cleared my throat. “I wanted to tell you that I think I 

am going to try and continue on as an RA. I decided to talk with Sean, in fact, I talked 



 

226 
 

with him earlier about some other stuff. And I think I can make it work. We’ll discuss 

leadership approaches. He helped me understand that, that there’s kind of this, this 

reciprocity thing that’s important for leadership. Like, you need to understand how you’re 

connected to people as a leader. I mean, you provide the vision. That’s what a leader 

does. They provide the vision. You set down the path you want people to go down, and 

you say, ‘here’s the path, team, let’s walk down it together.’ It really changed the way I 

understand leadership. Penny was there too. She was, like—It’s like, can you get what’s 

in your head over into their head, and then the rest just sort of follows. I’m sorry, I’m not 

making any sense. Let me start over. Be less abstract.” 

“Oxford… I’m not really in the mood to talk. Sorry.” 

“I’m sorry.” I whispered and stifled the scream that arose in my head. We finished 

our drive to the Goodwill in silence.  

… 

When we arrived, Addison went downstairs to examine the furnishings; I 

remained on the upper level of the Goodwill and sought concealment amidst the bric-a-

brac. The suspended ceiling needed repair, and the cold lights deceived me into thinking 

that they had never escaped the outdoors, even though I had basked in their warmth soon 

as I’d entered. There was an old man with a greasy beard looking for new pants across 

from me, and I plodded up a few paces to escape his sightline. He had given me a look. 

The one with which Samuels always followed with an apologetic distance. The clothes 

inhabited one side of the store, with an oddly placed changing room that inhabited a spot 

in-between two quarters of the room like a bland obelisk spewed down by the ceiling. 

The far side of the room bore shelves of old vhs tapes, books, and everything that didn’t 
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belong downstairs with the furniture. On the far wall sat rows of peculiar items that 

seemed to have no place. 

Through the clothing racks I wandered, amidst shirts overlarge and khakis 

wrinkled with the nostalgia for my white flannel trousers, that I’d seemed to have lost, all 

from a tear above the knee. Goodwill carried similar trousers, which I brushed with hands 

still chill with cold. Aware in as I passed through the aisle of jeans how cold my hands 

were, I shoved them into the pockets of my topcoat, flexing and unflexing while I 

glanced about the store.  

Beside those peculiar items on the back wall, a mother all bundled wrangled her 

child from knocking over some odd antique things I imagined would perhaps garnish a 

table or a desk. The child itself had not yet matriculated into a point where the shrill 

pierce of its shriek would not infrequently burst from its gap-toothed mouth. Her gap-

toothed mouth. She wore a little red hat with tails that the mother would straighten with 

an aggravated sigh, hunched over the child and scolding.  

“Pony!” The child ululated, and even from across the store I flinched. With a 

indiscernible, chastising hiss, the mother tore a glimmering pony from the little girl’s 

hands, hands which rapped the shoulder of her mother’s coat with fury while the pony 

itself teetered on the absolute edge of the shelf. Now the child screamed, and with 

apologies harrowed by weariness the mother swept out of the store and past the check-out 

counter. As she neared the door, the mother turned and met my eyes. Deep bags beneath 

her eyes betrayed the look of a battered soldier, perpetual combatant in a war with that 

child that had not ceased to shriek. The mother struggled to tear the child’s pudgy fingers 
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from her scarf, by which the kid seemed intent on strangling its progenitor. Then mother 

and child were off; billowing through the door. 

As they vanished in the mist down the street, I meandered towards the gleaming 

pony.  

It wasn’t a pony. It was a unicorn, encrusted with a technicolor of jewels, and 

about as fake a piece as I had ever beheld. It was caught in mid-saunter, standing next to 

a gilded vanity case. Perhaps it belonged to some sort of vanity set. It couldn’t have been 

expensive. The jewels inlaid beneath the horn, which spiraled thickly like a conch shell, 

and about the back and legs must have been plastic, or glass, perhaps. They were cool at 

the touch.  

“Mannulus.” I whispered. Once I’d gotten over how fake the equestrian thing 

appeared, I could admire the way in which its ersatz rubies caught the light. What was it 

about the cheap replica of a mythical beast that so affected me? 

Just then, I received a text from my mother. 

 

Chelsea just called. You doing alright?  

 

 I called her back.  

 “Hello?” She was at her desk.  

 “Hey, Mom.” 

“Hey, Babe. How’s it going?” 

 “Fine.” I said as I kept my voice low while the fellow shoppers meandered about 

the space. “Finetastic.” My Mother gave a smiling snort. “Hey, so I tripped today and 
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tore a hole in my best pair of pants. Well, not the suit ones, but you know, the white 

flannel ones…” 

 “You fell? Are you okay?” She sounded surprised.  

 “Yeah, yeah I just fell as I left the library. I scraped my knee pretty bad on the 

way down, but otherwise I’m gimcrack and dandy. I was on the phone with Chelsea 

when it happened. What did she say?” 

 I took a measure of the increments of time it took for her to respond, which was a 

tad longer than usual. “Just that you seemed a little down, and it might be nice for Dad 

and I to reach out,” she said.  

 “Isn’t Dad.” I checked my watch. “Wait, no, it’s like six or something over there, 

right?” 

 “He’s home, do you want to talk to him?”  

 “That’s okay. The only down I’m feeling currently is when I was tumbling down 

the stairs.” A pair of ancient jeans with a large brownish patch rubbed against my sweater 

and the belt beneath it as I strode too close to the rack.  

 “Are you okay.”  

 “Like I said, Mom, I’m crackin all the Dandy Jims. Doing fine. I cut myself a 

little bit, but it’s alright?” 

 “Are you sure? Did you put some Neosporin on it?” 

 “Nah, I just licked it for an hour and then doused it in day old-coffee from the 

front desk.” 

 “Oxford.” 

 “If it’s green and oozing that means it’s healing, right?” 
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 “Oxford.” 

 “Mother?”  

 “Don’t call me Mother?” 

 “Aren’t you my Mother?” 

 “I don’t like it when you call me Mother. It sounds like you’re mad at me.” 

 “Nah, I could never be mad at you, Mom. That’s ridiculous.” I replied. “Anyhoo, 

I’m at the store and just browsing--” 

 “Can you wait until spring break? I can sow them for you.”  

 “It’s a goodwill and I’m just browsing. I’m just, Mom, I, yeah, I was just looking 

for something while I was with Addie. Cool beans? I was gonna to ask actually if you 

could sow them up.” 

 “I mean, it depends on how bad it is, cause the stitching might show.” 

 “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Even though there was no good reason, I felt my 

heart sink. Stupid pants. “Anyway, but can I bring them back and have you look them 

over at least?” 

 “Mhhmm.” 

“Thanks. You’re the best.” 

“How’s school going?” My Mom blurted out this question as though afraid I 

would hang up.  

“Good, good. Classes are going well this semester. I’m really enjoying Dr. Pine’s 

class.” 

“You can call him Robert outside class.” 

“I’m really enjoying Nunky Bobble’s class.”  
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My Mother snorted again. “I’m gonna tell him you called him that.” 

“Don’t do that, that would suck. Suuuuuuuuucck.” I said rather loudly, a bald man 

in a bristly sweater looked at me over the rack. I’m not sure if was because of Nunky 

Bobbles or the obnoxious sucking. 

“Mom, I’ve got to check on Addie. She’s looking for a couch. I’ll talk to you 

later.” 

“How’s she doing?” 

 “I can’t tell you, that would be a FERPA violation.” 

 “Oxford. She’s graduated.” 

 “Oh, then she’s doing fine. I really have to get going. I love you.”  

 “Love you too, babe. Tell Addise I said hello, please. Are you still good to call 

Dad and I on Sunday?” 

 “I don’t see a reason why not.”  

 “And--” 

 “My knee is fine Mom. I put a band-aid on it, cleaned it up, and it doesn’t even 

hurt anymore.” Which was true. It was the ankle that was killing me. “I’ll talk to you 

later. I love you.” 

 “I love you too, babe. You sure you’re alright?” 

 “I’m great, just a bit tired. But I’m great. Tell Dad I said happy Ash Wednesday.” 

 “Happy Ash Wednesday to you, bucko.” 

 “Father? Mother, are you speakerphone? Could you let me know next time?”  

 “Yes, Oxford.” 
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 “You know I don’t like it when you don’t tell me that you’ve put me on 

speakerphone.” 

 “There are no secrets in this household.” Mother said. “You know that.” 

 “Fair, that’s fair. Love you, Dad.” 

 “Love you too, Son. Give your Mother some grace.” 

 “I’ll talk to you both on Sunday. Bye.” 

 “Bye, Oxford.”  

 I hung up.  

 New folk in worn jackets, a tall person and a short, stocky one, sauntered into 

Goodwill, where the clerk ignored them. However, in her defense, the clerk was 

overwhelmed by a line of other people ought to buy new, old jackets. I glanced over 

towards them and noticed how red were the coats they carried. The woman at the register, 

the clerk—this was a frigid room, but her forehead gleamed with sweat as she cradled a 

scarlet coat in her hands and checked the price tag. Her forehead was sweaty, so much so 

that her almond bangs stuck together in sharp little knots, the points of which had a 

haphazard way in they jut out. She put in the money for that bloody coat, and the register 

rang.  

 With all my attention on the clerk, I failed to realize that the two people who had 

entered the Goodwill were none other than Rylie Leonardon and her friend from that 

morning. 

 It was Rylie who caught my attention. She clutched her friend on the shoulder and 

pulled her towards me. Something fervent gleamed in Rylie’s eyes as she stormed 

towards a section with women’s sport clothing.  
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 “Come on Janice. With all due respect to our species, don’t be a pussy.” Rylie 

snapped.  

 Before they went out of sight behind a distant rack, I got a look at Janice’s face. 

She looked more worried than anyone I had ever seen.  

 Suddenly, I felt the fervent desire to be near to Addison. Addison. I headed 

towards the stairway, I turned back. Some unrecognizable item of clothing leapt above 

the rack behind which Rylie and Janice had vanished—something peculiar and neon. 

Addison sought the old couch downstairs, so there I headed; down towards the 

stairway, with fists smashed deep into the folds of my topcoat and my face directed 

towards the ground while the clatter of the customers reverberated in the crevices of my 

right ear. Those oxblood shoes that now sit in the corner next to my dad’s chair were the 

vision, red spurts in and out, as though as I marched forward my footsteps gouged jagged 

trenches in the carpet, which ran with red like some trail from a bloody spring. 

I reached the stairway; the cold of the handrail surprised me with its bite. My dry 

hands for all I know may have left bloody traces, smears and fingerprints along the 

railing. I made it to the turn of the stair when, with a glance up, I discovered Addison 

halfway into her coat as she ascended the stairs.  

“I’m done.” She said.  

“Did you find a couch?” I asked. I could see them, decrepit things that slouched 

on the floor like harrowed old men; even the one she wanted.  

“I’m not gonna get one today.” She said as she rose past me in bounds that 

tumbled the fire of her hair.  
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“Well, why not?” I called as I followed her up. She had sprung past those stairs 

and was well on her way to door while I had barely reached the ultimate step.  

“I just, there’s something I have to do.” She said. I caught a red tinge to her face, 

in her cheeks and eyes, the one time that Addison glanced behind at me before she took 

the door out into the snow. “Can you drive me to Saint Paul’s?” 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 
Confession 

 

“I perceive that you’re not a patient but that something is wrong with you. You’re more 

abstracted than usual. Are you in love?” – Lancelot Lamar, Lancelot 124 

 

Argument: 

Addison confesses to Father Avery about the previous night, but when she asks for 

Oxford’s forgiveness, Oxford refuses to grant it. Addison and Oxford’s inability to 

communication leads to a shouting match in the church foyer. Oxford insults Addison and 

storms out of the church. 

 

 It was a blur. The ride to Saint Peter’s, I mean. Addison huddled with her knees 

up against her chin beside me on the worn cushion of the passenger seat, and it passed 

through my head more than once that perhaps I should ask her to put her feet down, as 

her boots were spattered with the outside refuse of melted snow and salt. Would that have 

normalized the trip? The idea sputtered out whenever I got a look at the gap in her eyes. 

There was something cut off in them. She wouldn’t look at me. I tapped the steering 

wheel.  

 We ascended that dilapidated bridge in way that struck me like the grey movies of 

the fifties, the ones I always thought you enjoyed, Adam. So wholesome in their message. 

The world passed us by, Addison and I, while we loitered in the cramped space of the 

                                                            
124 Percy, p. 6. 
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Frontier’s cabin like astronauts. Like astronauts untethered from gravity. There was 

nothing upon which I could hold on; it was a vesper. It was a blur, the ride to Saint 

Peter’s.  

  

 Saint Peter’s Episcopal Church resided on the far end of Margate on the edge of 

the oldest neighborhood, where the crust upper resides. It is an angular building with a 

narrow steeple from which sprouts the ancient cross, with edges pointed like sword 

points. The facade seems like a face, what with the somber gaze of the stained-glass 

windows that flank the entryway. The entryway itself comprises a sheltered walkway, 

that leads you down to double doors with ornate wood paneling. These doors meet in a 

sharp arch. From the outside it does not appear very large but does seem weathered, like 

the neighborhood grew around an aged druid in a drooping hat who was buried to the 

neck and left there. Margate Sands, with its rich houses of many columns, often feels 

very Roman. Safe. It’s the way the Romans imagined themselves. Saint Peter’s unsettles 

that Latium warmth. It marks the edge of the familiar world and reminds the comfortable 

that there is a wild something that has transgressed the boundary; that melts the line 

between hither and yon, where the yon is barbarous.  

 The road to the wealthy walks of Margate ascends a not inconsiderable hill that 

forks at Saint Paul’s. Those who take it must therefore ascend towards the druidic face of 

the church, which glares at them with a resolute frown. We drove into the parking lot. 

Once you pull into the lot and enter the building, however, both the foyer and the lights 

above seem awash in a warm, lively sort of heat. In the middle of the foyer sits a round, 

glass table with a potted plant and stack of liturgical programs. To the right are the coat 
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racks and the welcome desk, and beyond that a doorway to the kitchen space, where one 

can find the coffee and tea, which the fathers and their vestry set out and follows Sunday 

mass.  

 I was here for Addison’s confirmation and the irregular Sundays when you came 

to visit. I never got over the smells and bells and the disconcertion of kneeling. I did not 

grow up with that, you know, save for the one year abroad, but I was much younger then, 

although I recall even then a discomfort with the kneeling. After the services in St. 

Peter’s I are donuts and drank coffee next to Addison as she talked with the old ladies of 

the church. She liked to wear dresses of yellow and green, which you appreciated, 

Chelsea. I would note the curvature of her shoulder blades when she wore those dresses. 

Her spine curved down like a waterfall, and my finger would itch to trace the slope of her 

back. She always had freckles along the back of her neck. They always caught my eye, 

even when I determined not to stare. The congregation when I would go was a smatter of 

the very old and the college young, with many graduates in English. Not many families 

the last time I was there, which was a year prior. Addison told me they hired someone to 

help with that.  

 When we walked in, the first thing I notice is a stack of crayon drawings on the 

side of the welcome desk. 

 Warmth, the bustle of the kitchen. Addison in her overalls and jacket glanced 

warily towards the hall that led to it. Shivering in my walrus-faced topcoat, I moved 

deeper into the foyer. Wasn’t it strange for Ash Wednesday to have such a bustle in the 

kitchen, with the fasting and whatnot? 

 “They should put a bell on the front door.” I said beneath my breath.  
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 “Addison.”  

 We both twisted to the left. Father Avery Sharpe, red faced and rolling up the 

sleeves of his cassock, had entered the foyer from the opposite hallway. Our entry must 

have drawn him away from work. The hem of his cassock swayed across the floor and 

strained against his belly, and he interweaved his sausages of fingers across that swell of 

his stomach. I remembered when I had met him that morning, how he might have been 

peripheral but was never absent. The stubbornness, the will, of his very presence.  

 They should put a bell on him.  

 No inquiry, no emphasis, in the mention of Addison’s name. He stated it like one 

states a fact, or the way one should state a fact—emotionless, devoid of any sentiment 

that can keep you from assenting to its reality. A mere acknowledgement. It was worse 

somehow than if he’d yelled it.  

 In books, they say the color vanishes from your face. I had not seen until I saw the 

blush of Addison’s cheeks dissipate, replaced by a masque of speckled snow. In the cold 

light from outdoors, she seemed almost statuesque, but in the warm light of the foyer, she 

was golden and sad. Sharpe approached the two of us as we stood with our hands in our 

coats at the edge of the round glass table in the foyer with one, myself, who towered over 

the other. As tall as I was, Sharpe still towered by his size, and I seemed a frail thing next 

to the girl with the white, statuesque and gilded face. In Sharpe’s case, all his attention 

was on her. I was periphery. Next to nothing really. Sharpe nodded to me, but I was 

nothing.  

 He did seem surprised that we were here. You could tell in his brow and the curl 

of his lip once he got nearer. I should say that I could tell. At the next step he took, which 
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brought almost no more than an arm length’s away, I stepped back. But Father Sharpe 

examined Addison, the hollowness in her eyes, while his hands interweaved over the 

black rough of his cassock. He was regal, mountainous, more emperor than priest. Run, 

my gut screamed, run.  

 The two gazed at each other for a moment, and then the strangest thing happened. 

Addison plunged into his arms and embraced him with ferocity. With her arms barely 

making it around his chest. As she hugged him I half expected her to burst into tears, but 

she just hugged him quietly. When he embraced her in return she shivered, and with the 

size of his presence she seemed little more than a child.  

 “Father,” She said. “I would like to confess.” And then she released him and 

turned to me. “Will you wait for me?” There was an odd mixture of pleading and demand 

in her eyes.   

 “Yes.” My voice echoed frail and discordant in the foyer. 

 The towering mass of Father Sharpe and the narrow body of the hunched Addison 

Pine vanished beyond the doorway that led to the sanctuary. No, that means something 

different with the Episcopals. The sanctuary surrounds the altar. The door shut behind 

them, and I was alone with the echoes from the kitchen and the round glass table in the 

middle of the room.  

 Churches have an oppressive silence like loneliness. The worst are English 

churches. When you once took me, Chelsea, and Mom to Oxford during our year in 

London. You said “the loneliest churches are the English churches and their American 

offspring.” You said that. You called them “offspring.” 
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 “Why father?” I always picture myself inquiring with a shrill British accent. The 

church we had attended in Kensington was led by the oldest shrivel of a priest I had ever 

seen, but my Dad liked it because they prayed to Mary. That’s how I put it when I was 

seven, and my Dad got mad at me. I sneezed a lot in that church. I think it was the dust 

from all the old people. All eight of them that went to the Kensington Church. God, that 

place was old. I think there was mold in the incense and on the Eucharist. I’m sorry. 

That’s disrespectful.  

However, in Oxford. There was a young priest. I remember him because of how 

dark his hair was, and how straight and soft and how it gleamed like guitar strings. He 

was young, but he had a weariness in his face. He smiled only once, when he was beside 

his wife, or maybe it was his girlfriend. That’s a weird thought.  

He was from the United States, although the visitors kept asking him where he 

really was from.  

 “America.” He would insist. 

“But where are you really from?” My mom didn’t mean for that to sound as bad 

as it did.  

“America.”  

 “My family is from Singapore.” 

 People would ask me and my father where we were from.  

 “The U.S.” My New York father would say.  

 “Texas.” My Mother would say.  

 “America.” I said. “But my momma’s from Arizona.”  
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 Mom had told me again about my momma. I was too young to get it, I think. I’d 

taken the news rather well.  

 Arizona. Arizona. Arizona. 

 I tapped the table in the middle of the foyer and repeated the word to myself. I 

hated this silence. The young Singaporean priest who was really from America had laid 

his hand on my forehead, and I still remember the heaviness of his hand and how his 

fingers pressed against my hair. I’d knelt on the edge of the communion rail, with Jesus 

dying on the stained-glass window as the ceiling vaulted above him. I remember looking 

at it while the priest blessed me.  

 I fidgeted in my chair. I remember the young priest call out afterwards.  

 “The Lord be with you.” 

 “And also with you.”   

 Each of the double doors that led in the sanctuary had a sliver of window. I 

ambled over to the window, hands still buried in the pockets of my coat. As I passed the 

kitchen I saw nothing but empty tables in a cheap looking room with pathetic cream walls 

and vast folding tables, old things with the rims peeling like old fruit. The wood pulp 

showed underneath. It was an empty room, and what with the lights there seemed nothing 

but stillness. Still, the sounds had become clear: the clatter of the wash of pots and pans. 

Nothing moved or shook the light that glowered over the linoleum floor. The only motion 

was the sound, and that was ghostly. 

 Through the slits of windows, down the slanting rows of peeling pews, Addison 

knelt at the railing of the sanctuary with her head bowed. Father Sharpe knelt in front of 

her, his face concealed by the back of Addison’s head and her hair. Her head sank so that 
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the tips of Father Sharpe’s eyes appeared over the flurry of red curls. His enormous, 

sausage-like fingers grasp her shoulder.  

 I turned away from the window. Why did that bother me? 

 “Oxford?” 

 I sprang back completely from the window. Father Ferrer stood in the kitchen 

entryway with a ratted, sopping towel wrapped about his hands. He seemed a strange 

sight, the sleight, angular man with hooked nose and slick hair. The thick glasses. He was 

not a tall man, I realized for the first time.  

 “Hey, I um--” I stood there. Felt a blush rise. “I’m here with Addison. She um, 

she needed to take confession.” 

