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Personae 
 
Marylyn Anne Dow – Professor and Chair of English 
H. – partner to M.A.D. 
David Peligro – Professor of Critical Studies 
Ronald Giacoff – Professor of English, former Head of 
 Humanities Center  
Nelson Oldfather – Hal Allusha Professor of Literature 
Abigail DeShank – Associate Professor, Women’s Studies 
Thomas Self – Professor of English, former partner to 
 E.W.  
Edith Winsome – Professor, Joint Appointment, former 
 partner to T.S.  
Duncan Meserve – Assistant Professor, English  
William Scrivener – Writer in Residence  
Jerome Schmalz – Dean of Humanities 
Francis Clandestine, known as ‘Smith’ – Provost 
Jennifer Kandiewski – Associate Provost 
Lisa Wiseacre – Administrative Assistant, English 
 Dept. 
Kaye Flagrante – Library Staff 
Jill Joiner–Assistant to the Provost  
Jason [name withheld]– sophomore, major TBD 
Melissa [name withheld]—senior, creative writing 
[name withheld]—student 
[anon]—[position withheld]
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30 
Thursday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
30 
 

 
 
To: All Chairs 
 
Please be advised that a lock-down is now in effect for the entire 
campus. As supervisor, you are responsible for employees and 
students in your department. Please ensure that all offices are 
secured. If locked offices are not available, move immediately to a 
secure classroom and report to Security. 
 
All students are to be assigned partners according to the Security 
Emergency Preparedness Drill of 2008, Memo No. 8764-4D and 
subsequent Addenda. Please refer to Rev.Add.Secs 6-9 regarding 
restrictions on cis-gendered. Violations subject to disciplinary action. 
Address all questions to the appropriate agency. 
 
Security 
 
 
What the hell is this? Christ, I barely have my shirt off and belt 
unbuckled and ... 
 
Tom 
 
 
Ma chere madam— 
 
Ah, my dear, how different things were in my day. Rest assured my 
office door remains locked, like my heart, and the key rests in the 
hands of those who know. 
 
—Nelson 
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Not in my thirty-five years of slaving in academia, first in my many 
years at Indiana, and finally, for more than a fucking wasted half 
decade here, have I seen a more egregious example of the police-
state mentality of the present administration. I demand an 
explanation. 
 
Giacoff 
 
 
 
Chair Down— 
 
A young member of the Asian Studies program just brought this to 
my attention. 
 
D. Peligro 
 
 
You lock my door, and you can kiss my f.cking ass. 
 
Abbie 
 
 
Dearest M— 
 
Can you pick up some fresh cilantro? Pesticide-free of course. 
 
Love, 
H 
 
(Chapter outline drafted on the diss. today!) 
 
 
Oh dear,  :(  I just don’t know what to do. Is this the kind of thing 
that happens when you’re in charge? :o Am I prepared for this????? 
Ha ha! ‘Prepared.’ Gosh! That makes me blush. Oh wait. Maybe it’s 
not funny. 
 
—Edie 
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JZ I seem 2B on yr lst. Ds this mn I get A? 
 
 
 
Could this have an adverse effect on my tenure file? 
 
Duncan Meserve 
Assistant Professor 
 
 
 
 
I’m not sure being strip-searched by security is part of my job 
description. Can you provide me the name of my union rep? Thnx 
in advance. 
 
—L. Wiseacre, A.A. 
 
 
 
 
Hang on. May be a rumor. Something to get the story going. Screw 
your damn colleagues, by the way. Is there any way to disable the 
‘Reply-All’ function? 
 
Burn this letter. 
 
Jerry 
 
Jerome Schmalz 
Office of the Dean 
 
 
 
Did you see these reviews of my latest in Literature Now!? I am 
moved. Truly moved. Please distribute. I’m sure the department will 
share my joy.   
 
Enclosures. 
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Con amistad 
 
William 
 
Sorry, I have no idea how such worldly kudos are handled. Can you 
add them to my merit file? 
 
 
 
Dear Chair Dow— 
 
Congratulations on your three years of exemplary service. 
 
Expect no more than a few small items from our office during this, 
the last month of your chairship. Housekeeping, to take care of 
before June. We’ll let you know. 
 
Provost Smith 
 
 
My glycemic index is fluctuating so I really can’t take the test. I’ll 
just do extra credit. Thx 
 
[Name Withheld] 
 
 
I know this may be late. 
 