 He approached and continued to dry his hands, so that there was only the chill of 

his hand by the time he reached me and shook my own hand with a straight and 

outstretched arm that bore the wispy strands dark hair, like that of my father’s balding 

head, that ran up the crumpled sleeves of his black shirt, which rolled up past the 

protrusions of his elbows. Why were his hands so cold?  

 “That’s alright.” He said. “How are you?” 

 “Fine.” I said. “How are you?” 

 “Doing well.” He said. Was it the two priests alone in the church? “Just preparing 

for tonight’s service.” That morning this man licked the stone floor before the altarpiece 

of Baskin Chapel.  

 God, think of something to say.  

 “So, um, washing dishes.”  

 “Yesterday was-- ” 
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 “Mardi Gras.” I finished that for him.  

 “Yes,” he said and gave a chuckle with which I don’t think he meant to demean 

me. “Or Shrove Tuesday.”  

 “Right, Shrove Tuesday. Does it make the fasting today any easier?” 

 Father Ferrer stroked his chin. He talked with his hands, minute flourishes of the 

fingers. Some people speak with their whole body. With Ferrer it was just his hands. “Not 

really. It makes you miss the pastries more. There’s some things you just can’t get out of 

your head without help.” He took a deep breath and released it in a sigh. Father Ferrer 

stared off with the blank scrutiny of a thoughtful man. “This may be the hardest day for 

fasting. Right after you have to give everything up.”  

 “Well, I’m basically evangelical, so I don’t have to do that.” Fuck, sorry. Why did 

I say that? Addison was still kneeling. A dull ache started in my joints. The silence fell 

again between us, mingled with the heating like the heavy breath of a vast beast. 

Something vast lay between the two of us, Father Ferrer and I.  

 I felt hungry suddenly.  

 Through the slit windows Father Avery stood. I didn’t like how tall he seemed 

when he stood above Addison, who knelt against the railing with her head unbowed, in 

fact tilted slightly back. It was the wrong height. The dimensions were off between them. 

It exacerbated an unpleasant feeling in my stomach. I wanted Addison to stand, to come 

back.  

 Selfish. The scream whispered. Selfish.  

 “Oxford?” 

 “Father?” 
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 “Are you alright?” 

 “I just, I wish my friend could’ve talked to me.”  

 “Addison, you mean?” 

 “No, I mean, well, yes I....” My voice trailed away. Father Avery made the sign of 

the cross over Addison. Addison when she knelt… she looked just like a little child. Her 

red hair in the bun, almost like someone had slashed open the Father’s belly. “I should be 

in there.” 

 “That’s not how confession works.”  

 “That’s not what I meant. I’m her oldest friend, Father. I just think it might not 

be.” The heat of the foyer started to stifle me. Thick and heavy. It was dim without the 

lights on. An oppressive dim. “I, don’t know, sorry. I’m not making any sense.” 

 “That’s alright.” Is that Father Roman who breathed so heavy? He didn’t look out 

of breath. Was it just the four of us in this church? How can something feel so vast and so 

cramped all at once?  

 I wanted to get out of that place. I didn’t really know where. But I felt terrible, 

squished, inside it. Addison embraced Father Avery. They made their way back up the 

aisle towards us.  

 “I should be there to help her. I wish she could talk to me.” Why? Why did I say 

that? Why did I think so? 

 Father Ferrer replied, “What could she say to you?” 

 “Well, I…” And then I paused. I retreated from the door as Addison and Father 

Avery opened the door and returned to us.  
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 Addison turned to me, her hands still buried as mine were in the pockets of her 

coat, although I could see the edge of her hand by the wrist. It was white and shaking.  

 “Oxford, I’m.” When she began, once again the scream arose in my chest and 

then, as I cut her off, rose to my head.  

 “You don’t need to apologize.” I said. 

 “Oxford, I’m sorry that I…” 

 “You didn’t do anything, though.” I said. “Please don’t feel like that. It wasn’t. I, 

I, I wasn’t in a good spot last night, or really all this year, and I should have…” 

 “Oxford, stop for once and just!!”  

 And I fell silent. Addison took a deep breath.  

 “I’m sorry for. Look Oxford, I told you I blacked out last night. I have no idea 

what happened, or what I did, and I don’t want to apologize to you because then it makes 

it sound like I’ve done something wrong. But I remember everything.” 

 My heart sank. The two of us on the couch, when I told her I was floating, crept 

unbidden to the forefront of my mind.   

 “You were in pain. I saw that you were in pain. And I should not have done, done, 

what I did. I shouldn’t have slept with you.”  

 “Well, that’s uh, I mean. You enjoyed it. I mean, when you were spattered with 

Bloody Mary last night, and your shirt was draped around my feet.” 

 “What?” Addison said blankly as she stood between the two priests.  

“I just.” I opened my mouth and struggled to speak, but nothing could emerge. I 

couldn’t argue, I couldn’t rationalize. My God, had I been rationalizing the whole time.  
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“Oxford…”  

I turned around and headed for the door.  

 “You don’t love me, but holy fuck that feels good.” I shouted over my shoulder. 

“That’s what you said! You do love me, so give yourself some grace. I just…” 

 The door loomed over me. I threw it open and charged out into the cold.  

 

The Penitent Begins125 

 

Brutus shuddered to life in the thicket of the Seattle winter chill. My mind was not 

in the car. It sat by the shuttered window of her apartment. Addison’s blank stare in the 

church implanted on the half-naked body, because I said I thought I would never be good 

enough with knowing. I thought about her shirt, draped around my feet. I thought about 

her shoulders bare, bright against my hands. I thought about the first kiss on the corner of 

her lip. The taste like red wine.  

I remember the second kiss.  

At the crease of her collarbone.  

I remember the third kiss.  

Red wine.  

 

The Priest says 

 

                                                            
125 The Book of Common Prayer, pp. 447-448. 
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The Lord be in your heart and upon your lips that you may truly and humbly 

confess your sins. In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 

Amen. 

 

Penitent 

 

I nearly hit another car, one of those nice cars for this nice fucking Margate Sands 

neighborhood. I thought for a bit that I was lost, but then I found the road that took me 

back to the university, back to Percy, back to my room. I feel the belt around my waist. I 

see the belt amongst the rings that hold up the shower curtain. I see the belt around a 

naked waist. A naked ass. Whose? Does it matter? It’s not real anyway. I’m just a little 

boy alone at the baseball field. Am I talking like it’s the present? Well, I don’t know if 

the feeling has gone anywhere.  

 

I can see Craig. For a moment I think that he’s in orange, like the orange of basketball. 

That’s in my mind again.  

Craig with the posse of the basketball boys like in the movies. Walking forward, forward 

to the office. It’s the administration building? The police station? Where will they go and 

to whom will they speak?  

My brothers are rapists. My brothers have a beaten a girl, many girls. Beaten out her 

tooth. Called her a cunt as he beat out her tooth.  

Why was she afraid?  

She said no.  
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Why was she afraid?  

She was a, well she was a cunt because she said no. Said no.  

She said yes. She said yes to me.  

But she was drunk.  

The cunt, sorry.  

No, I am not sorry. She’s a cunt.  

No, I was sorry. I wish wasn’t sorry, then it wouldn’t hurt as much. 

 

Craig sat down in front of a desk, and he gave names. Ten names. Twenty perhaps. And 

those brothers, perhaps they will be investigated. It’s a lot of names. This’ll look get to 

the press when it gets out. Always looking for a target.  

At a Christian university too.  

Thought they’d know better.  

 

Here the Priest may offer counsel, direction, and comfort.  
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 
The Garden in the Desert 

 

“You will see every community kneeling. Every community will be summoned to its 

record: ‘Today you will be repaid for what you did.’” The Qur’an126 

 

Argument: 

Oxford returns to Queen Anne, whereupon his story is interrupted by the framing 

narrative. Oxford is in the hospital having hurt his leg, and he has been confessing his 

story to Adam Pine, Addison’s brother, as well as Oxford’s sister, Chelsea, and his 

father. They inquire as to the origin of Oxford’s action, but Oxford gives little 

information. He continues his story. When he goes to meet with Thompson in the student 

union building, Oxford walks in on Rylie and Janice putting on a obscene demonstration 

protesting the Whiskeymen. Oxford interrupts the demonstration as the police arrive. 

Rylie realizes the inefficacy of her sense-making effort, and dismisses Oxford.  

 

 I tripped when I fell out of my car and consequently said a bad word. Brutus 

backed up too hard against the wall of the parking garage, two floors up beneath the cold 

lights. A cat in the corner scampered when the bumper smacked against the wall of that 

immense concrete box. It wasn’t the same cat from before, I don’t think.  

 I didn’t even bother checking the dent.  

                                                            
126 45:28 Oxford’s World’s Classics edition 
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 It was not chill of me to refer to Addison Pine through the C-word. Legitimate 

unchillity. It left in my stomach an ugly knot like calcified vomit. As I put distance 

between Brutus and myself, meandering through the chill of the parking garage, the word 

clung to the edge of my tongue like a fish-hook. I had to swallow a gag reflex.  

Dad sweeps the remains of his hair through his fingers when he’s distressed. I ran 

my hands over my own head, and the heat that escaped my head reminded my hands of 

their frigidity: cracked and dry, caste in a consumptive pallor by the overhead lights. I 

shoved them back in my topcoat and continued towards the cinder block stairwell. 

Through long slits between floors, burnt waves of sunset trickled over the opacity of 

frosted, misted automobile windows. The temperature now declined with the sun, and my 

breath swirled out over the railing like wisps of fog that leapt to their deaths. It was silent 

but not still. Motion perpetuated through the friction of paws in the corners and shadows 

as the denizens of that enormous concrete box kept active for warmth. Another cat 

scampered away from the food bowls as I turned about the stairwell and headed down. 

This one, ragged and spotted with grunge, glared at me as I twisted to the last flight and 

then sprang away once I reached the exit door.  

Outside, Queen Anne University soaked in the ebbing sun. Percy College’s tower 

to my right caught those remnants of light. The sidewalk from the parking garage door 

there meets the major street on this side of campus at a perpendicular angle. I hobbled 

towards that street as cars brushed past the road, headed down towards the off-campus 

housing.  

Three steps down the sidewalk and I collapsed, not even out of the shadow of the 

parking lot. I paused, bent forward as if about to hurl, and then fell back heavy on my 



 

251 
 

rear, which stung from the cold. I ended up sitting cross-legged in the middle of the 

sidewalk, flanked by patches of dead grass. Salt crunched, and slush dampened my 

topcoat posterior’s walrus face. And I 

Well, I think I’d like to stop for a bit.   

 “Are you sure?” 

 Yeah. I just wanted to think for a bit. Get some air. Dad, could you get me some 

water? 

 Dr. Brickmann glances up at me as I scrawl the climactic portion of Oxford’s 

story of Kedebe Jones, apparently false, in my notebook. Their crow’s-feet are indeed 

remarkably similar and give them both a solemn, almost mournful demeanor, which 

intensified once one learns that the professor will, on work days, dress exclusively in 

black from the belt up. The corner of his greying eyebrow arches before he lowers those 

brilliant eyes back to his son. I take the hint, deposit the notebook in my messenger bag, 

and exit the hospital room. I stow my notebook into my heavy leather bookbag and follow 

him. 

 Hospitals disconcert me more with age. I exit out into the penultimate door at the 

far end of a hallway, with the ward desk far down the hall. The pale panels over and 

along the hall are delicate, less intrusive than the chill lights in Oxford’s parking garage. 

Outisde, we’ve topped one-hundred-ten degrees in the Museum District of Houston. 

Through the window, the Rice University Football Stadium rises over the wooded areas. 

Just beneath the window, Chelsea Brickmann sits cross-legged on top of a blanket, 

hospital property. The Brickmann family despises linoleum. A stack of textbooks lies next 
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to her, and she dabbles on her phone in some mundane social media escapade. With the 

blanket spread out beneath her, she looks almost like she’s at picnic in the ward.  

 “Adam?” Chelsea sets her phone down face-up in her lap. Sure enough, pictures 

of fake, happy people. God love ‘em. “Was it the leg?” 

I groan as I recline on the side of her not encumbered by books, and the walls 

echo with the pop of my knees. “I have the bones of a ninety-year-old man.” I have to set 

my bookbag behind me to make a comfortable position in which to lean against the wall. 

“It’s not the leg.” 

“Wish it was the leg?” She discards her phone in her lap and turns to me. Her 

ruddy face inhabits my peripheral vision. Chelsea describes herself as at the corner of 

chubby and tubby but leaning more towards the former. She seems a little hollow. Like 

her father, Chelsea Brickmann diets for her health now. She dresses in jeans with folded 

hems, converse sneakers blue and black, and wears her hair in a bun. The most 

distinguishing feature is her tweed jacket, complete with elbow patches. She wears it now 

in the air-conditioned hallway, but even outside she wore it without much bother. Texas 

does things to people.  

“I followed up on what he said yesterday.” I reply once I’ve found a spot where 

my bookbag won’t cut into my back.  

“Like what?” 

“There is no Father Avery Sharpe. The vicar at St. Peter’s is Rosalina Septente. I 

even video chatted with her. Well, with Kebede Jones, who gave me the scoop.” 

“You spoke with Mother Septente?” 

“Do they call female priests Mother?” I ask.  
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“Yeah, or reverend. What’d you think they called them?” 

“I dunno. Father?” 

“You would think that.” Chelsea says out of the corner of her mouth. 

“I’m sorry, come again?” 

“I said YOU WOULD THINK THAT.” Volume amplified; tone unchanged, her 

voice reverberates through the hallway. “But only because you’re a chauvinist, Quillion 

Trace.”  

“Well, you would think that, Semoline Pilchard.” 

“Excuse me?”  

“I said that you would think that. You know, because you’re sensitive.” I pull out 

my notebook and write down a few more notes about how Oxford alters his eye-contact 

and pitch when he lies. “And you’re a woman.” 

“Wow…” Chelsea rolls her eyes and slaps me on the shoulder with one of her 

books. I fake defend myself and roll over on the floor, chuckling.  

Chelsea shakes her head. From my spot on the floor, my cheek squished against 

the cold linoleum, I tap her on the kneecap.  “He mentioned something about the Psalm 

reading the other day during the morning Ash Wednesday service. I’m sorry, he said 

something the other day about the Psalms reading that occurred during the Ash 

Wednesday service.” I check my notebook, but he must have shared that detail during our 

weekend recording session. “Those are responsive in the liturgical service and rites of 

the Anglican Church.”  

“You know what I think?” Chelsea whispers. 

“What do you think?”  
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“You know what I think.” She sounds angrier the second time. “I think he made 

up that whole Ash Wednesday stuff with one of my dad’s prayer books. Probably woke up 

the next morning and started sucking on her--.”  

I cough into my fist, and her voice trails off. For a moment, I rub at a line of ink 

off the thigh of my khaki pants while Chelsea stares ahead of her at the opposite door.   

“Addy doesn’t talk to me anymore.” Chelsea replies. “I held her when her Mom 

died, just like how Oxford speaks of how Dad held Uncle Bob in our living room and 

sponged up his tears, but I had Addison upstairs in the bathroom, wine drunk and 

retching out over toilet and screaming into a towel yunno.” And she turns red as she 

whispers. “Fuck you, God. Why’d you take my mother away?” 

There was a pause. I could feel my heart beat faster against the linoleum. “You 

know.” The words emerged in a sigh. “Oxford’s probably thinking… fuck you, Oxford. 

Why’d you take Chelsea’s best friend away?” I gave Oxford a high-pitched, squeaky 

voice, the kind that Chelsea gives for me.  

She snorted. “You’re funny, Tracey. I just, I can’t believe he slept with her, and I 

can’t believe you’re not mad.” 

“I’m mad.” My voice overflowed with outrage, but I couldn’t quell the smile. 

“I’m furious. I projectile-vomited into your mom’s flower bed when we got home last 

night I was so mad. I just, I made a promise to Oxford that I would judge him no matter 

the story. And he’s sorry. He’s really sorry.” 

“That doesn’t change what he did. It doesn’t change him. Hey wait! Where are 

you going?”  
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I leap up and turn the corner into Oxford’s room as Dr. Brickmann returns with a 

cup of water from beyond the hall. Oxford peers at me from the hospital bed, and his eyes 

bear the glaze of recent morphine injections. I hoist out my notebook and take Dr. 

Brickmann’s seat by Oxford’s bed, which takes me around and down by the IV. My eyes 

never depart Oxford’s own disconcerted gaze until I thumb through the pages of my 

notebook, back to a spot near the beginning, where the ink is smudged and dried. Chelsea 

stands with her father at the doorway, and both examine Oxford and me.  

“Pharsalia?” I ask Oxford.  

“De Bello Civiii.” Oxford replies, and with a glance at his father and sister says 

aloud in English. “On the Civil War. Lucan. The 60s CE, I think. Yeah, 61 to 65. What 

about it?”  

“Dr. Brickmann, bring your son some water. He’s a Marcus Porcius Cato 

Uticensis.” All the Latin imagines within me a very tart smell. “In Pharsalia, Cato leads 

the remnant of the Roman Senate across the desert. You’re Cato, aren’t you?” 

 Chelsea Brickmann approaches the edge of the bed and takes the cold metal of 

the bannister in her hands. Her skin, like her father’s, has a pale, oily undertone like 

butter. 

“Oxford Brickmann, Cato the Youngest? Cato the hero?” Oxford’s face remains 

impassive, gleaming with sweat. He appears motionless, dead, except for how his eyes 

meander from me to his sister. “Is that why you strung a belt around your neck? Because 

you’re a hero?” 

 “No, because it was beautiful.” Oxford spews the words out like poison. He’s 

attached to a machine that pumps him morphine at the press of a button. His whole body 
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lies beneath coarse blankets, except for the leg cast, which dangles from the ceiling. The 

button for the bed dangles over the railing. Chelsea clutches that railing hard enough it 

could almost be curling beneath her fingers.  

 “Beauty.” She repeats. The word glides from her lips, but somehow it still feels 

heavy. “Is it beautiful to stand on a buckets and dangle from a ceiling fan? Is it beautiful 

to take a straight razor along your arm and pump yourself dry like a crushed orange?” 

 “Chelsea.” 

 “It must be beautiful to think that driving your dick into one of my best friends 

makes you the devil, Oxford Brickmann. It must be beautiful to fuck her and then hate 

yourself. Does nobody understand you and your secret specialness that renders you unfit 

for this mortal coil and set in some implicit destiny for the dirt? Would you rather sit 

forever in darkness than walk forever in pain? Where’s the beauty in hating yourself? 

You’re too busy making yourself something worthy of hate.” 

 “Chelsea.” I whisper. Oxford’s eyes have begun to water as she leans over his 

feet. “He was being sarcastic.” 

 “So he’s spewing bullshit. What has he said other than bullshit and tears?” But 

it’s Chelsea who, at the sight of her brother weeping, tears up. “What is wrong with you? 

Can’t you see that what we love you? Can’t you feel that we love you?”  

 “Chelsea, you’re angry. Why don’t you sit down?” I say, but in the doorway Dr. 

Brickmann shakes his head. Chelsea continues. 

 “I’m angry because I love you, idiot that you are.” And that’s true. Chelsea loves 

Oxford Brickmann, and she’s angry because the bedridden youth she loves takes such 
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effort to destroy and establish himself, and she can tell him to stop, but he will persist. 

“Why do you hate yourself so much, and how can you love yourself so, so poorly?” 

 “It’s the burden of genius.” Oxford croaks with the faintest attempt of a smile. 

Uncle Oliver stands with his arms crossed in the doorway.   

 “Can you not spend the rest of your life in the desert?” I ask, and again Oxford’s 

glossy eyes turn back to me. His breath emerges fraught with rattles. His face appears so 

empty, I wonder for a moment whether he sees me at all. Then he turns again with an 

extreme effort towards his father, who has remained in the doorway.  

“Water?” He asks, and his father brings him the cup. He beckons for me to raise 

the bed, and I do so. Oxford leans over and takes a long drink as his father cradles the 

back of his head. With their faces so close, both seem very old. It is warm in the hospital 

room or feels so. I feel the sweat dribble down my back.  

Oxford coughs and gasps.  

“Wrong tube.” He says with a chuckle. “Chelsea. I can’t explain what beauty I 

can see in suicide. Only that sometimes it is so beautiful and romantic that it pretends to 

be heaven.”  

“But heaven isn’t real.” Chelsea says. “There is no place in the sky we go home 

forever.” 

I nod.  

“And life is nasty. Brutish. Short.” Oxford punctuates each word with a cough. 

“Heaven is a fantasy. There is beauty in the desert. But perhaps, just perhaps, there is 

something growing in the sand. An oasis. A garden. Something drowned and born by 

water. Is that what you want to hear? That I discovered a garden in the desert?”  
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Oxford holds the water cup in his hand, twirls the contents inside until they’re 

sent swirling like a whirlpool. Then he takes a sip. 

“And yet, as I live, that land belongs to Caesar. Can you come back tomorrow?” 

 

… 

 So, as we established yesterday, there. Any thoughts of Addison, of any articulate 

thought, had drowned in the haze of a mental television static. I parked in the very same 

parking garage, where the very same cats scampered away.  

A shadow leapt aside at the base of the stairs when the last cat scampered. It was 

the ragged cat, mangy, that pulled the shadow, its shadow, back to reveal the empty 

feeding bowl, bereft of all but a few crumbs and a battered gallon milk jug. The forsaken 

bowl queued the rise of a neglected sensation of hunger, which proffered a rumble that 

marked the dissipating vestiges of Ballard macaroni. I wasn’t in good shape. That was 

true. I decided to eat. I decided to eat because I didn’t want to. 

Percy’s Great Hall was out of the question for me. I was a mess. Both my stomach 

and head were discordant and aching. I had trouble walking a straight line, much less 

interacting with the human people around me. Instead, I concluded that I could manage a 

short meal at the Queen Anne’s student union building, or the Quinnie Stew, as 

Thompson and our company of friends refer to it. Thompson! Dinner and then coffee. I 

buttoned my coat and headed out into sunless evening and chill. The silent scream was 

thrashing in my head.  

I made my way across the sidewalk. A solitary SUV rumbled past me. The rims 

had been altered, and the tires were thin enough to look like carriage wheels. It was long 
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like a block, as if you could lie on your back inside it. I crossed the street as the SUV 

shrank in the distance. The asphalt still smelled of the morning’s rain. I made a forked 

turn left, away from Hamilton Mall to the central side of campus, where the student union 

building lay. 

Unbidden images crawled to the forefront of the static with hooked fingers. They 

latched themselves to the wall of my forehead, and with the inversion of that little 

imaginative portion of the mind, they accosted me with faces gnarled by painful groans. 

They swallowed my psyche with those faces—faces akin to my own. Warped 

doppelgangers lay in the corners of my bedroom, caught between the bedframe and the 

dresser as their cracked and bloody hands, with white strands thin as spider-thread, 

covered their faces. One, thin and flickering like television static, hung himself in the 

bathroom. Another crouched in the closet nook between the shirts and trousers and 

screamed that silent scream, too weary to move or fathom some alternative course of 

action. 

I fought back in this war beneath my eyelids. I wrestled those images to the 

ground. That I forced my mind to other places in futile combat of the scream. But 

fantasies of love-making were dashed by guilt, anger, and the weariness that fell over me 

like I was smothered, like I was drowning. Head bent against the cold. I passed the wide, 

jagged shapes of the business school, an immense building of wide glass and covered 

apertures. My Oxblood martins sprang in and out of view on the pavement. I turned my 

mind into a cinematic fight scene. With furious roundhouse kicks and imaginative use of 

school supplies, I could turn my mental bedroom into a battlefield. I cast some wizard’s 

curse that rolled like flaming dice from my tongue and hands. Wizard Brickmann, a 
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picture of victory over the squealing creatures cowering on my sock-ridden carpet. But 

the same shadows returned. And my head ran through a thousand screens and yet was 

bogged with anxiety. My mind was fraught with lethargy and awash in chaos. Those 

doppelgangers would not remain in the picture. I reminded myself that these shadows and 

agonies born from the screams were the products of, as I put it, a neurological 

fragmentation. It was all in my head. Why did the wind have to pick up with this cold? 

Chemical imbalances were more pernicious than any black magic or any wizard’s spell.  

 Did that make any fucking sense? It didn’t to me.  

My stomach rumbled. The route from the business building to the Union building 

took me between some of the residence halls and academic buildings. This was the oldest 

part of campus. The English building arose on my right. It was stout with three floors and 

a vast swath of brick facade marked only by the fire exits and rows of arched windows. 

Its spires had fungal tops that blossomed out over stretches of pillar. Its grandiosity gave 

it a loom, that invasive sensation of the vast amidst the miniscule. Near the entryway sat 

the hollow bowl of a fountain which was coated by black tile held together by white 

concrete and lined by four barren cherry trees. The fountain gleamed in the lamplight. 

The silver lines between the tiles appeared not unlike the threads of desert in my hands. 

Even amidst the scream, I smiled at the sight of that fountain. Well, more like a grimace. 

 A student passed by me while I scrutinized the fountain. A black girl in an eskimo 

cap with tassels that danced in the wind. She warbled towards me with the largest thighs I 

have ever seen. But it was her smile that caught my attention. Our eyes met, and I smiled 

at her. Then I added a nod. She smiled back, her face illumined by the lamplight. It was a 

smile of scant expectation, as if she knew that I would not perhaps be her dearest friend, 
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but I was more than a parasite in team colors that stole her air. She smiled the way you 

smile at an amiable neighbor, someone whom you’ve seen many times before and will 

see again. The girl in the eskimo cap departed into the considerable shadow of the 

English building, and I carried on towards the student center. 

 Along the way, I called Thompson. Her shift had ended.  

 “Hey.” Her voice filtered through the fuzz.  

 “Hey!” I said a smidgeon too loud. “Are you busy?” 

 “Mmmmmmmmmmmm….” She was checking her schedule. 

 “Mmm?” 

 “MMMMMMMMMMM…. No. What’s up?” 

 “I kinda had a rough go around with that friend this afternoon.” I said.  

 “Addison? What happened?” 

 “Well, nothing, but…”  

 “Is it the kind of nothing where nothing happened on the physical plane, but only 

in the drama plane?”  

 “Yes. That was very direct.” 

 “SHE’S NOT INTO YOU.”   

 “Hey, could you…” I took a deep breath as my intestines did this strange 

contortion dance. “Yeah, you’re probably right about that.” 

 “Dude, date other people. I’ve got a girl in the clinic I could set you up with.” 

 “Does she stutter?” 

 “Hardy har har. No, one of the clinicians. She’s a bit of a walrus.” 

 “Wow, I thought for a moment I was the insensitive one.”  
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 “Let me finish, man!” I had to pull the phone away from my ear when she 

shouted. “I meant that she’s kinda dorky, but in a cute way, and curvy, in a walrus kinda 

way, like a cute walrus. She likes classical music. You like classical music.” 

 “Have I ever?” 

 “You like classical music. I’ll call her right after we’re done and put in a good 

word for you.”  

 “Yeah, I do like classical music.” 

 Addison liked walruses, which made me think of Addison, which made me unsure 

whether Thompson, who knew Addison, did that on purpose or not.  

 “Thompson…” 

 “She’s great. You might even get laid.” 

 “Tomiko.”  

 “Are you using that as my first name or my last name? Because it’s my first 

name, which is my last name.” 

 “I know, Thompson. I’m, I’m actually kinda not doing great right now, and no, 

it’s not my leg. I could just use a friend. Could you meet me at the student union 

building? Please?” 

 “I’ll be at the Union in just a few, Oxy-contin.”  

 “Thanks, bye.”  

 She hung up. 

I finished my journey while the static of the scream roared behind my ears, but I 

could manage it better with contemplations of a meeting with Thompson over coffee in 

Undergrounds.  
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To be more hipster than hipsters, Undergrounds had forsaken the fragmented, 

junk-amalgamation of many university coffee joints and furthermore eschewed the 

sterility of the corporate chains. It did possess a unique fireplace on the basement floor, 

one that cast a delicious glow on the mahogany walls. Thus, Undergrounds balanced the 

elegance of the Elephantine with tasteful clutter of historical emblems from Queen Anne 

student bodies past. I liked to mock the photographs on the walls with my friends. Plus, 

we could always jaunt down the hallway for thirty minutes at the bowling lanes, or 

however long should Thompson have the time. Thoughts of coffee resurged the chill that 

my topcoat did little to mitigate. The warmth fizzled out of me in strands of mist with 

every exhalation, and my fingers felt cyanite blue in my pockets. So much for the 

resilience of my topcoat, the coattails of which fluttered in the wind.  

It was with my body still bent that I arrived at the Union Building. It had the 

similar gothic, almost medieval, exterior of the Elephantine, but it was a younger 

building. A piked dome crowned the Union instead of the multitudinous spires that 

glowered as watchmen over the Mall. From above, as I had seen from Percy Tower, the 

building and its dome have a weight on the campus view that draws students away from 

the library. I must have appeared very small in the darkness, with the trees around me 

brushed violently by the wind, as I approached a building that felt not unlike a fortress in 

the storm. It lacked the library’s majesty, but it carried itself well. I entered through one 

of the side-doors and was immediately awash with the warmth and stunned briefly by the 

coolness of the light.  

That single glass side door opened with a press of the disabled button into a 

narrow room, part of which broke off and down a stairwell. Beyond the stairway stood a 
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collection of voluminous lounge chairs and a line of offices, one of which was still lit. A 

few students were sunk into those chairs with their laptops open. A young man in a 

mahogany sweater glanced up momentarily as I entered, but his eyes returned almost 

immediately to his screen. Another, a girl in an overlarge sorority sweater, yawned over a 

biology textbook.  

My coat came off and folded over my arm, nestled in the crook of the elbow 

between forearm and my triceps. I was about to descend the stair, but as my foot wavered 

over the first step I paused. From beyond the long room emerged a sound that struck 

higher than the gargle of voices and the clamor of a crowd. A bottle shattered and beyond 

the rim of the stairwell, through the doorway, a slow of trail of sparkling liquid trailed 

into the room.    

The students all stared at the doorway. One of the students, the kid in the 

mahogany sweater who had glanced up at me, set down his laptop and peered through the 

doorframe. I stepped back as the girl in the sorority sweater pulled out her phone and 

headed through the doorway. 

A new weight draped over my shoulders. An RA, remember. Whatever seen 

would have to be reported. I backed all the way up the stairs, spun about the rim, and 

followed after her.  

 Twenty, perhaps thirty, students crowded around amid the foyer to the food court 

in the Union Building. A bagel shop and a locked sushi stand lay on either side of a small 

ramp down into the dining area. Some students had collected around a stand, which 

encased a collection of women’s basketball regula in glass. A stab of panic shot through 

me with the way in which some of the students brushed close to the glass. C. Simmons, 
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her jersey. and her signed game ball were in peril of tipping over. The students had drawn 

tight in a circle around what I knew was a university seal in the midst of the room. Even 

as I drew closer, students were clamoring down the stairs to my left with intrigued looks. 

It was the liveliest I had ever seen the space. I held back at the hem of the crowd.  

Over the room wafted a scent of, my heart skipped. Prosecco! A shrill voice 

followed the scent and the clamor that ensued. An unseen figure splashed in a puddle of 

alcohol.  

 “Is this a dagger I see before me?!” Another voice cried. This was woman’s voice 

but contorted to be throaty and phlegmatic in a graveled parody of a man’s. Some 

uncertain laughs mingled with the continued clamor of the students gathered. The 

familiarity of the voice drove me forward through the crowd. I barreled my way through 

some of my fellow students until I could see, and it took only a moment before Rylie 

Leonardon’s tightly curled hair and the acne on her cheeks on her ruddy face. She 

pranced in a circle about the seal with a tank top worn loose enough to swirl above her 

navel. In addition, she wore what looked like an emerald belly-button piercing, and a tank 

top of a resplendent neon pink. Beneath it all she wore biker shorts that gleamed as if 

slick with oil. Glass crunched beneath her shoes as Rylie gamboled around a broad-

shouldered girl who wore an enormous erect plastic phallus, wrapped with an enormous, 

peach-colored ribbon around her waist. By her feet was a small, wooden box. 

 Rylie Leonardon had apparently flung an uncorked bottle of prosecco against the 

seal, although the initial foam had been sprayed all over the fake dick so that the head 

dripped with prosecco residue. The prosecco filled the crevices of the seal around the feet 

of Rylie’s compatriot. The girl wore a fake nose flecked with warts, and a brown beard 
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comprised of cotton balls that almost obscured her face. Glue bound the swabs together. 

She also wore a basketball jersey over what I guessed to be junior football shoulder-pads. 

To complete such a disturbing outfit, she wore foam-flecked jorts. The phallus swung as 

she swayed from side to side while she pivoted in a grotesque pursuit of Rylie, who 

continued her manic dance around the inflated, plastic penis.  

 “Ladies,” Rylie panted, with her arms upraised. Glow-stick bangles twirled 

around her wrists. A demented parody of the 80s. “Ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to 

tonight’s performance of “The Typical Tyranny!” presented by your very own Elroy 

Lionart and Janus Dikanus.” Here the bearded girl did a squat and wriggled the phallus. 

“We your actors are on the nectar.” Here Rylie gestured on tiptoe towards the ground and 

the split bubbly. “Nectar of the gods!” With those words she plunged her hand down her 

tank top and brassiere and heaved out a limp entanglement of pipe-cleaners and plastic 

leaves done up as a laurel-wreath crown. At the sight of it, my gut did an unfamiliar twirl. 

 “Rylie!” I yelled, but she either ignored my voice or failed to hear.  

 “I come to bury my Caesar!” Janus bellowed, and swung the phallus in a wild arc. 

Rylie ducked beneath it and sprang back up like a wave. The crowd drew closer; 

captivated by the scene. Some cried to call for the police while others muttered amongst 

themselves, and others still jeered or raised their phones over the heads in front of them.  

 “Behold! I crown the king.” Rylie ceased her revolutions around Janus and knelt 

before it. Whereupon she crowned the phallus with the laurel. As she did, her mouth 

came dangerously close to the wobbling plastic as if she were about to kiss it. Instead, she 

flinched and leapt back up.  
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 “Welcome to QAU, where prick is prince!” Rylie cried, and fell backwards flat on 

the opposite side of the seal. Several phones in the center of the circle leaned over her as 

Rylie spread her arms and legs wide out, so that she looked like a fallen star. “Strike me 

on the mouth, oh majesty!” She screeched and spread her legs out wide. Her knee, just 

below the biker shorts, had landed in the shards of broken glass when she knelt to crown 

the penis. The blood had mixed with prosecco and ran freely down her legs.  

 “Candy is dandy!!” Janus roared and leapt over Rylie, on her hands and knees she 

thrusted back and forth with such vigor that the laurel crown sailed off the head and 

fluttered to the ground beside them.  

 “No!” Rylie cried and trashed about on the seal. “No!” Then her voice turned 

harsher, and her eyes turned towards the crowd, their phones, and their awestruck 

faces.”This is your school, ladies and gentlemen! Your school!”  

 “Rylie!” I yelled again. On instinct, I shoved past the last few people at the front 

of the crowd and heaved Janus off the floundering young woman. It took moments before 

Janus recovered from her surprise before she strove to shake me off. I kept my eyes to the 

side, away from the thrashing pillar that loosened around her hips. My arms felt heavier 

than they ought as they strove to pull Janice away from the glass and liquid.  

 “Let go!” Janice shrieked, and I did. She turned to face me, and the plastic phallus 

took a limp swipe at my side. The beard had been knocked askew and exposed the right 

side of her face, which was red-cheeked. Her trembled in fury.  

“Does this accomplish anything?” I bellowed at Janice and then of Rylie, who 

remained prostate on the floor. “Does it do anything?”  
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 “We’re sending a message.” Rylie replied, glaring at me. For the fraction of a 

moment I felt extremely tired as she glared up at me with childish rage, soaked in 

petulance, blood, and discount champagne.  

 “The whole world is a stage!”127 Janus cried with a flamboyant exultation of her 

arms. 

 “No, it’s not! Shakespeare was being dramatic!” I backed up into a girl with an 

enormous purse and nearly fell. I recovered my balance and continued. “Janice, be quiet. 

Rylie, are you sending a message?” I asked quietly. “Or you are you just promoting 

spectatorship? This isn’t a stage. This is not tv.” 

“It was my friend who was punched in the fa ce. People aren’t wearing masks on a 

stage. They’re wearing masks in real life. That’s not where those belong.” 

 “And what would you do if she wasn’t your friend?” Rylie replied. “You’re a 

watcher, just like the rest.” As she said it, her attention was caught by the crowd, which 

had turned towards one of the open doors. Immediately my heart sank. It was QU Public 

Safety. Rylie leapt to her feet and in the same motion lunged for Janice and tore off the 

plastic penis. She shoved Janice in the chest. “Get out!” Rylie cried, and wide-eyed 

Janice fell back into the gathering crowd. Nobody stopped her, they just watched as she 

melted through the mob of her fellow students and sprinted for the door.  

 Seconds later, a pair of security officers emerged from the mass of bewildered 

students on after the other. The first was an African American man a few inches shorter 

than I with a bald head and a serious face. His nametag read Smith, and something about 

him provided me a sense of peace. The other had dark, curly hair and wire glasses, as 

                                                            
127 Shakespeare, 2.7.139-141. 
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well as a few days salt-and-pepper stubble, which you could hear him stroke even in the 

middle of that room. His nametag read Guerrero. Both wore navy uniforms and Queen 

Anne University patches on the sleeves of their jackets. Their eyes went from the puddle 

of blood, booze, and glass on the floor, to Rylie in her bike shorts and ruined tank-top, 

then to the swiftly deflating phallus in her hand, and finally to me.  

 Guerrero took a deep breath and released in a long sigh. The room was silent.  

 “What…” And he paused like he was on television. “The what happened here?” 

 “Looks like performance art.” Smith answered.  

 “It was a student demonstration.” I said with a sideways glance at Rylie. “A 

tasteless and befuddling student demonstration.”  

 “Well, there was actually plenty of taste.” Rylie said. “High-class bubbly.”  

My eyes bugged out in horror when she said that, but even as I turned to her 

Smith snorted, and Guerrero chuckled. He clutched his belt buckle with both hands so 

that his thumbs sank into his belly, which had gone somewhat to seed.  

 “Miss. Did you do this?” 

 “Yes, sir.” Rylie replied. “Yes, I did.” 

 “Umm, well,” Smith said, and his face scrunched into a look of distaste. “This, 

this really isn’t okay.” He shook his head. “Really not okay.”  

 “Neither, neither is what fats or Whiskies do to our students.” Rylie replied in a 

halting voice. She carried a hesitant look exacerbated by strands of hair, curled and soggy 

with prosecco, which dangled in front of her face.  

 “Is this, uh.” He looked down at the puddle. 



 

270 
 

 “Prosecco!” Rylie interjected, leaning past my shoulder to address Officer Smith. 

“It’s prosecco.” Her voice trailed off. I scanned her face. What could this silly girl have 

thought? 

 “No, it’s Prosecco.” She pointed at the logo in the puddle of sparkling cider.  

 “Oh…”  

 Guerrero knelt and examined the broken bottle. He nodded his head. “Well, now 

it’s slightly more not okay.”  

 “Kee, how not okay is this?” Guerrero turned to Smitth. That must have been his 

first name. Smith had his arms crossed, and his eyes continued to oscillate between the 

floor, Rylie, and me. I noticed him take an extended glance at my chest as he 

contemplated his response. I looked down. It was the bright blue t-shirt, with the worn 

spork and flame in brilliant contrast. He noticed my own stare, and his eyes met mine.  

 “It’s an event for my res college.” I explained. He pursed his lips.  

 “It’s not as not okay as I thought it was. It depends on what the cameras show.” 

There were several cameras, miniature half-eggs in the ceiling lined. “Because this, this is 

sparkling cider. Miss, you really shouldn’t lie to the police.” 

 Rylie Leonardon’s face fell, dumbfounded with shock. She seemed unable to 

comprehend what had just happened. Upon hearing the policeman’s account of the 

puddle, I released a deep, shuddering breath. Janice. Good work.  

“Ma’am,” Smith added. “Is that a penis?” 

 “What? This old thing?” Rylie replied, brandishing the pink blob, partially 

deflated but still unmistakably phallic. “I mean,” and she, thank god, stopped herself. She 



 

271 
 

had been about to say “you’d know better than me” by the mortified look in her eye. 

“Yes, sir. It is an imitation of a penis.” 

 “And ma’am, I must ask, how did you come by this penis?” The crowd had 

dispersed, save for patches of students who hung in the corners or at some tables further 

down the room.  

 Please, please, I prayed. Please do not say: how does any girl come by a penis? I 

don’t know if this unfortunate policeman will have an answer.  

 “My big sister’s bachelorette.” The answer emerged in a bit more than a whisper. 

The huskiness of Rylie’s voice had grown hoarser after her performance. She appeared 

miserable, as if she’d been caught at a themed sorority party amid some lewd act. The 

sparkling cider had ruined her tank top and produced a spoiled, greenish blotch on the 

vivid yellow. Much as she tried, Rylie failed to keep the blush of shame from her face in 

front of the officers. Rylie, I think, wasn’t that much different from me, an idealist who 

cared too much and had to do something. That something, as it turned out, appeared 

indistinguishable from the very behavior she condemned with such veracity.  

 Smith had pulled out an empurpled notebook and scratched out Rylie’s answers.  

 “What is your name, Miss?” 

 “Rylie Leonardon.” Rylie replied, and she spelled out both for her.   

 “And where do you live?”  

 “Walker Percy Residential College.” She said. “Room 2... 246, no 247d.”  

 “Which is it? 246? 247?” Smith raised his eyebrow as he wrote “Both?” 

 “No, 247d.” 

 “Thank you.” I could not tell if Smith was angry, baffled, or amused.  
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 “But I’m from Thousand Oaks… California.” Rylie interjected.  

“Ah, it’s always the Cali girls.” Smith said as an aside to Guerroro, who nodded 

in somber assent. “I’m just messing with ya.” He said when he saw Rylie’s face. 

“Alright, what happened?”  

“One of the girls in my dorm. She lives down the hall. A guy, a guy…” Rylie’s 

husky voice began to go shrill. Smith had put up his hand, but Rylie continued. “And 

that’s been happening, and she went to the administration, and they didn’t do anything 

and…” 

“Miss. Miss!” Smith raised his voice, calm but firm, until Rylie’s voice subsided. 

Her face as she went silent took on the look of stone. I couldn’t read it. “I understand, but 

I want to know what happened just now.” And he gestured with his pen to the seal and 

the glass floating in its rivets.  

Rylie opened her mouth, closed it, and then opened it again, all as the two officers 

watched her. Smith’s pencil hovered over his notebook.  

 I stepped forward. “There were two students who staged an inappropriate public 

demonstration. One of them was Miss Leonardon, the other was another young woman, 

who was wearing a fake nose and beard, as well as the phallus.”  

 Smith held up a hand to stop me. “I’ll get to you in a second.” Then after a pause 

he examined my face. “And what’s your name?” 

 “Oxford M. Brickmann. I’m an RA at Percy College. My supervisor is Sean 

MacDonlevy. I can give you his contact information if you like.”  