 We used to live on a large family compound. We heated houses with wood. 
It was delivered in large piles, but you need to stack it under cover to keep it dry. 
To stack wood, you need to be systematic. If the pile falls, it will need to be 
restacked. It is not too much work if you plan ahead. ... 
 In this compound lived ... 
 
Sorry. I’ll have my revisions next week. 
 
Melissa 
 
 
We are in receipt ... 
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Friday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
29 
 
 

 
Oh I get it. ‘29.’ One month minus one day? That’s it? Sorry to be 
so dense. Ha! You made it (even though we didn’t; I mean you and 
me ... sorry! I guess I should be more diplomatic). Good thing this is 
April, no? What could possibly go wrong at this point? 
  
Tom 
 
 
 
To: Chair Dao 
cc: Dean Schmalz 
 
Prof. Dao, 
 
On our on-going discussions concerning my compensation 
structure, please understand that this is not about me, but about 
standards of fairness and merit in our department. I suggest a few 
preliminary meetings with the Dean. I will forward you my schedule 
next week. Please make sure that both of you are available on 
Wednesday or Thursday, as these are the only days I am on 
campus. 
 
Yours, in great appreciation,  
David P. 
 
(BTW. any progress on my course reduction requests? I will let you 
know how my negotiations with UC are proceeding when 
appropriate.) 
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To: Prof. Dow 
cc: Dean Schmalz; Assistant Provost Kandiewski 
 
Following up on our note of Wednesday, we will be conducting 
some routine department reviews next year, and rather than 
burdening the new chair with this, we feel more comfortable 
drawing on someone with your experience. This will not require 
much of you: all we’ll need is a brief narrative (30-40pp should do) 
along with 2-3 page evaluative summaries of each staff and faculty 
member under your supervision. These need to be available for 
their review and comment (per Fac. Handbk., sec. 351-2A) by July. 
Your response to each should then be completed by late August. 
The Curriculum and Merit Evaluation Committee will then review 
and send suggestions. We don’t need the final report until October. 
There will then be a series of meetings as the committee revises your 
report, but I doubt there will be more than a dozen or two over the 
year. Thanks in advance. 
 
J. Joiner  
for Provost Fr. Clan. Smith 
 
We advise delaying your sabbatical a year until these matters are 
complete. Application forms enclosed. – Frank 
 
 
 
Mary Anne— 
 
Why in God’s name am I still getting cc’d by this horse’s ass? This is 
dated 2009? 
 
Jerry 

 
Dear Prof. Dow— 
You know how I detest bothering you at home, but the long-term 
direction of this shit-hole department is something I can no longer 
ignore. In my thirty years of teaching, I have seldom found discussion 
with some flunky like yourself to be productive, but if this proves to be 
the exception, I am happy to put my considerable weight behind your 
campaign for chair. I will cc a memo detailing some of my thoughts that 
I am forwarding to the provost. We should talk first. I’ll be free after 
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Brideshead Revisited at 11pm. You could also simply drop by if that is 
easier. 
—Ron 

 
 
cc: Dean Schmalz; Asst. Prov. Kandiewski 
 
Please see attached memo on new guidelines for merit review. 
 
... 
 
 
 
Hi Marylinn!!! (is that too familial?))  
 
Oops. Sorry. One month! Then I take the reigns!!!:) Awesome! :-o. 
Alas :(, my new sweetie :) is taking me away for most of the summer, 
and for several weeks in the fall :-) on an extended research trip in 
the Leeward Islands, or Cabo, oh goodness!, I can’t even remember. 
If you would fix a few clerical thingies through the summer and fall, 
I and the Dean (with who I’ve already cleared this), would be really 
greatful. This is stuff like scheduling, enrollments and FTEs 
(whatever they are!) —I hate numbers! :< —how do you do 
it????!!!!! You’re so aweful!! I am so pumped (OMG!) working under 
your mentorship! :-) :-)  
 
—Edie 
 
Oh yes, Here’s the forms for summer leave and research support. 
Can you fill in the boxes for me? I don’t know how these on-line 
things work. Thanks. ;0 Oops. Where’s the attachment?  
 
 
 
Hey, Prof. Dow— 
 
Here’s the revision. Let me know if this is better:  
 
 You place the wood in belligerent rows, and move the wood from the chaotic 
pile, drying in the sun, to those rows, trying to select the large symmetrical cuts for 
the foundation, the smaller irregulars for the top, and losing yourself in the 
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complexity of large to small, of squared to obtuse, and eventually entangled to 
grief in the very stories you tell to ease the tedium of it all. ... 
 
I also need to talk to you about Prof. Schriften. I don’t think it’s ok 
that when you’re in his office he ... 
 