 “And phallus.” 

“Means penis.” 
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“Right. Miss, you were saying.” But Rylie had given me an inscrutable, but 

probably furious, look and fallen silent. “Okay, fine, Oxford? Strange name.” 

“Strange parents.” I said.   

“Brother, we’re standing in the middle of the student center over a puddle of 

sparkling cider and shattered glass while a girl in biker shorts holds an enormous dick 

and you wear a shirt with a spork on it.” Smith replied. “Anything to lighten the mood.”  

“Also, miss,” he checked his notebook. “Leonardon and Mr. Brickmann, I need to 

see some ID.”  

We both removed our driver’s licenses and student IDs. When Smith saw my 

Texas license, he glanced at me briefly, he handed them over to Guerrero, who, as he 

examined them, made his way towards an adjacent hallway and pulled out a walkie-

talkie.  

“Just to check that you’re not axe-murderers,” he said over his shoulder. “Yeah, 

Stace, I need you to check on two students for me…” He shoved his way past a pair of 

glass doors, and his voice became indiscernible as Smith continued. 

“Have either of you been drinking this evening?” 

“No.” 

“No, sir.” 

“Okay. And how do you know each other?”  

“We don’t, really.” Rylie shot in. She sounded sullen to me; hurt because I had 

sold out her friend. Her friend who had clearly saved her ass by buying martinelli’s 

instead of prosecco.  

 “What happened in the demonstration?”  
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 The question dangled like a worm on a fish-hook before Rylie and me, but both of 

us displayed a stoic impassivity. Smith waited and scratched the silence into his 

notebook.  

 At last, Rylie provided a halting response.  

 “I brought the inflatable, the bottle of sparkling cider, and our costumes to the 

student union building at around five. I went into the restroom and inflated the, this, and 

then I moved out and prompted the demonstration.” She paused. “But we had permission 

from administration to be here.” She added, and neither Smith nor I concealed our 

skepticism.  

 “What did you tell them?” 

 “That were raising awareness for sexual assault on campus and were going to 

have a booth.”  

 “Well, I’m aware now. Where’s the booth?” 

 “I um, we were going to have it. But I forgot it.” 

“You forgot it?” 

“Yeah. I left it at home.” Rylie said, stone faced.  

“Okay, but I’ve got to tell you…” Smith said as he wrote. “I don’t believe you. 

Alright. And Oxford says there were two of you. You wanna say more on that?” 

Rylie clenched her teeth and pressed her lips tight together. She lowered her head 

as well, which gave her a guilty, pouting look. She ran a hand through her virulent curls.  

“It’s not gonna be any good for you if you lie to me.” 

Rylie kept silent. The cleaning crew arrived, and they too stared at the neon-clad 

young woman who clutched the deflated plastic penis.  
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“We’ll come back to you.” Guerrero said, and the officers turned to me. “What 

did you see?” 

“I came in just as the demonstration began.” I replied. “There were two of them, 

Rylie, and another girl wearing a fake beard and nose. She was shorter and wore the 

inflatable. Rylie broke the bottle and poured it over the inflatable, but I was not there to 

see that. I got through the crowd just otherwise.  

“Where were you coming from?” 

“Church. I was taking a friend to an Ash Wednesday service.” 

“Carry on.” 

“They quoted Shakespeare and some other stuff, but there wasn’t much activism 

or support provided. Rylie cut her knee as she crowned the penis with that.” I pointed to 

the pathetic raveling of pipe-cleaner and fake leaves. “I mean the inflatable. Then she fell 

on her back and the other girl…” I paused. “The other girl made a lewd gesture over 

Rylie, and I pulled her back. Rylie got up to speak or to mitigate the interruption, and 

then you all arrived.” 

“You pulled the girl back?” 

“Yes, sir. I should probably have left the situation alone or just said something 

else, but I thought that at that point the demonstration had passed the boundary of good 

taste.” 

“Good taste?! Good taste?” Rylie screeched in my ear, and actually smacked me 

in the cheek with the inflatable. I felt the sting and the damp of the sparkling cider dribble 

down onto my neck and the collar of my shirt.   

“Miss, please.”  
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“Please!” She said in a voice overrun with scorn and outrage. “You guys are just 

standing here. I bet you handled this situation the same way you would if there was a real 

girl really getting molested on that floor.”  

“Rylie.” I put a hand on her shoulder, and she threw me off.  

“At least you threw yourself in to stop it.” Rylie whispered with a bitter venom as 

the three of us continued to look at her; as students in the corners or down the hall 

continued to look. “Whoopdeedoo, Oxford M. Brickmann. So you can call yourself the 

guy who hung around the girl with the massive, inflatable, wraparound dick.”  

A few other questions, and then the police asked me to leave. I headed back 

toward Undergrounds and left Rylie with the officers. An ache in my chest grew. I should 

have stayed with her, maybe. Maybe that wasn’t my place. But stubborn Rylie lingered 

with her lip stiff and her back straight while tears of outrage ran down her face.  
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 
Notices from Undergrounds 

 

“Now what’s going to happen to us without Barbarians? / Those people were a kind of 

solution.” C. P. Cavafy, “Waiting for the Barbarians” 128 

 

Argument: 

Oxford meets with Thompson in Undergrounds, the coffee shop beneath the student union 

building. Thompson attempts to affirm that Oxford’s done only a small wrong, but 

Oxford’s anguish at how he has hurt Addison leads to him acknowledging for the first 

time his wrongdoing, his sin. Afraid by this revelation, Oxford attempts to flee, only to 

find that Thompson’s new target in the Spork Trials is—him. 

 

 

 “What held you up?”  

 “A girl with a noose and no sense of direction.”  

 “What?” 

 “Nothing, never mind. Did you get the person?” 

 “Sporked ‘em silly.”  

 I slid down into the wooden chair across from Thompson against the dim wall of 

Undergrounds, the coffee shop in the basement of the Queen Anne Student Union 

Building. She had picked a circular, checkered table across from the bar, which placed 

                                                            
128 Trans. Edmund Keeley, Poetry Foundation, accessed April 21, 2019, 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/51294/waiting-for-the-barbarians. 
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my back in direct relation to the doorway into the hall. A pearl frame lined the doorway, 

and beyond the hall led to the bowling alley and branched off to the stairs. The table at 

which Thompson had been seated with appeared, in all its regality, to have once belonged 

on the back-patio of an Edwardian heiress. There was a whiff of pretense in the tabletop 

dust. We reclined beneath the black and white photograph of Elizabeth Drury, Queen 

Anne University’s first valedictorian.  

 “You see, Oxford.” Thompson began without bothering to offer a greeting, or for 

that matter, to hear the fact that there had been, just a moment ago above her head, a 

freshman performance artist gyrating with an enormous pink inflatable phallus wrapped 

around her waist. She stirred sugar in her coffee with one hand and rubbed the deep 

shadows beneath her eyes with another. A small pile of napkins lay on the table in front 

of her. “This is your problem. You’re too easily distracted, too in your head. You know 

you’re that guy who lacks the necessary umph? They’re nice guys. You’re a nice guy. 

But you lack initiative. Tell you what. Three girls. Ask out three girls in the next two 

weeks. Not on a date, just for coffee, and see what they say. It can’t hurt. And girls, there 

are some you should be scared of, but I can point you in the right direction - Names! 

Come to me with names in the next few days, and we’ll get this thing moving. So really.” 

She took a sip of her coffee. “What took you so long?” 

 “Thompson, I gotta come clean with you about something.” 

 “Have you ordered coffee yet? Don’t tell me anything until you’ve ordered 

coffee. Better yet—until you’ve had some coffee.” Thompson sipped and let the rim of 

mug, her own mug, balance on her lower lip. Her eyes rolled back, and her eyelids 

fluttered with satisfaction. “Drugs.” The sigh that ensued was ripe with satisfaction. 
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“Delicious. Go get some coffee,” she ordered. “We’ll talk when you get back,” And she 

pulled out her phone.  

 I shed my jacket and draped it over the chair. With a massive sport gleaming 

across my chest, I weaved between the intermittent chairs and their sparse inhabitants. 

Nobody looked up from their laptops, or if they did I missed it. Their faces were cast in 

shadow by the overhead lamps, as the basement coffee shop was kept dim and quiet. The 

mahogany walls gleamed in the faint light; they carried secrets like sap. They were heavy 

with it.  

Against the wall on my right lay a bundle of warm string lights wrapped around a 

ball metal frame and surrounded by a low crescent of stones as a makeshift hearth. It 

bathed the room in a warmth of candlelight, which flung the corners into greater 

darkness. This was the unique fireplace of Undergrounds: a tangle of Christmas lights 

that flickered and cast an oscillating autumn light of campfire and leaves through the dim 

space.  

 There was no line. In fact, Undergrounds was oddly sparse for a weekeday 

evening. I did notice one student glance at me and whisper to another at a table near the 

bar. Perhaps they had just been upstairs and seen all that had happened with Rylie and 

Janice. Queasiness crept back into my stomach.  

 The barista had a ponytail with violet highlights and was friendly when I ordered 

my coffee. It was a Columbian medium blend. I glanced over my shoulder at Thompson, 

whose face, even though blurred by distance, was clearly illumined by her phone.  

“No room for cream.” I said. “Thank you.”  

“Have it ready in a second. Wait here.” The barista said.  
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“Thanks.” As I waited by the register I noticed a young woman in the corner near 

the stairwell, whom I had not noticed when I entered. It was, I noticed with a bit of a jolt, 

Carmen. My face shot back towards the countertop. You know, the girl I’d met in the 

library. Yeah, that one. She’d scattered her collection of textbooks over one of the booths 

and had buried her face in her laptop. A sliver of flesh gleamed above her hip in the space 

between her sweater and her jeans.  

Thompson was still on her phone. It was unlikely she would listen to me. 

Probably not worth the discussion.  

“Here you go.”  

“Thanks, have a nice evening.” I said to the purple-haired barista and returned to 

where Thompson sat. Thompson still wore her scrubs beneath her leather jacket.   

“Did you not have time to change?” I asked.  

“You said it was important. You called me Tomiko again. Also, if you’re gonna 

ogle that girl over there, at least ask her out to coffee. And also, just don’t ogle.” 

If you put a hand to my cheek then, you would come away branded. I sat do down 

across from her with my hands in my lap. 

“I met her earlier today.” 

Thompson scoured her with pursed lips. Then she nodded.  

“No need to apologize to me. Just don’t do it. You’re a good egg, but you’re a 

guy. You get this look.” 

“A look.” 

“A hungry look. Like where you see some chips and are like damn, those are 

some fine chips. It’s harsh, yunno, oh what’s the word.” 
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“Predatory.” I said as my coffee trembled in the mug.  

“Too harsh.” Thompson shook her head. “Predatory makes you sound like a 

predator. And you’re bad, but you’re not that bad. It don’t expect you to molest those 

chips.” 

“Are you saying chips?” 

“Yes, chips.” She annunciated clearly.  

“Fair enough. I’m sorry. If I’ve looked at you the wrong way.” 

“Just get a grip on yourself, man.” Thompson waved her hand, and then added. 

“That’s what she said.” Then she smirked and took another sip. “What did you want to 

tell me?” 

It took me a moment to get through the blankness. The wisps of steam in my 

coffee interweaved before they sank invisibility.  

“Why do you go by Thompson?”  

“My brother plays basketball. I can say konnichiwa only ironically” and she did 

so in a breathy voice. “But that’s the extent of it. I Now you have your coffee, so spill it. 

The thing, not the coffee.”  

I had expected her to continue, and as I opened my mouth, she interjected again. 

“But, since we’re asking questions. Why do you go by Oxford?” 

I wrinkled my eyes. I must have looked ancient. “I knew you were gonna do that.” 

“What?” 

“Interrupt me. You’re always interrupting me.” 

“Yes, because I have things to say.” 

“Do you listen?” 
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“Of course, why do you think I have things to say?”  

“You don’t seem like you’re listening.” 

“I’m currently waiting for you to answer my questions. I will start listening when 

you stop stalling.” 

“Okay. Which question to you want me to answer first?” 

Thompson checked her phone. “I’ve got time for both. So, you can answer the 

question that I see now you took as an opportunity to stall. Why do you go by Oxford 

Brickmann?” 

“Oxford is my first name. Oxford Marcus Brickmann.”  

“And.” 

“That’s it.” I said as I took my first sip. My coffee had lost heat even in those first 

few moments. “Nothing more to the story.” My tugged against the collar of my Spork 

Trials T-shirt.  

“You’re a nerd. No, you’re trying to be a nerd.” Thompson replied. “Do I win?” 

“You win. Give the American girl a prize.” I replied. “America.” I pretended to 

toast her.  

“Fuck yeah.” Thompson replied. We both chuckled.  

“I um, in answer to your other question, I had a really shit day yesterday.” I said. 

“Like real shit. Umm,” and I snorted at this through a frail smile. “I actually had trouble 

getting out of bed for the first time this morning.” 

“Sounds like depress--” 

“Please. Let me finish without interruption or diagnosis.” Thompson was silent. 

“Thank you. 
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“It does sound like depression, but yesterday was just the worst, like in general. 

Things haven’t been really good as an RA, and I don’t know if I told you.” Of course, I 

didn’t tell her. “I almost didn’t come back in the winter. I was gonna move off campus. 

For a long time I was certain that it was just my guys. Like I’ve had a rough group. But I 

just can’t stand being around them. I’ve had to make a ton of sacrifices on the debate 

team for them, and that sucks. And I just felt, I just felt trapped. Stuck in the middle of a 

road that I don’t like, and I can’t move forward, and even if I move forward I’m gonna 

hate where I end up. So, I went to a friend’s house last night and got a little drunk. Let me 

backup. I was feeling rotten, really rotten. I decided to talk to someone. I texted Craig, 

but Craig was busy. So, I went to my friend’s house, and we had a little too much to 

drink. And she was having a rough time, too. And I was so fed up of all the shit 

happening in everything, that I went home and lay in bed for two hours. Just thinking or 

failing to think. And it just got worse. 

“Sometimes, when I get real depressed, I have this scream. It’s silent but at the 

same time so invasive that I can’t make any comprehensible thought. Sometimes it feels 

as though I’m disconnected to reality. Other times, the only thoughts that come are, well 

just spiteful things. So I just sit in the corner and try not to not cry, I mean I try to cry or 

to do something other than just feel the scream, and I try not to think about what’s being 

said or hurting myself, but it’s agony even though I can’t feel anything.  

“I want to run away from it. But it’s so light, so vague, that it’s impossible to fight 

against. I just pass through it with everything. It’s like a fog. And I don’t know how to 

get rid of it. I don’t drink. No drugs. I don’t party. No porn since high school. I work, and 

sometimes I think work’s the only thing that keeps my mind off the screaming. But 



 

284 
 

sometimes the scream drowns out the thoughts I need to work, or the lethargy seeps in. I 

feel dragged. And then, when I try to find some way out of it…” 

I paused. My coffee was still almost full.  

“The only way is really… 

“I’m a Stoic, you know,” I continued after a moment. “Zeno, Marcus Aurelius, 

Seneca, Cato. I told you at breakfast about Cato. You must accept each moment as it 

comes because there’s a system to things, there’s a structure and a sense to it. You must 

be beyond pleasure, beyond pain. Independent and rational. I’m neither independent, nor 

rational. I’m just an animal with too many of the wrong chemicals in my head. I nearly 

slept with Addison Pine, you know, she graduated last year. Slept with, I wish there was 

some way that made it sound more glamorous and less pathetic. But it was pathetic. And 

yeah, and she got mad at me today.” 

“I don’t get it.” Thompson said.  

“What?” 

“I don’t get it. Did you get laid?” Thompson said very loudly.  

“Thompson.” I dug my fingers into my eyes. The dry skin stung, and the world 

was for a moment dark. Then it exploded with fractals.  

“You got laid.” Thompson said, ecstatic, as if she couldn’t believe that I’d got 

laid. “Oxford Brickmann got laid.” She crowed. “Is this what this is about? You feel bad 

about getting laid, so you lie about it? Don’t feel bad.” And for good measure she 

gave me a congratulatory shove in the arm. “Addison Pine, huh? Damn, son, what did 

you say to get in her pants?” 

“That’s not funny.” I growled it, but Thompson was beaming.  
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“That’s fine, but congratulations!”  

“Aren’t you listening? I gave in. I have principles.” 

 “Oxford Brickman, let me explain to you something about yourself.” Thompson 

leaned over the table as well. “As you can tell my apparel, I am in the medical field, and 

you can trust me to give you therapeutic advice.” 

 “I don’t need a therapist.” 

 “Nobody does.” Thompson said. “They’re hacks. Look, you need to find a girl, 

you need to have a few shots one night, or you need to play hooky some time. You’re 

gonna kill yourself if you keep living like a constipated butthole.” 

 “I’m a Stoic. It’s self-control. Positive liberty. If I were to do anything like that, it 

would violate my liberty. It would be letting passions and desires control me.” 

 “No, dammit, Oxy, you’re not listening.” Thompson responded. “I’m not saying it 

because it’s the right or wrong thing to do. You need to get out of this whole good bad 

right wrong sort of mentality.” Thompson said. “And in fact, you’re not a Stoic, Oxford 

Brickmann. I can tell you that because you got laid last night.” 

 “But I failed.” 

 “Enough with the failure thing. I know you long enough to not believe everything 

you say. There’s this whole new wide scary wonderful world that just opened for you. 

Don’t be afraid to leap into it.” 

 “I’m not afraid.” 

 “No, you’re afraid.” Thompson replied. “Tell me why you’re afraid.” 

 “Because I gave up on my…” 
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 “No. You’re afraid that Mommy, Craig, or Mr. Potato Famine will think less of 

you. Let me tell you something. That’s what you get for growing up in the wrong circle.”  

 “You grew up in the same circles,” rang my hollow objection. 

 “And I paid my prison dues and went free.” Thompson replied. “I’m worried 

about you, man. You lock yourself away, and you’re filled with guilt all the time. You’re 

paralyzed by it. I see you’re about to argue with me, and no, it was not just tonight. Do 

you know what that’s supposed to look like?” 

 “It’s not supposed to look like what happened last night.” I replied.  

 “Was it not good?” 

 “No. It wasn’t. It was ugly.” I replied. “It was ugly for so many reasons.” 

 “You mean the girl, Addison, was ugly? Or the sex was ugly?” 

 “No, she’s, she’s great, I, I. It was me. I was the ugly one. I’m trying to tell you 

that I messed up. Jesus Christ, do you ever have any sense that who you are is 

impossible? My standards didn’t matter. I went to my friend’s house because I was afraid 

I was going to hurt myself.” 

 “But you didn’t. That’s a win.” 

 “It’s not a win. I was trying to escape myself, and I couldn’t.” I insisted. Why 

couldn’t Thompson understand? “I just got wrapped up more in the real me.” 

 “It’s not about escaping yourself. You have to choose not to be controlled.” 

 “But I can’t choose to not be controlled. Thompson, please! For once in your life 

just listen to me when I am talking to you. For one moment in your life just let yourself 

be wrong about something. I went to my friend’s house to escape the way that I felt, 

because I knew that if I was alone I could not control what I would do to myself. I was so 
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afraid of facing myself that I decided, drunk or not, to try and sleep with one of my best 

friends. I have no ability for seduction. I knew she was vulnerable, and I played myself 

up as pathetic as I possibly could for her to sleep with me.” 

 “Come again?” 

 “All throughout dinner, we spoke, and we drank, and I told her about the scream 

that was happening in my head. I told her about how I was treading water in my job just 

trying to keep the hall from falling apart. She got this picture of Oxford the noble hero, 

Oxford the Stoic in the desert. I told her about how I’ve been drifting away from my 

parents, how I’ve decided after I graduate, once I’ve saved up enough money. Not to go 

back to California.  And she felt sorry for me. She felt sorry for me.” 

 The silence coiled thick and heavy around Thompson and me, warm in the heat of 

the round electric fireplace. I stared at my coffee with my hands in my lap for a good 

while.  

 “And she should have felt sorry for me.” I said. “Because I’m not good enough. 

I’m not strong enough. I’m weak. And when I learned that, the lie that everyone tells me 

and that I have told myself for however many years fell apart. I went to Addison’s house 

because I thought Addison would make me stronger. And I succeeded. I convinced her. I 

used her to make me feel stronger. I got drunk to excuse my power.” 

 Thompson leaned across the table, an ugly interest in her eye.  

 “In Addison’s apartment building she has a very large window that opens into the 

living and can be concealed by these long, long window curtains. When it’s open you can 

stare out over Margate, down to the hill and the Palace District where her father lives. I 

stood in front of that window a drank a Blood Mary, and I saw in the reflection of the 
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window myself. I actually didn’t recognize myself for a moment. I must have been drunk. 

I saw this face looking at me out of the darkness, freckled by streetlights and house 

lamps, and I whispered under my breath, bloody mary, bloody mary, bloody mary. 

Because I was holding the bloody mary, mind you, and then I felt Addison’s arms wrap 

around my chest. And she said, who are you calling? And I turned around, and I drew her 

back to the couch and took off her sweatpants. I kissed her feet. They were white and 

cold, and when I had kissed them she buried them beneath the cushions. And that was it. I 

kissed her feet and for a moment felt lighter than I ever had before. Then she knocked 

over my bloody mary, and when I went over to get it and came back, she had passed out 

on the couch.”  

 “So you didn’t hook up with her.” Thompson stopped me.  

 “Yeah.” I said. “And then we did. I kissed her feet.” 

 “You kissed her foot? Jesus, Oxford, it’s like we don’t even speak the same 

language!” Thompson said ruthlessly.  

 “We don’t.” I replied. “But she and I were on the exact same page, I thought. But 

she’s moved forward, and I’m stuck. I can’t follow her. I sobered up next to the tomato 

stain on her floor. I just lay there for an hour. Two maybe. I could hear her snore. Do you 

know what it feels like, Thompson, to be caught between two places? To think, as you 

look in the mirror, that you could go two ways, or more than two ways or that at many 

moments your life could be one direction, or another, or stopped entirely?” 

 “What did you do?” 
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 “I tried to pray.” I said. “And I could only say bloody mary, bloody mary, bloody 

mary. And I turned over, and my head was aching. And I--” I stopped. Why did the room 

and the table and Thompson herself all appear so large at that moment?  

 “Yeah, I think I’m gonna quit.” I replied. “I should probably tell Sean.” 

 “Quit what?” 

 “Quit RA. It was gonna happen anyway. I told him I thought about killing a 

student in my philosophy class today. And I came back drunk last night. Two glasses of 

wine, a bloody mary, and maybe something else. All in like an hour or two. I mean, I was 

sober, but what does it matter anyway. Would that have done it?” 

 “Oxford, are you crying?”  

 “Yeah.” I said. “Yeah. But I’m okay. I’m just really, tired. And I’ve been really 

stupid. 

“I mean, probably. But, how much do you weigh?” 

“Why do you ask?”  

“Oxford. You don’t weigh all that much. You’re a twig person.” 

“What does that matter? Not a lot. Yeah, I’m a little underweight.”  

“And you’re bleeding.”  

The cracks in my hand gleamed scarlet.  

“That happen a lot?” 

All the time?  

“Oxford, you need to eat more.” 

“Didn’t you just hear what I said, Thompson.” I said under my breath. More 

loudly. “I’ve eaten better today than I have in months.” 
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“Good.” And Thompson grabbed my emaciated wrist and waved it in front of my 

face.  “Oxford, this looks like Anorexia.”  

“I’m not anorexic.” I replied. “I’d have to be a lot worse off than some bleeding 

hands. My hands are just dry is all. Maybe some eczema.” 

“Oxford. I think you’re in a bad way.” 

“Tomiko Endo,” I said loudly. “I don’t want to talk about this.”  

“You’re the one who suffers for it. Not me.” Thompson put her hands up. “God, 

man, I think you’re gonna destroy yourself going on like this.”  

I stood suddenly, so suddenly in fact, that I rattled the table. I don’t remember 

why I stood, but I do remember that I was distracted by the flickering of the chandelier 

shrub in its alcove as a long train of its lights blinked out to the point at which I did not 

notice that my coffee mug had upended and splattered my Doc Martens until Thompson 

let out a small gurgle that may have perhaps been my name.  

“Fuck!” I cried. “Goddamn it.” I snatched Thompson’s napkin and dabbed at my 

shoes.  

“Oxford. They’re just shoes.” Thompson said. People had twisted around in their 

seats. Even Carmen had looked up from her work. They watched me throw myself back 

in my chair and heave off the oxblood shoes with both hands. I was left in my socks as I 

dabbed at the inner lining of the shoes. The souls had been drenched in what had seemed 

impossibly short a time. My socks smushed against the floor, sodden and chilled.  

“Fuck.” I choked out. “Fuck.” And I couldn’t say anything else.  

“Oxford. They’re shoes.” Thompson repeated.  

“I’ve got to go.” I said. “And fuck you.”  
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“There’s big stuff on the table here, Oxy.” Thompson stood as I made a move for 

the door. “Don’t just walk away from this. Oxford! Oxford!” 

But I’d swept up my shoes and left. I couldn’t tell myself the truth about that 

moment until now, but I was so frightened by what Thompson might say, that I ruined 

my favorite shoes just so I wouldn’t have to hear her.  

Yeah, I really loved those shoes.  

And then there was the fact that Thompson had been hiding her Spork beneath the 

napkins.  
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 
Invader Victorious 

 

“Oh my people, what have I done unto thee.” T. S. Eliot, “Ash Wednesday” 129 

 

Argument:  

Thompson pursues Oxford with the Spork, eventually getting him out by tackling him on 

the sidewalk. After Thompson helps him bandage up, Oxford has a vision in which a 

tyrant defeats and refines him on Myrtle Edwards beach. After this vision, he goes to 

Sean’s apartment and asks Sean to let him step down as RA. Sean refuses for the moment, 

and a bewildered and exhausted Oxford departs. 

 

 I also did not expect Thompson to follow me.  

 “Oxford! Get back here!”  

 “Thompson! You’re making a scene!”  

 “I’m making a scene? Oxford Brickmann! I’m only trying to stab you”  

 I had stormed out up the stairs and the exit from which I’d originally entered. It 

led me back towards the English building and the bowl of a fountain. The melted snow 

and the pavement salt bit my feet through my socks, which themselves were soon 

drenched after I changed course through a snow drift. With my shoes, sodden from 

Columbian roast, in my hand I couldn’t get my coat on more than halfway over my arms. 

It trailed behind me like a gravy-splattered flag. Thompson possessed the sense to leap 

                                                            
129 P. 92  
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over the snowdrift. Her voice carried; it defied the wind. She spoke with little more than 

an annoyance and clutched her spork like a dagger. 

 “Oxford. Get back and--” 

 “No!” I spun around and hurled my right shoe like a scarlet missile at her head, 

missed spectacularly, and managed to bury that shoe in the snow drift Thompson had just 

circumvented. “You won’t take me alive!” I added with more gusto than the circumstance 

allowed.  

 Thompson threw her hands in the air. Her hair flung haphazard across her face 

like the tatters of a death shroud. “Are you serious?” She yelped as I brandished the other 

shoe from the middle of the grass. Hamilton Mall lay just beyond my shoulder, and 

beyond it Percy College.  

 “Thompson, I’m, I’m warning you.” I said. “Back off.” 

 “It’s a fucking shoe, Brickmann!” She snorted. “Put it down and let me stab you. 

You’ve given up on the game!” 

 “I’d prefer not to.” I replied. My ankle throbbed as if some lupine jaw had 

clamped over it and took tremendous pleasure in the effort to rip it off my leg. “I’m going 

home Thompson. Don’t follow me.” 

 “We live in the same place.” 

 “Well, could you, could wait like maybe ten minutes.” The moment I lowered the 

shoe to plead with her Thompson resumed her approach. I flung the shoe up over my 

head with such vigor that I almost lost it.  

 “Seriously, man. Do you have any idea how ridiculous you look? Just put the shoe 

down.”  
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 I shuffled back and flinched. The jaw had released, and now the ankle itself was 

roaring.  

“I know, but god, Thompson. I went to you for comradery, and not betrayal. 

You’re supposed to be my friend!” 

“Do you threaten your friends with footwear?” 

“Only when you lambast my principles and accost me with utensilry. Get back, 

Thompson. I’m not gonna tell you again.” 

“Grow up. Put the shoe down.”  

 “Okay.” I said and once again lowered the shoe.  

 Thompson took another step forward, and the heel of that second Oxblood shoe 

lodged itself against her right side just below the ribcage. Even as her outraged response 

echoed my ears I was off. Half-sprinted, half-skipped, with my ankle ablaze from pain, 

towards Percy, trying at the same time to pull on my coat.  

 Perhaps it was the thrill of the chase, but halfway across Hamilton Mall in the 

shadow of the Library spires I shifted right in stride, away from Percy College and down 

one of the adjacent paths. I wouldn’t get in the arch, much less the building itself before 

she caught me. The wind whistled all about me, and I laughed. Could I have been so 

morose! God, what a thing to do! In my periphery the archway flattened and then 

vanished past the marbled wall of the building. The warmth of the lamp in the faculty flat 

glowed beside me through the windows, above the barren flower shelves. The cement of 

the pathway tried to catch me as I hobbled past Percy. Every faltering step felt like 

stomping onto glass and nitrogen, but I loved it. My feet seemed only one stomp from 

shattering. The wind’s shriek matched the roar in my ankle.  
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 And then Thompson’s blunt elbow followed by the rest of her body barreled into 

me from behind. For an instance I felt the warmth, the surprising softness of her body, 

and then we were falling; the weight of her behind and upon me. Vision lost its coherence 

and in the place of it came the unprecedented avalanche of pain as two bodies collapsed 

upon concrete and my ribcage. In the same instant, my hand dove against the sidewalk 

and I felt the crystallized ground peel back the flesh on my palm, just beneath my thumb. 

Then something clapped against the back of my head, and a hollow sound reverberated. I 

had taken a plant against the sidewalk with Thompson on top of me. Her chin had 

collided with the base of my skull.  

 “Fuck!” I shrieked, and then Thompson’s kneecap drove into the small of my 

back. “FUCK!!” 

 “Mmffmphm!!” Thompson’s voice came out muffled. She shifted so that her 

weight lifted off my back and left no trace other than something cold and damp that stung 

on the bare skin of my neck. Chest heaving, I rolled over onto my back. Thompson was 

on her knees, back straight, with her hands over her mouth.  

 “Thompson, fuck, are you okay?” Shit. Had she shattered her teeth? I scrambled 

up and took her hands. In the light of the overhead streetlamp they came away bloody. 

“Oh, god.” 

 “It’s just a split lip.” She said hurriedly, with the bottom lip trapped beneath her 

top teeth. She tugged her hands away and massaged her chin. “Just split my lip. Ow, ow, 

ow.”  

 My own hand bore minute lines of scarlet, speckled with gravel, but a narrow 

stream of scarlet dribbled down Thompson’s lip.  
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 “Thompson, that looks bad.”  

 Her face was a blur as she shook her head. She hissed in a breath. “No it’s fine, 

it’s fine. You got tissue?” 

 My unsullied hand leapt into the pockets of my topcoat. “No.” I pulled away my 

sleeve just as she reached for it. “NO!” 

 “Just, I need something to stop the bleed--” 

 “This was just on the floor!” I protested. She heaved up the sleeve of her jackets 

and put the white undersleeve beneath her scrubs up against her chin.  

 “You tackled me.” Disbelief saturated the air.  

 “I think…” Thompson said as she heaved a larger section of her sleeve out and 

pressed her lip up against it. It darkened quickly. “You’re a bad influence.” 

 “Me?” It emerged as a squeal. “Every time I’m around you I’m suffering 

potentially irreparable bodily harm. Did you even think about what you were doing?” 

 “You ran so I chased after you.” She mumbled into her sleeve. Her hair lay in 

tangles over her face. She collected it all in an arc of her arm with her free hand and let it 

tumble down her back. Her clear, pale face caught the lamplight as she knelt on the 

sidewalk. “I wanted you to stop. You’d hurt your ankle.” 

 “Yeah, I think it’s worse now.” My ankle, if it could have done so, would have 

pelted me with obscenities. “Thank you.” 

 “You’re welcome.” Thompson coughed, which spattered her sleeve with blood. 

Some it of also spattered against my chin. I wiped it away. What if someone saw us in the 

lamplight? What if they witnessed the tall boy with the bloody hand crouched before the 



 

297 
 

girl in scrubs and the bleeding lip? Four levels of Percy windows scoured down at the 

two of us. I shuffled further into the light and flinched at the pain in my ankle.  

 “Thank God I didn’t move that couch.” I said beneath my breath. I hobbled up 

and tested my leg, then wiped my own bloody hand against my jeans, which stung. As I 

stood, I noticed a solitary oxblood marten keeled over near a bush on the sidewalk closer 

to Percy, a few paces from where Thompson sat. Gingerly, I scooped it up and turned 

back to her. She glanced at it, her backside reclining on the balls of her feet.  

 “You dropped that.” Thompson noted.  

 “Yeah.” I twisted about and groaned. The other shoe was all the way back across 

Hamilton in a snowbank, and even if I could manage the trip on my already throbbing 

ankle. My heart felt latched to anchor about to be tossed in the Sound. “Well, that’s what 

I get. Can you stand?”  

 “Yeah.” Thompson grunted, and tottered back up. She moved down her sleeve 

and looked at it, then proffered the sleeve to me, which seemed odd considering her lip 

ran with crimson that glistened. “Still bleeding?” 

 “Yeah. Do you want, maybe, ice?” I sort of mumbled. She nodded and managed a 

few haltering steps towards me. I put my arm out to support her, but she shook her head.  

 “I’m good, man. You’re the one with the ankle.” 

 “I can’t really lean on you.” I said as I looked down my nose at my friend who 

would probably have to toss that shirt after tonight.  

 “Yeah. Good point.” And she hobbled back towards Hamilton and the archway 

into Percy College. I glanced back over my shoulder down the sidewalk that led to 

distant, almost indiscernible, silhouettes of houses whose windows were pale yellow like 
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cats in the dark. “Come on!” Thompson called over her shoulder. “You’re gonna help 

with this. Oh, and also...” 

 I felt the prongs of the spork dig into my waist.  

 “You’re out, bitch.”  

… 

 With her victory came the necessity of tending to the wounded. Thompson 

perched on her bathroom countertop, clenched the rim, and flinched while I dabbed her 

lip with an alcohol-sodden cotton ball. I had helped her back into Percy. She had ducked 

into the common space and let the RA at the front desk, Corey, my co-RA, whom I 

hadn’t seen at all that day, I felt like, know that we were doing fine; just had a fall. It 

warmed my heart a bit when she did that. Less so when she brandished the spork and 

crowed about my inability to outrun her. She stayed to speak with Corey and some of the 

other common room folks while I collected my second shoe. My feet burned with cold 

with each step over Hamilton Mall, branded with the remnant of snow and rain. In all 

likelihood I would get sick. I remember the feeling of my head and my nose beginning to 

go fuzzy. But even in the nasal haze, I came back with my shoes and the reek of coffee.  

 The spill had ruined them both. The soles were swamped by the columbian roast, 

and the red leather exterior bore irreversible stains. A sense of mourning settled 

throughout me, biting as the wind, as I held them up to the light in Percy’s archway. I 

shoved my nose into them and inhaled coffee and the sour of my feet. A guy in a baseball 

cap gave me a look, but I hardly noticed.  

 Poor sole, I thought with a bittersweet snort. Poor sole.  
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Thompson had asked me to meet her on the girl’s side, just so this time she could 

get a good look at my hand. Perhaps she felt bad, or perhaps she didn’t trust my capacity 

for self-care. Before I went over to join her I switched socks and put on my running 

sneakers, I then spent however many minutes on the couch gazing over my prized 

possessions. If I’d loved those trousers, it was nothing to these shoes. I set them in a 

hallowed, hollow corner of my closet-space nook, loomed over them, paid my respects, 

and then went over to Thompson’s.  

 “That’s good. That’s good!” Thompson had to pull my arm away and toss the 

cotton ball out herself; my mind was still on the shoes. “Now let me have a look at that 

hand.”  

 My hand appeared to have aged ninety years and been through the Somme since 

the last time I’d given it my attention. The lines were wide and heavy like wrinkles 

around my eyes. The scrapes on my fingers oozed red, thinner and paler than the crimson 

of Thompson’s lip. Marks red like leper spots blemished the desert dry crevices of my 

knuckles, and around each scab and through every line it seemed ran those spiderwebs of 

dry lines, like the first signs that I would soon be a pillar of salt and dust. 

 Thompson plucked the remainder of the gravel out with tweezers, her hair 

covered her face as she bent over my hand like a surgeon. Her hair swept against my 

forearm until she pulled it back. Then she dabbed another cotton ball with alcohol and 

retained a viselike grip on my forearm. When, on instinct, I tried to pull away she called 

me a pussy.  

 The alcohol carried a different burn than the one I had felt not long before as I had 

sped across Hamilton. It had the prickly burn of the shower from that morning. You 
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would think that after Thompson had tackled me I’d have felt filthy, but the reverse was 

true. The more I thought about the shower and the burn even, the cleaner I felt. It opened 

up my nostrils too.  

 “Thank you.” 

 She glanced up at me for a moment, her brows furrowed but her eyes sympathetic 

as she continued to prod my hand with the cotton.  

 “You fine patching this up on your own?” She asked, and when I nodded she 

tossed the cotton ball into a corner can. “Need a band-aid?” 

 “I’m good,” I replied, but she knelt down to grab one for me anyway. I took a few 

steps towards her door as she rifled through the cabinet beneath the sink, the faux-

wooden door glinted as her elbow prodded it back and forth into and out of the light. 

Thompson had discarded her scrubs and bloody undershirt for skinny jeans and a woolen 

sweater. Finding a sizeable bandage, she tossed it towards me. I caught it but was 

unprepared for the second missile: a tube of anti-bacterial ointment that caught me on the 

forehead at the end of its graceful arc.  

 “Gotta work on those reflexes.” She said, as I stooped over and swept it up. When 

I arose, she was tapping her lip with a fingernail as she leaned over the sink and stared in 

the mirror. “This is gonna swell, huh.” She said with a mournful look, and when she 

looked over her shoulder, sure enough, it had already begun its engorgement. With a 

puffy sideways look at me she said dryly. “What, are you still here? Go on, before I find 

something else to throw at you.” I gave a thumbs up and departed. 

 Thompson’s room led out into a parallelogram space that comprised the foyer of 

that floor on the girl’s side. The wall was at a slant when I entered through the stairway, 
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and the room grew wider the further in I went, flanked by the stairway entrance and the 

double doors that led to the study room. Thompson’s room was nearest the elevator, 

which was a tad less battered than old Beatrice on the guys’ side, but with its bronze shell 

still faded and worn. On the opposite end lay a sunken leather couch with a wooden 

frame and above that a motivational painting of a Bible verse gesticulated in such 

phosphorescent cursive as to render it unintelligible. 

I approached the couch and sank down upon it before I spun the cap off the 

antibacterial container. Its rods of grease squeezed out over the scrapes on my palm. As I 

did, my mind wandered. I had told Thompson that I was going to quit the RA business 

while we patched each other up. I wasn’t suitable. Laughably unfit, even. 

 The memories of just that day played back as if to illustrate it: How Isaac had 

shouted with his jabbing finger at the piles and mounds of Christopher’s, I mean Craig’s, 

refuse, the discarded polos and crumpled wrappers, while Craig shouted for his polo, 

which was curled up in Isaac’s hand. Isaac’s babyish face, beet-red and runny with what 

might have been tears, became fuzzy behind the definite void of his mouth, from which 

spewed accusation after accusation like Bouncing Bettys, and each accusation bombarded 

with a roar as loud as the silent scream. The scream had played all throughout the day’s 

infinite hours. When would it end? Sleep beckoned like anchors to my eyelids as I 

struggled to peel off the wrapping around the plaster. I mean the bandage. My eyelids 

drooped. I crouched over the couch edge with my head bent down towards my knees and 

my neck bent as well so that the dried blood from Thompson’s lip cracked. I clenched my 

teeth as I struggled to place the bandage over my palm, furious at the impediment of 

trying to patch myself up without the use of my own hand. You should go back to 
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Thompson, I thought to myself as the adrenaline high had run down. No thanks, I told 

myself  

And with that struggle to pin the plaster down came what was, perhaps, the 

moment where the realization comes on-the-nose, as goes the cliché. I wasn’t suitable. 

Laughably unfit. I’d said it already, but this time it struck. My teeth were clenched so it 

seemed my jaw threatened to collapse in on itself. I had arrived at that moment with a 

pulsating ankle, a seething hand, and the blood of my friend on the back of my neck. It 

was impediment. I was disabled, half-ready going through this whole thing. I was 

incomplete. Everything about me.  

Unfinished. Crooked. 

The bandage on my hand was sandstone, leathery. Was it intended to blend in 

with the skin? What stood out? The plaster or me? 

I rolled flecks of gravel over my tongue and teeth like sand. Blue ink of evening 

through the windows past the double doors and the vacant study room from the slotted 

windows beyond them both sank into my vision. A stray thought encircled in timid 

descension like a wisp or a strand of fiber towards me.  

Not crooked, unfinished. Incomplete. 

Damn, sorry, I was so tired. I snorted. Not to mention a little sick.  

“Sovegna vos a me temps dolore.” I muttered. I looked down at my hands and 

said my name aloud. “Oxford Brickmann.” And if a sound could fit an empty space, mine 

did.  

“Oxford Brickmann. Your hands are bleeding.” My feet tingled, still sore from 

the cold. In the small of my back the press of Thompson’s knee lingered.  
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A wave of weariness swept over me. I gazed down past my bandaged hands to the 

carpet. The carpet ran in parallel lines that intersected other lines, and as I gazed at them 

they began to move, first in the measure of those lines like trains on the tracks, 

crisscrossing down and down out of sight until the floor seemed alive with them. And 

then they began to move together like grains of sand in the wind, and I felt myself 

transported. Lifted from the silence of the foyer, I sojourned with the sands of the floor to 

somewhere else; strayed back, not to the old room that gazed out over the sea, over the 

empty city, but to the beachhead.  

It was the beach that I had been to only that morning, only there was no city and 

no clamor of the tracks behind me. I stood by the rock on which my reluctant conversion 

that had lasted an hour at most, occurred, in my grey coat, my jeans, and my running 

shoes amongst a multitude of shapes. They were people, or the shadows of people, all 

around me. I turned from one to the other as the wind, which I could not feel, whipped at 

my coattails. They too were garbed in grey coats, and they too kept looking from side to 

side. But they were shadows, just the outlines of men and women. Some were tall and 

proud-necked, others hunched, and some were frail and miniscule but watching 

nonetheless. I had the impression that, if I could see myself as they did me, I would 

consider myself the same way. There was one near me, tall and broad. Curls of a beard 

frail as cloud spiraled around the dimness of his skull. One of his shoulders was bare. His 

robes hung loose around his body, but they were held against him by a belt broad and 

thick, bound with a gleaming strap. Beneath his robes, deep shadows writhed around his 

stomach and his chest. Over the motionless sand we faced each other, and his face was 

like burnished bronze, but clouded as though by age or element. The wind played with 
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the vespers of his beard. I strained to see myself in his face but could not, merely my 

outline; the tiniest hint of me. We were echoes of men. His impression spoke in a voice 

resigned.  