 
Jesus Christ, this came last week. Listen, I can’t have shit like this 
floating around in my official e-mail. Can you disable the cc. 
function? 

 
Dear M— Would you get that shithead off my back? Shees. Just 
because he’s been here fifty years, doesn’t mean the frigging associates 
are his goddam slaves. I only slept with him once. Or well, not really. 
Who does he think he is? —Abs. 

 
Jerry 
 
 
DER Professer Doe— I got a B from whoever it is teaching English i 
cant remember the number bt we read poetry We somewhat saw 
movies, i didnt always go. i don’t understand. i offered to do extra 
credit to make up papers I missed. my parents are really pissed. i 
think the Professor is mentally ill so ill bring my dad to see you 
about this tomorrow. i need the grade to get into my internship. 
Thnx  
 
Jason 
 
P.S.—my brother is really hot! 
 
 
 
Hey M— 
 
What’s up with security? If I don’t get into my office this weekend, 
I’m screwed. (Or not! Ha! That’s the problem! Maybe ... Ha ha! If 
you get my drift.)  
 
Tom 
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PS: If you need any yellow police tape, slightly used, let me know. 
Do you know you can’t use it to tie things up?? I mean, for the really 
important things in life, I recommend the stuff with the sticky side. 
Watch where you ... 
 
 
Love of My Earthly Life— 
 
Oh God, all we have is red! Can you pick up some white for the 
weekend? Three bottles should do. I really can’t pull myself away 
from my work. 
 
Love, H 
 
 
I know the reason you hate me it’s because I’m deaf.  
 
[Name withheld] 
 
 
To: All Chairs and Supervisory Personnel: 
 
Please be advised that all on campus should Shelter in Place until 
further notice in accord with Security Memo, no. 15-754A (rev.), 
distributed in the spring. 
 
Security 
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Saturday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
28 
 
 
 
Dear Chair Low 
cc: Dean Schmalz; Provost Clandestine; President’s Office 
 
I detest conducting business on weekends, but it has come to my 
attention that objections have been raised to the handling of our 
flagship East Asian Studies program. I’m sure we agree that it is 
essential to be proactive and not allow a few malcontents and 
reactionaries to promulgate their racist agenda on your watch. I of 
course will not mention names in an e-mail, but we can perhaps 
discuss the particulars over lunch on Tuesday. 11:50 would be good; 
I have a meeting with the Dean at 1:15 and my niece has soccer 
practice at 2. May I suggest the Faculty Club, where I believe the 
department has an account. 
 
David 
 
 
 
 
Hey Babe —  
 
Sorry not to wait for your post today, but I’m kinda in a rush. We’ve 
got this student Tiffany ... Banks? is it? ‘Flanks’ perhaps? Ha! ... (wait 
... can we say that?) ... Apparently her parents are bent about that 
Freshman Enrichment event I hosted. Their lawyers too. I’m just 
her adviser; so I guess it’s on the department (that’s you, I suppose) 
since I told them you signed off on paying for her booze the night 
that she ... well, I imagine you read about all that in the papers (did I 
tell you about her dance moves? Holy crap! A couple of drinks and 
... whoa! not for e-mail!) Would you handle this for me, since I ... 
oops?!) I’m heading out of town later this week. Don’t worry about 
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my classes: I’ve scheduled a reading period. 
 
Tom 
  
cc: Dean Schmalz ... oh crap. Not a good idea. 
 
 
 
 
... Scrivener ... but ...  credit for ...  off-campus ...  one-on-one 
‘meetings’, he called them ...   
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Sunday 
 

To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
27 
 

 
Ma cher Madame—  
 
A charming young lad just demonstrated to me that computer 
screen for evaluating professors? Rateourfaculty is it? My my. And 
available late on weekend nights, no less. How things have changed! 
A lifetime in this profession, and I still maintain my openness to 
wonder! The internet! Who would have imagined? In any event, I 
(or more precisely, my handsome charge) was experimenting with 
the reviews of a few of our more popular youthful colleagues ... Yes, 
yes, I know, no names in departmental e-mail—streng Verboten, as 
Resnais would have it. Are pink sleeveless sweaters now called tank 
tops?! On Wednesdays, no less! (My reference of course is to La grand 
Delusion). My electronically-inclined ephebe (now now, my dear!) 
acted such that the red pepper eikons (how mischievously clever!) 
are no longer anywhere to be found. In retrospect, I think some of 
our language was a bit intemperate? All in the heat, as it were, of the 
moment. Is that perhaps too, as Godard would have it, mesprisé? I 
suppose we could have been more subdued, but we became, as one 
would say today, ‘into’ it, and besides, as the marvelous boy assured 
me, no one really peruses the idle chatter on such ‘sights’ as he calls 
them. Plutot ça çhange ... If anything comes of it, just plead ignorance. 
Innocence is its own reward. 
 