“You too have fallen under Caesar’s shadow.” Disappointment welled in me as 

heavy and harsh as an iron block, but I remained silent. 

An eagle cried from the furthest reach of the Sound.  

The man stepped forward and, as a leader of men, pointed towards where the 

eagle had cried. Our vaporous faces followed his outstretched hand. An army 

approached. Their banners tore through the sky. They marched closer with footsteps 

ethereal as though on a mirage towards us through a shroud of sand unleashed by the 

wind. A despot led them. A tyrant at the head marched forward with a pike that one 

moment seemed no longer than a walking stick and at other moments stretched up until 

infinity. 

The man of vespers turned back to me. His expression even without feature 

remined me of my father’s weary face. And then he strode towards the oncoming army. 

And as he walked his steps grew heavier, his path more uneven, so that by the time he 

was smaller than my fist he struggled to keep his balance in the sand. At least, he was 

forced to stoop and then kneel before the oncoming king, who grew closer and clearer 

with every step. As he approached the vesper of the man with the last strength he 

mustered straightened his back and bellowed a cry towards the approaching king. His 

words were lost over the wind. And then from the distance I saw him loosen his belt, and 

from his belly poured forth tendrils of shadow as the belt had kept the insides of his 

stomach contained. As they poured forth onto the sand the man of vespers withered. 
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Shrunken, he lost his coherency until you could hardly make him out to be a man. In 

seconds, he had dissipated.  

The tyrant paused at the place where the man had vanished. At the sight of him, I 

felt the urge to run, retreat. He was in a heavy cloak of earthy brown, and his face was 

dull and dark as wet clay. At the sight of his face a prickling heat arose in my own, and 

again tremendous heaviness draped all about my shoulders and my chest. Around me the 

faces and the shapes of men and women began to diminish. No, not diminish. I looked 

again, harder this time. They shrank and grew solid, gained form and expression. But as 

they gained definition they gained weight, and I looked down to see that I too was 

changing. My brown hands and my dry fingers became clear. Around me the others 

wondered at their own transformation, and then their faces burst into radiant gold. They 

turned as if in wonder to gaze upon each other and upon me. I gazed down, and I too was 

turning to gold. My hands shone in the glimmering light, and I felt my grey coat melt 

away. For a moment I thought my body would follow, but it grew heavier and brighter. 

My fingers curled and caught the light. They shone with liquid splendor. The weight 

became too much to stand. I collapsed upon my knees, radiant but without motion. The 

king continued to approach. . Their face as my fingers had caught the light and shone it 

back upon me. But it was not sunlight, nor did it come from any tenable source. The light 

was in us and all around us, and as that light struck us we felt the inexorable, 

inexhaustible weight. And the tyrant approached. My mouth was not yet encumbered by 

transformation. Still, I spoke no words. I was afraid.  

The king approached, and with the remnant of my strength I turned my gaze away 

so I would not have to see him, for if I had to look clear upon him I would crumble by the 
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weight within me. I knew he drew closer, for the weight intensified. I knelt in the sand 

while the light’s heat scalded my face and my arms, and my body turned to gold. I was 

heavier than I could ever have imagined.  

Footsteps drew closer to me, countless footsteps louder than the wind. Then they 

stopped, and for a moment only the wind made any noise. Then a single pair of feet 

approached. They crunched through the sand, and I could feel them coming through the 

trembling of the earth. Blind, I struggled in vain to turn aside my head. The wind ceased. 

And then the waves went silent. All was still. 

And then I heard a voice that spoke without sound.  

“Come to me, you who are carrying such heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.” 

I found at last that I could speak. “Is it finished?” 

“It is never finished.” He replied. And I felt something cool and damp slip 

between my golden fingers. The tyrant held my hand in his own. “My hands are still 

bleeding.” He said.  

And all of a sudden, I felt lighter.  

Lighter.  

Like I was floating.  

 

And then my elbow slipped, and I jolted awake. I had dozed off on the leather 

couch with the wooden frame in the girl’s side foyer across from Thompson’s room. A 

rivulet of drool ran from the corner of my lips. I licked it away, but the damp clung to the 

edge of my mouth. I glanced down the row of wooden doors, bolted shut, along the 



 

307 
 

dormitory hallway. My chin rested on my bandaged hand, and the meagre throb of pain 

helped clear my head while I was still waking.  

I must get out! Out? Out of what?  

“Fuck,” I muttered, and then I thought, fuck. Is that really all I have to say? I 

arose, alone in the foyer, a high, firm door between Thompson and I, but the stairwell 

door ajar. I slipped through that while hoisting on my topcoat.  

Not another minute. Not another minute of RA, of anything of the sort.  

The jot down the stairs was a blur, posters hazed past in my descent, and I did not 

feel the cold on my face until I was outside and began to pass the line of pearl columns 

alongside Percy College. The girl’s side door creaked and shut dampened by the electric 

pause of the automatic button behind me. Several people occupied the leather furniture in 

the common room through the glass doors, but they passed out of sight in an instant. At 

the next glass door, two players leapt hither-and-yon as they swing madly over the ping-

pong table. The ball ricocheted between them. I turned a corner, where the bust of our 

namesake, Dr. Walker Percy himself, glared down at me. Dinner was not finished in the 

Great Hall. The scent of mediocre pizza wafted through the archway. The door to the 

common room opened.  

 “See you, Oxford.” Corey said, bundled in a heavy sweatshirt. I nodded to him as 

we passed beneath the archway. Sprigs of hair dangled from his chin. He hadn’t shaved 

for a week. “Will you be at Ask Wendy?” He called to my back. I spun around and faced 

him and walked backwards. The unsteadiness of my stride increased. “I was gonna get 

some of our guys to come along.” 
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“I have to check something, but perhaps I’ll make it!” I waved to him and then 

pivoted around. He had smiled and proffered a thumbs up before disappearing from my 

view. The archway receded as I passed out beneath the sky, which was still heavy with 

the rain, and in the distance the deep, dim blue of clear night encroached. Students 

walked back from dinner along the sidewalks and over the grass of Hamilton Mall. The 

windows of the Elephantine still glowed as students ascended the branching staircase. 

The spires had been swallowed by the dark. I turned to my left so for a moment I 

glimpsed the distant lid of the parking garage between two buildings on the opposite side 

of the mall.  

I again turned and paced down the sidewalk between Percy College and Albert 

Hall. Loose gravel peppered the vast concrete blocks. An overgrown bush swept its 

weighted leaves on the first block. Through the vast window-wall of Percy College’s 

dining area, Thompson moved towards the kitchen spaces. I looked down. There were 

specks of blood on the path where Thompson had struck me. Overhead the lamplights 

and the windows cast their soulful glow. In a second story window on my right a student 

in an Albert sweater poured over a textbook with a palm pressed up against her head and 

a strand of untidy hair twined through her lips. I turned away my gaze as she glanced at 

me. Another student had draped a Queen Anne banner on an adjacentwindow placed 

several stories higher, so that I had to crane my neck to see it. The light of the bedroom 

shone through the banner. Through a sliver between the banner and the wall, I caught 

sight of what appeared to be the uniform of an ROTC officer.  

 Ahead the lamps grew further apart, and broad shadows swallowed the concrete. 

My own shadow sank in and out of them with every forward step. The sidewalk was 



 

309 
 

flanked on either side by trees made bare by the cold and whose branches melded with 

the dark. Some gained substance and appeared out of the dim as I passed, while others 

vanished. The penetrating scent of pine ebbed as the wind slipped past. Beyond the 

branches lay other buildings, half-concealed, outskirt dormitories, wide and vast, like the 

sprawl of an ancient castle. Through an aperture in the trees to my left lay the half-

formed skeleton of the new Sciences Building. Building materials lay in mounds all about 

the roots of the building. As that too was enveloped by the tangle of brush and branch, I 

came to the far edge of Queen Anne. If I were to continue no more than a quarter of a 

mile, I would find myself among the spiked streetlamps and steel-gated neighborhood of 

Margate. 

Ahead was the ultimate dormitory, Hall O’Connor. Its sheer immensity seized the 

sky above it and pulled tight the atmosphere. On either side the building took a sharp 

curve inwards, and the wings pinched the edge of the trees. Once out from beneath the 

canopy, I strode towards where the sidewalk split into three separate paths. In this 

clearing the students of Hall O’Connor had planted gardens in minute circles, bare from 

winter. Each was tended by a particular hall, and their respective banners stood over each 

disc of earth, having been plunged into the ground. The wind rustled the banners. A deep 

blue displayed in white the head of an elk, crowned with antlers, another a fish twisting 

through satin fibers of crimson, and then the third, in magisterial violet, depicted a 

unicorn given shape by lines of gold. In the evening black, where they caught only the 

brush of lamplight, these banners played sentinel over graves of spring.  

I took the road that branched to the left, which led to an opening in the wide, brick 

arches, which oscillated like waves across the first floor of the hall. Beyond the opening 
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hunched a door. Through the door resided Sean MacDunlevy in his apartment home. 

“Percy College Hall Director,” the sign by the door read in bronze letters. The curtains 

were drawn, and beyond them lay shadows. Then a peal of laughter emerged through the 

curtains, the wall, and the door. There was the faintest smell of Italian food. I hesitated. I 

should have texted. Should have called. But I had forgotten.  

I approached the door and knocked. The laughter faded but did not quit. A tall 

shadow, Sean, stood up from behind the blinds and approached the door.  

When the door opened, I inhaled the smells of Italian cooking, pasta sauce and 

meatballs, and the musty warmth of the heater swept against my face. Sean stood in the 

doorway, his hair almost brushing the uppermost frame. He still wore his favorite 

sweater, the one lined with clovers. He held in his hand a glass of wine.  

“Oxford?” He said with some surprise.  

“Sean.” I replied. “I’m sorry to bother you so late, but it’s really, really, really, 

damn important.” 

“Come in.” He said. Relief and gratitude washed over me when he stepped aside, 

more delicious and comforting than the stove’s crackle and the radiator’s grumble.  

Inside sat Penny Ballard, her husband, and a woman whom I had never seen 

before in my life. She was almost my height, with scarlet hair that ended in a bob, and a 

hooked nose. Her sweater was comprised of slim, horizontal stripes, blue, black, and 

turquoise in vertical succession. “Mully, this is Oxford Brickmann. He’s one of my 

RA’s.” Sean introduced me as he sent his glass down on the coffee table next to a book 

with a beige and vermillion cover written by someone named Delia Qin. The title of the 
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book was wrought in ornate letters that expanded into what looked like antlers. It was 

called The Moose King. I had interrupted their discussion about it.  

“Oxford, Melinda Evelroy.” 

 “Mully.” Insisted Mully and leaned over the coffee table to shake my hand. Her 

dimples were pronounced when she smiled, and her arms were extremely long, as were 

her fingers. When she shook my hand, she covered both her hand and mine with her left 

fingers They swallowed the darkness of my own fingers, but her right handed greeted 

mine with considerable warmth. She seemed impossibly pleasant.  

 Heat rose to my cheeks. I should have emailed him. I should have called or 

dropped by his office. Penny Ballard was in his house! This woman, Mully Evelroy, was 

in his house too! I’m an invader. 

 “Pleasure.” I said, somehow breathlessly. Were my knees quivering? “Sounds like 

an interesting book, I’m sorry, I feel really bad for interrupting. Dr. Ballard, Mr.” 

 “Don’t worry about it.” Penny Ballard tossed out my apology with a wave of her 

hand, and Mr. Ballard nodded his assent. She too held a glass of wine. “Are you doing 

okay?” Her earrings jangled as she leaned closer towards me.  

 “Yeah, yeah. Can I talk with you, Sean?” I turned to him, and he nodded. Before I 

could add “alone” he had started for the hallway beyond the kitchen and gestured for me 

to follow. “It was nice to meet you.” I told Mully as I followed him. A knife set lay on 

the counter by the stove, upon which sat a metal pot of boiling water. In a smaller pot 

emanated the scent of tomatoes and spices. Sean set his wine glass down by the knife set. 

Sean’s neck was bare except for freckles and the scar of a mole. A portion of his shirt 
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collar lay tucked beneath the rim of his sweater. I turned back towards the knives and felt 

a weird quickening in my heart. But don’t think about that.  

 Past the kitchen and into a perpendicular hallway we crossed from carpet to tile. I 

felt the carpet sink beneath my tennis shoes and felt unsteady. Sean flipped a switch and 

the hallway lights blinked on the way eyelids spring open at the shriek of alarum. I 

flinched beneath the overhead bulbs.  

 I could feel the heat of my face, and something acrid and sour like indigestion 

wormed its way back up towards my throat. Sean looked down at me, one of the few 

folks who could, and stroked his chin. There was a scent of aftershave; we were just a 

few paces from the bathroom.  

 “I um,” I began haltingly. “Thanks for talking with me and not, yunno, kicking 

me out.” 

 “Were you afraid I was going to make you leave?”  

 “No.” I lied quickly. “Yes, a little.” 

 “If it became common for my resident advisors to come to my house after hours, 

then maybe I’d make a note to say leave it until tomorrow. But I want to hear from you, 

and I trust it’s important. 

 “Also,” He added. “You walked out on me in my office earlier today. I texted 

you.” 

 “You called, actually.” I said.  

 “Did I?” Sean replied. “Really? I must have forgotten, I’ve been a bit preoccupied 

this evening.” He admitted. 
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 Mully must have said something, because the Ballards were in hysterics. “No 

shit.” I said under my breath. He stayed silent, which magnified my unease. “I’m sorry, 

for not replying, Sean. I um, I want to quit. No, sorry, that’s, that sounds, ugly. I want to 

resign. You know. From being an RA.” 

 “Because of the straight razor?” Sean said. “Because you thought you might kill 

yourself?”  

 “Well, yes, and, and other things.” I murmured. God, how pathetic. I couldn’t face 

him, so I kept my head bent low enough to feel the strain in my neck.  

 “What other things?” Sean said in his regal, patient voice. I inhaled deeply.  

 “I told you I thought about killing someone. Fantasized about killing someone in 

my class today. It was only for a moment but still. It wasn’t human. No normal humans 

do that kind of thing.”  

 “Oxford, normal humans kill each other sometimes. Normal is a sick and ugly 

thing, if it even exists.” Sean replied. Back through the doorway, the conversation had 

resumed, and I could hear, almost picture, Penny Ballard, her husband, and Mully as they 

roared over some joke freshly plucked from the book on the coffee table. “I don’t think 

you’re a monster.” 

 “I think I am.” 

 “Then do you think all people are monsters?” Sean said.  

 “Not all people are me.” My voice tasted like acid when I said it. I grimaced. “I 

just got tired of working for fiends. I’m just kidding, of course. I don’t believe I am… 

 “Conditioned for this sort of work. It took me a bit longer to be honest about it.”  
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 “You’ve struggled.” Sean said. I wish the response in my head could have been 

something other than what it was. You’ve struggled. Sean’s phrase settled amidst the 

indigestion in my stomach. “I’m not going to lie to you. I don’t think you had any idea 

what you were in for when you started this whole business, but I don’t think you’ve done 

as bad a job as you think. And you care.” 

 “Do I care though, really?” 

 “You’re here, aren’t you?” 

 “I guess. I just, I hardly ever see my guys, and I don’t know what to say with 

them. Isaac and Christopher had another fight.” 

 “Christopher?” Sean sounded confused.  

 “Craig,” I corrected quickly, and I rubbed raw the back of my neck as I continued, 

“I just can’t get Craig and Isaac to come to an agreement. They hate each other. As for 

the other guys. I don’t know. They don’t respect me, and I don’t think I have the energy 

to keep up trying to help them while keeping on top of my work. And yeah, there’s the 

um, the whole thing, with the razor blade.” I said. “God, you hear these stories so often, 

and sometimes, I don’t know why, but sometimes you hope it happens to you. But I came 

to quit. It’s an ugly word. But I mean it.” 

 “Are you sure?”  

 “Certainty’s an impossibility, but I’m as close as I can reach.” I replied. “I really 

don’t wanna do this anymore.”  

 “You look exhausted, Oxford.” Sean said.  

 “I am exhausted.” I replied.  

 “I don’t want you to give up.” He said. “I don’t think it’s in your best interest.” 
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 “I appreciate that, Sean, but I think I’ve gotten to know myself pretty well.”  

 “Do you want to hear why I don’t think it’s in your best interest?” Sean 

interjected. I could his breath on my forehead and smelled the traces of wine. Why did 

seem so dim in that hallway, even under the whir of electric current dancing through the 

overhead lamps? 

 “Not really. But if you want to tell me.” 

 “You’ve become a better person from being an RA. Don’t interrupt me. It’s about 

time you listen when someone else has something good to say about you. When you 

began you were so caught up in yourself that I wasn’t sure whether you would last the 

semester. You were good at hiding it, but we’re not oblivious.” Not oblivious. Penny and 

I, he meant. “You may not have even noticed it yourself. But I watched your progress. It 

was the way in which you became irritated by your residents that gave me hope. Yes, you 

complained about them. I don’t have to tell you I don’t approve of that. I’ve told you 

already. But you cared enough to be frustrated with them. You wanted to make a 

difference.” 

 “No, Sean. I wanted you to hip hip hurrah me on my rec letters.” I replied.  

 “I don’t believe you.” Sean replied. “Although if you believe that, I can’t stop 

you. The world will go on without you Oxford Brickmann. I think you’ve learning that.”  

 “Please stop the world then,” I said. “I would like to get off. I don’t want to go 

over this again with you. I’m tired of fighting this battle.” 

 “It sounds to me,” Sean said. “That you’re tired of being defeated.” 

 “I am.” I replied. “We’ve established already that I am exhausted. I’m at war with 

everything, and I’m tired of fighting. I have to pick my battles, Sean. Spin the cliche 
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however you want. I’m burnt out, and I need to take time for myself. I’m ready to get 

away from it. Take some time for myself. Get my crap together.” 

 “Are you running away again?” 

 “It’s not running away, goddammit!” I failed to fight back the whine in my voice 

“I can’t do it any more.” 

 “I want to continue to talk about this.”  

 “I don’t want to talk about it!” I shot back. “Jesus, I knew you weren’t gonna take 

this lying down!” I said, and I shoved my finger into his face. His eyes caught the 

bandage on my palm. “I couldn’t hear the laughter in the living any more, but I frankly 

could’ve filled a brick with the fucks I gave. “I don’t want to do this anymore. I don’t 

want the responsibility of being your errand boy twenty-four-seven for the rest of my 

goddamn life. I am utterly spent. I am dried out and shriveled up, and there nothing you 

can give me, no advice, no support, no promises, that will keep me from, from…” I don’t 

know what I was going to say next. So instead, I decided to cry. As the warm tears ran 

down they burned my cheeks.  

“I’m sorry.” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m just so tired. I don’t want to do this anymore. 

Do you have any idea how heavy this all is? I thought about killing my best friend just 

because he was a burden to me. Just because he annoyed me. I don’t want to feel this 

way. I’m sorry that I’ve failed you.”  

 Sean hugged me. The coarse wool of his sweater rubbed against my cheek. “You 

didn’t fail me, he said.”  

 “I thought I wanted to do the right thing. I came here to do the right thing, and I 

just can’t figure out what that is anymore.” I said.  
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 “Yeah.” Sean said, and he pulled back and looked me in my face. I rubbed off the 

tears with the sleeve of my coat.  

 “Can you forgive me?”  

 “What do I need to forgive?” Sean replied. “Come on. Go to the Ash Wednesday 

service. Talk to Jai, and we can figure out a way to move forward.”  

 “I thought you were supposed to respect my decisions.”  

 “I do. And I respectfully disagree with your decision.”  

 “I feel trapped.” I replied.  

 “You aren’t trapped. Get some rest. We will talk about this more tomorrow.” Sean 

said. “Over lunch.” 

 “I don’t want to talk about this tomorrow.”  

 “Oxford,”  

 “No, you’re right.” I said. “I’ll get going, and yeah, yeah, we can talk about it 

tomorrow. I’m sorry to bother you when you’re busy.”  

 “It’s no problem,” Sean replied as he followed me back into the kitchen. Steam 

billowed from the saucepan on the stovetop “Oxford, it is really no problem.”  

 “I’m sorry to interrupt y’all.” I said to Mully and the Ballards even before I had 

crossed the kitchen space. “I hope you each have an excellent evening.”  

 “You as well, Ox.” Mr. Ballard said. Mully smiled. Penny Ballard toasted me 

with her wine glass. And then she paused. Her forehead wrinkled in concern as she 

peered intensely at the collar of my coat.  

 “Is that…” Penny Ballard’s voice emerged with a mingling of concern and 

suspicion. “Is that blood on your coat?”  
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 “No, Ma’am.” I pulled my trembling hand out of my pocket. Just move. Move. 

“Have a splendid evening.”  

 Without a thought for further appearance, I fumbled over the doorknob and 

shoved my way out the door.  
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 
Are You in Love? 

 

“Cato, I must grudge you your death, as you grudged me the opportunity of giving you 

your life.” – Caesar 130 

 

Argument: 

Oxford returns to Percy College and runs into Craig. Oxford attempts to reconcile with 

his best friend, but Craig is dispirited by the lack of initiative by Administration. Oxford 

and Craig attend the Ash Wednesday Service, but Oxford, pierced by the ultimate 

confrontation with his own need for grace, at last understanding his need for it, flees the 

chapel.  

 

I stomped back towards Percy across the frigid sidewalk beneath boughs gnarled 

and leafless, almost invisible in the darkness. Clouds receded. The pallor of the moon’s 

chiseled face gleamed through the tear in the veil of clouds.  

Completely ridiculous! Absurdity! Of course, it wasn’t a big deal, the thought of 

killing another man. I kicked a stray pinecone, which clattered against the sidewalk light. 

Sean! You could never read him. How could he be so casual about the whole thing? 

Perhaps some rosy smudge on his glasses with Mully in the room. He wouldn’t talk about 

his personal life with us. And what was with that hug. God! His weight still hung heavy 

about me.  

                                                            
130 Plutarch, The Fall of the Roman Republic, trans. Rex Warner (New York: Penguin, 2005), p. 

306.   
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My stomach gurgled. “Shut up!” The hiss echoed from my mouth. The garlic 

scent of pasta was enmeshed in my coat. And then there was the blood! The blood! I 

hadn’t noticed it before. I grasped at the collar of my topcoat, and the rim of its grey 

fabric slipped through my dry fingers. Between them I could feel the sting of the spider-

webbed skin. My hands were like clay baked in the desert. I shoved them in my pockets, 

but the itch increased. The walk between Percy and O’Connor felt infinite. The concrete 

before me lengthened the longer I looked ahead. After the light in the hallway of Sean’s 

house, the outdoors were nearly black. The bleariness aggravated a panic attack taking 

root in my chest.  

Ahead, Percy College and Albert Hall grew larger. Beyond them, students crossed 

Hamilton Mall as dim blurs, like distant figures in a painting with undefined shape but 

are people indisputable. A girl with corkscrew curls sprinted across the Hall and shrieked 

with laughter as another girl carried on after her. The second girl brandished a spork. The 

trials continued. The leading girl wore a blue coat, which trailed out behind her. The 

inner ling of the coat shimmered like gold. 

On instinct, I glanced over my shoulder before I remembered I was out. That 

point was driven home by the lingering ache of Thompson’s knee in my back. Funny 

when you’re out—how the game persists. I passed into the warm light of the Great Hall’s 

reaching windows. Through them, Duke ate dinner with several other friends. It was 

spaghetti with meatballs in a mushroom sauce. My stomach rumbled again. With a stray 

finger I picked at the bloodstains on the collar of my jacket. I pinched a blotch on the rim 

of my jacket and rubbed vigorously, but the stain remained. When I gave up the jacket 

hung heavier, clung tighter. When did the dry cleaner’s open? The trousers were a lost 
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cause, but I bet the cleaners could get this blood out. My hands drew close and then 

retreated from the buttons. The blood. Was it Thompson’s? Was it mine?  

I was almost to the Hamilton Mall when Craig appeared from beyond the adjacent 

building. He hunched over the sidewalk with his hands plunged into the pockets of his 

puffer coat. He had an oil sheen about him in the lamplight. His coat gleamed. His hair 

was slick. The wind clawed at a tuft of dark hair stuck up on the crown of his hand. He 

walked without deliberation, with his head bent to the ground. In the distance between us 

he seemed to slide between reality and something distant, the way a stranger meanders 

through a dream.  

My jaw seized, and the weight of the bloody walrus jacket cast itself upon in my 

arms and legs.  

“Craig!” My voice cracked with an adolescent shrill.  

He paused and turned towards me. My friend had never looked so tired. Deep 

crescents of midnight hung beneath his eyes. The wiry hairs on his shin poked out over 

his socks, which were spattered with sleet and dirt. He wore his tennis shoes, white with 

red stripes. They too were flecked with ice. He must have kicked out a snowdrift.  

“How’d it go?”  

He shrugged and smacked his lips. Something moved between his cheeks. A mint.  

 “Like shit.” His voice was dull, thick with resignation.  

 “I’m sorry, man.” I patted him on the shoulder. “You wanna grab something to 

eat?” 

 He shook his head and continued towards the archway into Percy. I followed 

along beside him. Caught in slow-motion, weighed down by the burden of the world, 
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Craig Detweiler moved so slowly it hurt my knees to match his pace. The silence 

between us itched like static electricity.  

 “I want to apologize, for being a dick earlier today. Hey, hey Craig.” I grabbed 

him by the arm. He kept walking. “Hey, Craig!”  

 He yanked himself out of my arm and faced me. The two of us were framed by 

the archway overhead. The words in the alcove above the archway dug themselves into 

my bag as I fixed my eyes on his.  

 “I was a dick.” I said.  

 “You look tired.” 

 “I’m exhausted. Which isn’t an excuse for dickeshness. I, gee, I wish there was a 

less on-the-nose way to put this, Mr. Detweiler. But I’ve been a lousy best friend. 

Lousy.” 

 “No sher shitlock.” He made eye contact as he said. I set my hands on his 

shoulders and was aware of how I had to bend forward to meet his face. His jacket sank 

beneath my fingers. I pressed down hard enough to feel the muscle and bone of his 

shoulder blades.  

 “Forgive me.”  

 “Is that a request?” 

 “I mean--” 

 He cut me off. “Because if it’s a request then you gotta say please. Them’s are the 

rules.”  

 “It’s not a request.” 
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 “Oh, is it a demand then? You don’t get demands, Oxford Brickmann.” He threw 

off my hands. “You demand my forgiveness when you were right all along. You were 

right about the Whiskies, right about me, and right about everything. We sat in our velvet 

couches and warmed ourselves with booze and self-aggrandizement. You demand my 

forgiveness when we’re frauds. All of us. We had a system so perfect131, and then it was 

me, and Maxwell, and all the rest who destroyed it; because it was us, and it was never 

real in the first place.” 

 “Please forgive me.” 

 “No.” 

 I gazed at him. He gazed back at me, his face inscrutable. Then his shoulders 

slackened.  

 “Just kidding. You’re forgiven.” 

 And all the air ran back inside me. I was a thousand times lighter. “Thanks.” I 

clapped him on the shoulders and pulled my arms back to my sides, then snuggled them 

back into the pockets of my tailcoat. “I’m sorry, I should have listened to you better. I 

should have been kinder. I want to try again. Maybe do some active listening. Talk to me. 

Tell me how it went down. Gimme the nitty grits.”  

 “That’s real B.S.”  

 “Yeah. Just trying to, yunno,” I made a fist and swung it awkwardly. “Yunno, 

break the ice.” 

                                                            
131 T. S. Eliot, “Choruses from the Rock” states “They constantly try to escape / From the darkness 

outside and within / By dreaming of systems so perfect that no one will need to be good. / But the man that 
is will shadow / The man that pretends to be”. Collected Poems: 1909-1962 (New York, Houghton 
Miffling Harcourt, 1991): 160. 
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 “You want to know how it went down? It was a complete load of bull. Utter bull. 

I went to the Title IX office, sat down in the lobby, and waited for an hour. Just sat there 

and sucked on the mints. You want a mint.” 

 I shook my head. I pictured him there in the waiting room, his hands crossed. The 

woman at the desk half-interested in what he had to say.  

 “A lot, Ox.” 

 “How many?” 

 “Twenty, maybe thirty.”  

 “Mints?” 

 “No, minutes. I just said twenty or thirty minutes after the first hour. It was a lot” 

 “Right, I know, sorry. Continue.”  

 “Cause that would be a lot of a mints, now that you mention it.” 

 “An ungodly amount.” 

 “Are you sure you don’t want a mint?” He dove his hand into his jacket, and 

when he removed it was filled it at least a dozen wrapped peppermints. “I got a whole 

pocketful. Dude, I just, I got nervous. So, I just pilfered their mints. Anyway, so I’m 

sitting in the waiting room and this lady, big lady, scary lady. She say’s after an hour and 

a half that they’re ready to see me. I go into the office, and it’s you know, Miss Riviera.” 

He took a deep breath. “I told her everything. How the initiates would. Yunno. Bliss 

came with pills in his pocket. Figures. I don’t even think he knew the name would fit.” 

Craig pulled a wry face. Then his voice went quiet, and he pulled me out from the center 

of the arch as if that would conceal us. “I told her how Maxwell punched Addison in the 
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mouth and broke her tooth, and how she didn’t say anything at first, but, oh god.” And he 

stopped, and his weary eyes bulged. “I sold them out. All of them.”  

 “You didn’t sell them out.” I grabbed his arm again.“Don’t, don’t tell yourself 

that. You did right by Addison and the rest. You did the right thing.”  

 “And she, miss… she just wrote all it all down and told me she would follow up. 

Her face was… There was nothing there.. What if she does nothing?” I pulled him into a 

hug, and he embraced me as well.  

 “Craig, you did the right thing.” I said, but beneath my hand I could feel all the 

conflict roaring in him. Contorting. It threatened to hurl him to the earth. Had he done 

enough? Would they do enough? My heart shattered for him.  

 “How do you know that?” He whispered.  

 “You never know.” I said. 

 “No such thing as certainty, huh?” He joked as he pulled away from me.  

 “No,” I clutched his shoulder as I though I would float off the ground and out of 

the archway towards the chiseled face of the moon. I felt empty and full at the same time. 

“It’s always incomplete.”  

 

 We sat together in the Great Hall in the hour leading up to the Ash Wednesday 

service. Around us, students sat in their little groups. Their vortexes contracted as some 

walked away with plates they balanced in stacks towards the conveyor belt. They would 

return to scoop up their coats and backpacks, and as they did new ones would join and 

expand the group again. Craig and I witnessed it all from a spot in the corner. I sat with 

my back to Quad. Twice a friend would come up to us, and I would make an excuse for 
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Craig. “He needed some space” or “We’re having a meeting.” Only twice though. 

Whatever happened between the two of us must have seemed heavy, because the rest of 

our friends moved like pinballs between their own tiny crowds and left invisible traces 

between each of the crowds, which Craig and I charted. Except for one friend, her name 

was Ezzie, with the ponytail, and she came up hugged him. Her whole body draped over 

his back. He squeezed her hand in thanks before she went off to join some other friends.  

Seniors sat with freshmen, freshmen by themselves. All years would sit together 

in groups, and some students sat alone.  

 “I wonder what they’re talking about.” I gestured with my fork to some freshies 

gathered on the opposite side of the hall, one of whom, mouth agape with laughter, had 

smote the table in comic agitation. My mouth was full with meatball and mushroom 

sauce. Craig twisted over his shoulder and examined them as well. His jacket lay on the 

bench beside him “Do we still laugh like that anymore?” 

 “I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint?132” Craig raised an 

eyebrow at me. I chuckled over another forkful of pasta.  

 “Har har. I mean, there’s this heaviness over us, as we get older, and I don’t know 

what to kind of do about it, but everything just seems, well, more burdensome because of 

it. It makes me feel…” My fork dripped with greyed stew as I twirled it over my plate. 

“What’s the word?” 

 “Haggard?” 

                                                            
132 Psalm 22:14 
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 “Yeah. Or crushed. Crushed is better. You ever worry about what’s gonna happen 

after we finish school and go on to the real world? There won’t be these kinds of places, 

or the kinds of people to help us out. Dammit, it sounds so casual when I say it this way. 

 “Are you afraid you’ll be lonely?” Craig hovered his spork over an untouched 

salad.  

 “Yeah. I’m afraid that one day I might, might.” 

 With his brow furrowed, Craig stabbed his spork into the lettuce. It crunched as 

he drove the prongs deeper, waiting for me to continue.  

 My chin rested on my palm so that its bristles scratched against the bandage. “I 

might find myself in a bad way one night, and there won’t be anyone around me to help 

or, stop me from pulling a belt around my neck.”  

 Craig set his spork down into the pocket of his jacket, which was in danger of 

sliding off onto the floor, and burrowed for another peppermint. “You know you can 

always call me, right?” 

 “Yeah. Yeah, thanks.” I said. “Craig, I…”  

 Craig turned back towards his jacket and tugged out his phone, which had begun 

to vibrate furiously, and in the process flung peppermints all across the floor. With a 

curse, he tossed up his phone on the table and leaned over to gather up the candies. His 

head dipped out of view. As wrappers crinkled while he gathered them up, Craig’s free 

hand shot up towards his phone as it rattled on the table and silenced it.  

 “It’s just my alarm. It’s time for the Ask Wendy.” 
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 I should tell him. I should really have told him. Instead we stood, collected our 

things, and departed together with the overhead coat-of-arms gazing down upon us. I 

promise I’ll tell him later. 

… 

 

 Jai Pandit in her cream-coffee joggers and navy sweater kept wide the door to 

Baskin Chapel. She reclined against it with her back just slightly curved. A stack of 

programs she clutched in the crook of her elbow, and these she handed out to the train of 

students who passed by her into the light of the chapel. Outside of the chapel, forlorn 

lamplights struggled to stave off the darkness. Jai lay piebald at the place where the 

shadow of Yewstice and the weight of the night met the cloistered glow-- half-in and 

half-out of the dim. I noticed, although I turned my head, the way in which Jai’s leaning 

accentuated the curvature of her spine and the elegant slope of her backside. Yet her face 

was weary in the light and her smile strained.  

Craig and I approached her. Craig in awkward pauses between his steps while his 

hand sifted through the peppermints in his jacket. He fell back several paces behind me. I 

moved closer to Jai until at last the beam of light that emanated the chapel soared over 

me. When it did I felt a curious pang in a pocket of my chest. Jai’s cheeks bore the 

velveteen rouge of evening chill. The scent of green-tea danced in the air around her. Her 

smile wavered when her eyes greeted my own, and my fingers without intention caressed 

hers when I plucked from her hand the Ash Wednesday program. The roughness of the 

paper felt similar to the bloody drought of my fingers. As soon as she had released the 

paper, Jai’s hand retreated up towards her temple, where she pulled back a strand of hair 
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unstrung from the untidy bun of her hair, dark as lush soil in the garden. I lowered my 

eyes and entered the floor of the chapel. There I was again.  

“Oxford!” Yelped a voice. Before my foot had crossed the threshold or I could 

meet the faces caught in stained panels of glass, I turned around to see Corey beckon to 

me. Arm aloft and draped in plastic neon bracelets, he led with that west-coast swagger 

of company of our boys. Beside him lumbered Raphie, two-fifty pounds of linebacker 

gone to seed as the scholarships trickled over to bigger men; Xander followed, the beak-

nosed astrophysicist that never contributed to a discussion words tethered to context, 

direct behind Corey. There was Vanguard, who blistered his fingers doing who-knows-

what, and Teptoe, who shook my hand ninety-minutes after he’d been diagnosed with 

strep-throat and whose mother called him by his middle name: Logan. There was a blob 

of a guy who introduced himself to me as Braff during opening weekend and had 

declined every invitation I had heretofore offered to Percy events. His roommate, 

Estabon, wasn’t present, which strangely reinforced that jab entrenched in the pocket 

above my heart. Had I seen Estabon after move-in? Did he still live here? Even Isaac, 

sullen and with his hands driven deep into the recesses of his pockets and his face once 

again empurpled, though it was uncertain whether by cold or emotion, tagged along near 

the end of the crowd. Other mingled with them, those whose names and faces proffered 

little recognizability. They hailed from Corey’s hallway. 

I searched their eyes for acknowledgement. Braff had a nauseated, sleepless 

dullness in his eye. The others were hard to read. I waved to them. It was a heavy wave 

that labored through thickness of trepidation to sunder the air. Why did my heart stammer 

the way it did when the moment extended between my wave and their response, and why 
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did it lift so when Teptoe and Xander returned my wave? They passed one by one 

beneath Yewstice, and the tallest among them upset his baseball cap in the branches of 

the yew tree. I stepped through the entryway and shook hands with Corey as he passed 

through.  

“Hey, man, welcome.”  

“Hey.” 

“Hi, Tep. It’s good to see you.” 

“Hey Ox.”  

“Vanguard, always a pleasure.” Vanguard nodded but didn’t smile. I clapped him 

on the back and felt the resistance of his shoulder blades against my palm. Teptoe put a 

hand to his mouth to conceal a budding cold-sore.  Xander’s eyes lingered for just an 

instant on Jaishree’s breasts. Jesus Christ. Why for the first time this year did these guys 

feel and move and breath and, be, like real people?  

 “Isaac.” I mumbled. Perhaps he failed to hear, but Isaac ignored me. He oozed the 

smell of armpit. And when Craig brushed against him as they both entered the chapel, 

Isaac pulled away sharply. Craig glared at the back of his head as we took our seats in the 

back, where there were still spots. The crowd inside the chapel impressed me. Residents 

from every floor crammed the uppermost pews, whispering together. Some laughed aloud 

at some flurry of gossip or gleeful tidbit of a day. Some wore coats or overlong sweaters. 

Their breath made little clouds like wisps of smoke above their heads. Even then the 

warmth shared between the bodies in the chapel slipped over towards the back, where we 

from the third floor sat, scattered in groups and shining, or so it seemed to me, beneath 
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the higher lights of the chapel. In my periphery, Martin Luther King in Birmingham Jail 

leaned over the writing desk with his pen hovered over the blank sheet of a letter.  

 Perhaps if there could be some trick of the light, then Martin would seem to be 

smiling.  

 The Percians sat and quibbled together as they awaited the time when it would 

come to ask Wendy to bring their sins to the Father and ask for absolution. Sheepish, 

Isaac continued to glance over his shoulder at Jai. My chest ached, pulled towards Isaac 

with mixed embarrassment and moral outrage. 

 Hypocrite.  

 “What’s so funny?” 

 “Nothing.” I replied.  

 “You have plans for tonight? Cod, maybe?” Craig whispered from the corner of 

his mouth.  

 “I’d be down.” I whispered back.  

 “I’ll dial it back on the profanities this time.”  

 “You’re giving up obscenity for Lent?” I smirked.  

 “Don’t be ridiculous.” Craig said. “What would I be without my obscenity?” 

 “For sure, man.” Out of the corner of my smile I snarked back at him. I scanned 

the chapel, and across the room sat a familiar young woman in a threadbare sweater. Her 

hair had been done up in a bun that threatened to burst and send forth an explosion of 

chestnut curls. Sweet Jesus! Rylie Leonardon herself in the chapel! She reclined her acne-

ridden cheek against a girlfriend’s shoulder.  
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 The door to the chapel shut with a thud. With footstep that echoed along the floor 

and about our ears, Jai strode with her head lowered and the last programs clutched like a 

breastplate against her chest towards the altar. She discarded the programs on the 

foremost pew next to Gunner, the Ministry Chair, scooped up a Bible stuffed with sticky 

notes and crumpled paper, and turned towards us. Her head still hung low. She brushed a 

strand of dark hair away from her nose and cleared her throat. When she did glance up at 

us, it was with a dimness in her eyes that settled over her smile.  

 “Welcome to our Ash Wednesday Service.” Her throaty voice broke the absolute 

stillness and clattered about the ceiling. We sat upright in our chairs, hands in our laps, or 

at least it seemed like all of us. Stiff, all of us, we waited for her to continue. Except for 

Rylie, who buried her cheek into her friend’s shoulder. “Ash Wednesday marks the 

beginning of the Lenten season, the forty days that lead into Easter and that marks the 

resurrection of Christ in the time that follows her crucifixion.”  

 My heart skipped. Had Jai just said her crucifixion? Her crucifixion? Last time I 

checked, Jesus wasn’t a woman.  

 “The Lenten season is marked as a time of fasting and penance in the Catholic 

and other Liturgical traditions.” Jai glared straight ahead, her back straight and her arms 

still, holding the open Bible and glancing in broken increments down to the wrinkled 

paper. “Perhaps you yourselves know practice fasting for Lent of some degree or another. 

Many Protestants give up for Lent some habit or food, like pop, meat, or video games.”  

Rylie whispered something to her friends. The Lady doth protest too much, 

methinks. 
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“In this time of worship, we invite you to consider your own contrition, I mean,” 

And Jaishree’s words stumbled and then fizzled out, like a worn lightbulb, and what 

followed was a silence ominous as darkness. With her eyes shut, Jaishree inhaled. She 

held the haggard breath deep for a moment, two moments, so that her belly protruded 

against the buttons of her shirt, and then released it with a rush like stinging wind. Her 

hands still held out as if to offer supplication closed the book. “Before our time of 

reflection, Gunner will read from Psalm 51, that is traditionally read during the service.” 

Jaishree took her seat. She was so stiff that it seemed that any sudden blow of a moment 

might shatter her. Gunner cast his wary eyes upon her as he rose with a milky sheet of 

paper, and with this single page he took in deliberate steps a set place behind the podium, 

which itself stood perpetually erect behind the altar.  

It might have been a trick of the light, but I thought that I saw Father Sharpe and 

Father Ferrer, again with their lips planted in contrite kisses against the floor. Gunner 

towered over them. Blond-haircut boy. Blue eyes above lips from which emerged a drawl 

you could not help but anticipate. A shock hit me in that pocket above the chest. The 

perfect Aryan. No, sorry, that was mean. Why did the service have to be so hard? 

“I wonder where Jake is.” He said he’d be here.  

Gunner began to read with his head bent over like a scribe, unable to bury that 

wide plain drawl. “Have mercy on me, O God, according to your loving kindness; in your 

great compassion blot out my offenses...”  

Rylie Leonardon’s shoulders rose and settled with the serenity of waves receding 

beneath the sunrise. She’d fallen asleep. I craned my neck out, but then...  
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Oxford, pay attention. Right! Dammit, sorry. Right! Oxford M. Brickmann, where 

the M sta-- No time for that now! 

“Indeed,” Gunner cried and raised his hand above his head. His face, red from 

cold or fervor, contorted, jagged like a cliff wall or the face carved from an ageless, 

perpetual canyon. “I have been wicked from my birth, a sinner from my mother’s womb. 

For behold, you look for truth deep within me, and will make me understand wisdom 

secretly.”  

Goosebumps ran along my forearms and chills along my back. Gunner’s drawl 

had melted into a power that grew steadily in his voice. It rang like bronze bell in the 

silence of the chapel and intermingled with every breath released, lifting from the 

shoulders whatever heaviness they carried to pull them with ferocity towards the altar. 

Rife with confidence, Gunner’s voice struck the spaces in between the air. It struck the 

air itself. You could breathe it in. Every one of our boys were captivated. Isaac bound by 

the spell that fixed his eyes upon the altar. And then his voice became small. The fury 

that had risen so soon left it. With a voice that seemed laden with weariness, Gunner, to 

whom I had never spoken, nor had I seen him seen him on that day, clutched the edges of 

the podium and said in a voice so near to a whisper I leaned forward to hear him. 

“Let me hear of joy and gladness, that the body you have broken may rejoice. 

Hide your face from my sins and blot out all my iniquities. Create in me, a clean heart, O 

God, and renew a right spirit within me. Cast me not away from your presence and take 

not your holy Spirit from me.”  

Give me the joy of your saving help again. 
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 “Oxford, Oxford?” Craig’s pale hand leapt for my wrist. My fingernails dug into 

my palm, and the ravaged flesh throbbed beneath my bandage.  

 “I shall teach your ways to the wicked.” A sob mangled Gunner’s words. “And 

sinners shall return to you.”  

 Rylie’s fingers brushed the subtle curvature of her spine, but Gunner would not 

stop.  

 “Deliver me from death, O God, and my tongue shall sing of your righteousness, 

O God of my salvation.”  

 “Oxford, are you alright?”  

 I tried to pull away, but Craig held fast to me.  

 “Open my lips, O Lord, and my mouth shall proclaim your praise.”  

 “I’m not alright. I’m not alright.” I mumbled, terror latched its vice around my 

mouth, mortified that someone might hear me through the words that smashed the space 

around the chapel, between the listeners, inside my chest.  

 “Do you need to--”  

 “Had you desired it…” 

 I was no longer able to wrench my hand away.  

 “I would have offered sacrifice; but you take no delight in burnt offerings.”  

 “The sacrifice of God is a troubled spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you 

will not despise.”  

 Unable to hear any more, I found strength to tear myself from my best friend’s 

clutch and spring for the exit. I fumbled my steps past the boys, from whom I hid my face 

with an upright hand. I tried to measure the weight that fell in each trembling footstep. 
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Not too loud. Don’t draw attention. The door resisted my quivering hand. I had to try 

again. For a moment it stood fast and then flew open, and I collapsed into the fuzz of a 

sweater.  

 “Sorry,” two voices mumbled in unison, and when I looked up I met Jake’s eyes. 

And then he slipped past me, and the door shut behind him. The cold and dim surrounded 

me. I draped my arms across my chest and hunched to stave off the sudden bite of the 

evening. I had left my jacket on the pew.  
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 
A Garden Party 

 

“I come to the end-- I am still with you” – Psalm 139:18b133 

 

Argument:  

The final chapter skips ahead to July, where Oxford and Adam Pine sit together at a 

garden party and discuss Oxford’s confrontation with reality as well as the first signs of 

his reconciliation with Addison. Oxford explains to Adam that Ash Wednesday was a day 

in which he rediscovered reality, and in losing his wars with God he acknowledges his 

place within the larger structure and how that place allows him to help with changing the 

world. He offers a toast for the Pine family and ends with a request that they pray for the 

garden party guests now and at the hour of their death.  

 

 Oxford Brickmann died last night; he and I discussed the matter over prosecco 

and hors d'oeuvres at a garden party thrown by his mother. It was the monthly Sunday 

potluck hosted by the Brickmann parents, although it doubled this time as a birthday 

celebration. Addison and I made it to twenty-three. For celebration, there was real 

prosecco. Partygoers mingled in the Houston mid-summer swelter of the Brickmann 

backyard, hemmed in by brick walls saturated by ivy. A collie panted behind the glare of 

the sliding door of a weather-beaten, brick house. Mothers and their friends gaggled 

                                                            
133 (New Revised Standard Version) 
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together in the far corner of the yard.  Dr. Brickmann and the men, Dad, Uncle Rob, 

among them, encircled the grill.  

Sweat conjoined my shirt to my chest. At twenty-two my father, as a joke, had 

insisted no more birthdays. Yet, with our whole family coming into town, Uncle Oliver 

and Aunt Marie insisted upon an exception. Addison, Chelsea, and some of her other 

friends had gone upstairs to converse before heading out to do something or another. I 

stayed below, drowned in heat, to keep Oxford company. 

I had just gone over to embrace Dad and had buried my face into his Hawaiian 

shirt, heavy with the scent of charred meat and smoke, with his bristles brushing against 

my forehead, when Oxford called for me to bring him a drink. He reclined in a lawn chair 

near the patio’s edge while an wide, colorful umbrella provided him meagre shade. The 

crown of Dr. Brickmann’s head as he glanced over his glasses at me shone with sweat. 

Sweat trickled down my back as I collected twin glasses of bubbly and meandered back 

to my friend. Oxford reclined his hand on his palm and scrolled through his phone. His 

belly protruded a bit over the delicate button-down he wore. It was a shirt blue as the 

summer sky. It rose and fell, dampened from the heat and moisture. He wiggled his toes, 

at least those toes not unfettered by the cast that swallowed his left foot and half his shin 

shin, while one of his mother’s friend in a floral sunhat engaged him in conversation.  

“I broke it running an errand for my Dad.” He was saying, while the friend of the 

mother nodded, smiled. She muttered something inaudible, patted him on his knee, and 

strode back to Oxford’ smother. My friend turned his attention to me and took the glass 

of prosecco from my outstretched hand. He settled the glass, inside of which bubbles 
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burst and liquid swayed as if in dance, on the petite garden table between us while I took 

a seat in a lawn chair beside him with a groan.  

“Why is it, that all my mother’s friends look like sixties Bridge fanatics?” Oxford 

pondered. “She’s not all that old.” He sipped from the glass and appeared quite 

comfortable as he slouched slouched, with his leg propped up on an ottoman brought out 

from the living room.  

“It must be a Texas thing.” I replied as I took a seat beside him. “I really do love 

your house.” With the hand that held my glass, I gestured to the vines that ran down the 

brick façade behind us. The exterior seemed enormous. An old Brickmann Castle bought 

cheap when Ms. Brickmann kept occupation. Now she clasped a lemonade and chortled 

with her friends.  

 “Yeah, it’s aight.” Ox swiped over text messages and tapped one thread, which he 

passed over to me.  

 Rylie: So, what’s the news? Will you be able to join the clan on the Rockies’ 

pious slopes?  

 Oxford: Verdict’s in: your brood has me for the holiday. As long as they can stuff 

me with turkey.  

 Rylie: Huzzah! ‘Tis the season for multitudinous laudations.  

 Ox: I miss you.  

 Rylie: U too. Heal up, boo. I wanna have you healthy enough to take a faceplant 

in the snow.  

 I grinned and handed the phone back to him. “Sounds like things are going well.”  
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 He shrugged but couldn’t keep back the smile. “What really kills me is how much 

she’s grown over this summer. I can hardly call her kid anymore. I mean it doesn’t stop 

me, but it doesn’t have as much bite to it, yunno?”  

 I took a sip of prosecco and let its firecrackers sparkle down my throat. Kid. 

“Where’s she interning again?” 

 “She’s not. She’s doing conference assistantships for summer camps at Queen 

Anne. I was gonna go back up and visit her before this.” With a sigh, Oxford gestured to 

his leg. “I hate being broken. That’s what I get for dropping a couch on my foot. Does 

Addison enjoy being at home again.” 

 “So far. Dad’s not gotten on her nerves too much yet. What about Ry? She’s 

liking conference-y stuff?” 

 As he sipped his drink, Oxford mused over the question. He replied, “I don’t 

know. I think she’s tired of people calling in at eleven p.m. to complain about the heating 

system or how they can’t get into their room. She’s thrilled to come down here in August. 

I’ve told her all about you, and she’s super stoked to meet Chelsea.”  

 “Have you told her about the heat?” 

 “Yeah, somehow she’s still coming.” 

 “Golly, she must really like you.” 

 “That, or she’s actually like hella off her rocker.” Oxford retorted.  

 “Speaking of—you know I’m gonna ask her about the penis.” 

 “Please don’t ask her about the penis.” It took me a whole lot of effort to not 

chuckle while Oxford stuffed his fists into his eyes and groaned. “I still feel really bad 

about that.”  
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 “I’m gonna ask her if she still has it.” 

 “Oh, god, please don’t.” Oxford made a facepalm.  

 “Why not?” 

 “Because she still does.” 

 “What?!” I flung myself on my side with such vigor that I spilled prosecco on my 

shorts. “Oxford Brickmann, your girlfriend does not keep an inflatable phallus.”  

 “She thinks it’s funny, I guess,” Oxford said with a grimace and a shrug. “Having 

a dick about the house. I swear, Adam, if you ask my girlfriend about her inflatable penis, 

I will smash this cast over your obnoxious, flea-bitten face. I mean it.” Such seriousness 

burned in Oxford’s eyes. “I swear to God.”  

I laughed for a full minute and then collected myself, wiping tears and sweat from 

beneath my eye with a finger.  

 “What am I supposed to say?” I added with a cough. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, 

Rylie. Your boyfriend told me all about you, although he called you Melanie Voight 

spometimes and tried to convince me that your propensity for the theatrical is more 

Shakespearean than Aristophonic. But I’m not convinced.”  

 Oxford snorted.  

 “Why did you do that, anyway?” I prodded him. “Change the names, I mean.” 

 “I didn’t change the names.” Oxford replied. “I just added my name for them. 

You do the same thing. Quillion Trace.” He drove the point home with air-quotes. 

 “Yes, but I have a reason for it.” I replied. “There’s a medieval idea: quo ad nos, 

and quo ad se.” 

 “The thing to me and the thing to itself?” 
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 “Exactly.” I replied. “I am Adam Pine, Quo Ad Se, but my listeners understand 

me as Quillion Trace, Quo Ad Nos. It’s for the sake of presentation: Quillion Trace, 

Tracey, Quill. It’s something about the way in which it changes the way we see the thing. 

Like the sign somehow makes the real thing more interesting or more strange. Stranger, I 

mean.” 

 “Interesting.” Oxford took another sip of prosecco. “I didn’t have anything like 

that in mind.”  

 “Oh, no?” 

 “Not really.” He shook his head. His eyes were distant. “I think it’s just that I 

wanted to acknowledge my remarkable capacity for self-delusion. I was also on a fuck-

ton of morphine.” Here he clapped his cast and flinched. “So much morphine. I think, I 

think I did because when I gave them my names for them, then I had some level of, I 

dunno, control over them, or at least the idea of them. I could deal with that. But they’re 

real, and sometimes it’s not reality that conforms to you, but you that must conform to 

reality. Only then can you change it, because you can touch it, grasp it, twist it.” 

 “It’s like MLK in the chapel.” 

 “Yeah, he had a dream. That was the reality we didn’t have, but the one we strive 

for. Something unified and cohesive. Imitation and sharing.” Oxford nodded. “That’s 

what happened on Ash Wednesday, I think. I got bitch-slapped by reality.” He snorted, 

then finished his prosecco. “You could even say it killed me.”  

 “Yeah. Is that what this was about for you?  You said died again. Tell me more 

about that.”  
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Oxford scratched his belly with a sweaty hand. It struck me how pink his palm 

was in comparison to his face. The pang of awkwardness fluttered through me. Oxford 

always looked handsome to me. It’s got nothing with racism. At least, I don’t think so. 

Perhaps even Quillion Trace isn’t above a little implicit bias.  

 Oxford adjusted his glasses. “I was facetiming Rylie last night.” He began. “It 

was late, like midnight or something, and we finish up, and I’m thirsty. So, I grab these 

bad boys” he slapped the crutches stacked together against the chair, which clattered to 

the ground. “Oops. Um, and I leave the bedroom and go around the corner to the kitchen, 

yunno, to get some water. And Addie is at the dining room table.”  

 Oxford hadn’t spoken to Addie in months. Hadn’t really spoken to her. The 

tension had been palpable at dinner these past few nights. They sat across from each other 

but spoke to Dad, Aunt Marie, me, anyone but each other. 

 “She was reading at the dining room table.” Oxford’s face wrinkled, which 

deepened the crow’s feet beside his eyes. It gave him a pained look. “Why there, I don’t 

know, but she was all cast in shadow because she had the lights on low. I guess not to 

bother anyone. She read… I think it was a biography or something. I didn’t want to 

bother her. And I just kinda, you know, moved past her and went into the kitchen.” He 

breathed deep and sank deeper into the chair. The breath seemed to weigh him down, 

anchor him in the dirt. “I was stuck, frozen, and then I was shaking so bad trying to pour 

some water that I dropped my cup. In the sink. I kinda jumped, and Addie ran in from the 

clamor. She found me leaning against the countertop, my hands shaking. And she held 

them.”  

 I shifted in my seat, and an unpleasantness curled up like a rope in my lower gut.  
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 “Her hands were cold.” Oxford developed a faraway look in his eyes. I set my 

chin down on my fist. He had the same faraway look he spoke of Craig having. “I started 

to cry. I hadn’t even turned on the light, and she help me sit down on the floor, and her 

face was all veiled in shadow, but I felt a light mine. It wasn’t the moon, I don’t think. It 

was an ugly cry, and I felt real bad about it.” 

 “What happened next?” I said, more sharply than I meant.  

 “I didn’t say I was sorry. I just lay there and cried and thought maybe, maybe 

she’ll just think that it’s my leg that’s killing me. But…” His next breath shuddered. “She 

probably knows better.”  

 “She does.”  

 “Yeah…” Oxford shifted in his seat and grimaced. “I did ask something though, 

although I felt awful for not saying the, the right thing afterwards, today. I still feel really 

terrible about it. I asked her, while she helped get my back on my crutches, why she was 

being so gracious. Man, god, I was so, so awkward.  

 “She was like, ‘I know what it is to be you.’ She had to think about it before she 

said because I think I caught her off guard, but she that’s what she told me. ‘I know what 

it is to be you.’  I said thank you and went back to bed and lay there for a while rubbing 

the skin above the cast with my heel and like, I was like, a little offended, yunno. I 

thought I was going to cry, but I didn’t.” He had a pained expression. He reached down 

for the cast. “Gah, this thing itches.”  

 “I know what you mean.”  

 “I mean, who was she to say that she knew what it’s like to be to me? I don’t even 

know what it’s like to be me.” Oxford prodded his chest with his thumb. “I couldn’t 
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shake the thought, what’s she going on about with all this, I know what it’s like to be 

you. I didn’t think she could understand.” 

 “So I went out and told her that.”  

 “You did what?” 

 “I did, I took one crutch and hobbled out there again, and planted myself across 

the table from her while she was reading, and I told her. I was like, ‘you have no idea 

what it is to be like me. You don’t know what it’s like to not be able to cry yourself to 

sleep last night because the chemicals in your head are poison. You don’t know what it’s 

like to have nowhere to go to escape from the noise, from the scream, that just goes on 

and on and on. You don’t know what it’s like to be in a place where the only cure for the 

fake pain is real pain. You don’t know.”  

 “Is that fair.” 

With a deep breath, I replied. “Addison and I, well, she has to put up with me, like 

all families do. And I with her. Since Mom died, she’s been really broken up the past few 

years—" 

 “Yeah, that’s when I realized. Jesus Christ, sorry, I mean, sorry. But her mom, 

your mom, died just a couple years ago, and here I was saying she had no idea how it felt 

to be totally, irreversibly miserable. It’s like I forgot everything, everything that 

happened in the past six months, just ‘cause I got a little hurt by how she was trying to 

help. But she just looked at me over her book and across the table. And she was like, 

‘Oxford. Marcus Brickmann, I did not say I knew what it was like to be you. I said, I 

know what it is to be you.’” 

 Something, a little like understanding, a light just leapt up in Oxford’s eyes.  
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 “And I had a peculiar wish kind of burst just up here.” And he gestured to a spot 

over the left part of his chest. “It popped. I wanted her to say something for me. Like I 

was too heavy to speak, but she could. I envied how light she is. How free her 

movements. How when she goes places it feels like she’s going places. Because she 

could do that, and I couldn’t. And I wanted to say, ‘when you get to wherever it is you’re 

going, because you’re going somewhere. I want you to ask whomever you find there to 

see if, maybe, they’ll send someone back for me. So that I can come, too. Because it’s 

lonely back here. And I think I care too much, and I can’t keep still enough. So let me 

know if they’re coming, and maybe I can be patient a little while longer.  

 “And that’s it,” he put down his glass on the table and clapped his hands together. 

His voice was bright. “That’s how I died. I lost the war again. Feel free to mourn for me. 

I realized that, I saw something different. Different than me.” 

 “Why should I mourn for you?” I replied, and I grasped his bony shoulder and 

gave him a tug so he met my eyes. The mournfulness had not yet left the wrinkles by his 

eyes. “Seriously, why should I mourn?”  

 “I mean, could you at least with my sister to write up a decent eulogy and share it 

on your podcast. Oxford Brickmann: Nineteen-Ninety-Seven to July Fifteen, Twenty-

Eighteen; July Fifteenth, Twenty-Eighteen, to however long he’s got in left in store for 

him.” 

 “It was not atrophy of the bone that killed our Oxford Brickmann.” I said. “Nor 

idleness of sinew…”  

 “That’s a good start. Cheers.” He brandished the glass and remembered its 

emptiness. “Crap.”  
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 “The battlefield it was took Oxford Brickmann, our old boy.” I leapt up and the 

lawn chair toppled. Bewilderment slapped Oxford across the face. “Our Stoic, our fellow 

academe.”  

 “You made that word up.”  

 “Hush, you don’t get to talk at your own eulogy.”  

 “Do I not? Watch me!” Oxford lunged for the crutches by his chair and upended 

both chair and the garden table beside us. Both our champagne glasses smashed against 

the patio, and Oxford ended on his side with his forearm pinched between his crutches.   

“Oxford!” His mother shrieked and sprang towards us. His father discarded 

without second notion a bratwurst clutched between a pair of tongs over the grill, from 

which erupted a cavalcade of sparks. Dad too set aside his glass and hurried towards the 

pair of us. After I’d collected myself, I attempted to wrest Oxford from the mire of lawn 

chair, table-leg, crutch, and shattered glass. I got his arm draped around my shoulder and 

yanked him to his feet with a grunt. He was surprisingly light, I noted, as I set my arm 

around his wiry torso. The sweat-dampened arm of his shirt rubbed the back of my neck 

as his mother snatched up the crutches. As he struggled to reassure his mother, Oxford 

tucked the crutches beneath his armpits. Sweat shone on his temples.  

“Is he okay?” Chelsea called through the meshed window on the second floor. 

She and Addison were barely visible through the window, beyond them gathered an 

obscurity of their friends. With my gestures, I asserted he was fine. His mother remained 

unconvinced.  

“I’m fine, Mom.” Oxford insisted with his hand on her shoulder. “Mom, mom, 

I’m delightful. I was just getting up to deliver Adam his birthday toast. Adam,” and he 
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snapped his fingers at me and then pointed to one of the broken glasses, about half of the 

upper-portion remained attached to the stem. I reached down, pinched the stem between 

my fingers, and brought it up. It rang as it left the ground. Oxford’s hand left his mother’s 

shoulder and took the glass.  

“Can you get me a new one, Dad?” His father nodded and went back to grab one, 

shaking his head. I noticed a smile on his face before he turned.  

“A toast...” And Oxford raised the glass, with the attention of the whole garden 

party upon him. “To Adam, and Addison Pine” He saluted up to where she sat behind the 

screen. Addie waved down to him. “From your biggest fans and fiercest proponents, the 

Brickmann family on the occasion your twenty-third.” 

“Twenty-fourth.” I corrected. 

“Shit, really, oh, sorry Mom. Sorry.”  

 “I’m just kidding. It’s twenty-third.”  

 “Ha, he’s a kidder, this one.” Oxford gave me a look as he raised the jagged glass. 

“To Adam first: as he takes his first toddling steps into the real world, many blessings, 

much health, and a peace be unto you. Pedantic may your podcasts never be. May you 

recognize the absurdity of your pen name—Quillion Trace—and may that not keep you 

from the absurd. For what could be more absurd than the mysteries of the universe you 

follow through the webs and lines? Ave, imperator, morituri te salutant. Welcome to 

reality. Welcome deeper into the adult world.”   

 There was a smattering of applause, but a shadow passed over our fathers’ faces. I 

clasped my hands and bowed to Oxford, though, having noted the peculiar gleam in his 

eye. Sovogna vos a me temps dolore, Oxford. Why should I mourn? 
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 “And to Addison: May your numbers forever be accurate and your vocabulary 

extensive. Where would we be without your sensibilities? And I mean that in a positive 

way. Thank you, Dad.” Oxford handed his father the broken glass and took the new one. 

The fingers of Oxford’s other hand, which dangled at his side, rubbed together. Looking 

closer, I found that he had plucked a clump of earth in his fall. It crumbled beneath his 

fingers and fell to the ground in pieces that clung together by the swelter of Houston 

summer.  

“To the Pine family. Thank you for your existence. Thank you for being real. 

Happy Birthday.” He paused and gazed for a moment into sparkling liquid in his glass. 

Was it his reflection? “Cheers.” And as the party echoed cheers, Oxford Brickmann 

downed his glasses. 

“Pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.”  I heard him mutter. 
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