—Nelson 
 
P.S. Oh yes, in celebration of your term as chair, do drop by my 
office. I have a gift for you. Not that kind of gift, heh heh! Naughty 
girl! I mean from my liquor cabinet. Any time after 2:00 tomorrow 
is fine. I shall leave the door ajar ... 
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To Provost Clandestine 
cc. Dean Schmalz; Chair Dao 
 
The offer has, as expected, come through. I will be accepting 
counter-offers next week. We can perhaps re-prioritize my thoughts 
on the East Asian Studies department. 
 
Peligro 
 
 
 
 
Hey Mabes— 
 
Did you happen to find my wallet in your office? The new secretary 
(I guess that’s not the right word for them these days ... Leslie? 
LouAnne?) let me in on her way out for the weekend. I was 
wondering whether you’d gotten that packet I sent you regarding 
my sabbatical, and ... Good hire, by the way! Holy Bazookas!! What 
an ... Well, you ... So, as we were rummaging around ... wow! You 
really should leave your computer turned off, you know. Love the 
note from the Provost (or was it the dean)! But enough of that. ... 
Anyway, about my wallet—well, let’s just say things got a bit rowdy. 
If it’s there, you’ll probably find it wedged under the cushions of that 
couch in the back. Sorry about the mess, but no fears—we cleaned 
up before we left. Thanks.  
 
Tom 
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Monday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
26 
 
 
The Shelter-in-Place order effective since Friday has been cancelled. 
Please inform all under your supervision that they are to leave all 
university offices unlocked and report all violations immediately, per 
Univ. regulations 24-A, subsection 5-1A.  
 
Security 
 
 
 
To: Chair Dow: 
Re: Freshman Enrichment Program.  
 
Just between us, I doubt much will come of it (only my opinion of 
course). This is just a reminder of a conversation I believe we had 
(can’t remember ... did it slip my mind?) a couple of years ago about 
your exposure (wrong word in this context!) to legal suits as an 
officer of the college. I assume you have counsel of some sort? I’m 
sure you will understand that due to conflict-of-interest policies, the 
college cannot involve itself directly or indirectly in your defense, 
should you be named in the complaint.  
 
No concerns, however. In my experience, these cases are almost all 
resolved with a modest settlement—you might want to contact your 
broker about this—and rarely go to court.  
 
Supportively, Frank 
Office of the Provost 
 
Cc: Legal Div.  
 
 
 



 

 15 

Dear M’s— 
 
Jesus Freaking Christ, can’t I get through one day of the workweek 
without being hassled with this sh.t? What am I supposed to do with 
this little f.ck and his frat-boy cohorts like I’m supposed to line them 
up and pleasure them for Crise sake so first he makes a big deal 
about signing up for the class you know like I’m graduating and my 
parents are going to disown me and I have three jobs and an 
internship and the only time I’m free is Tuesday afternoon and I 
have a great record and I’ll do all kinds of extra credit and I’ll buy a 
freaking wheelbarrow of vibrators and I’ll be your sex slave forever 
OK I’m making that last bit up but you know the routine after a 
while you just stop listening.  
 
Anyway, I mean who wants some sh.thead like this in a class on 
women’s self-identify, for frig’s sake? There’s thirteen signed up and 
that’s one thousand three hundred pages of crap I’ll have to read 
come the end of the semester but who’s counting maybe he thinks it 
meets at a good time maybe he likes the part about ‘self-evaluation’ 
like it’s self-pleasuring or something who knows likely it’s all about 
meeting chicks in his mind but what does he expect to do if he finds 
them? Like they’re going to fling themselves at him like ... maybe 
I’m too soft after a while it’s just easier to sign the forms than to 
argue with the little snots who hand them to you.  
 
You know, that’s exactly what one of the little pr.cks had the cheek 
to say in one of his reviews of the class the part about meeting 
chicks? I’m sure you saw it; you do read those, don’t you? Like 
what’s the point of asking what they think if no one listens like 
they’re all frigging trees falling in the goddam forest? So the little 
snot talks about meeting girls like he couldn’t meet them on his own 
like in some bar or frathouse or whatever it is where these pimply-
faced c.cksuckers with their shirts off and beer-bellies exposed hang 
out so now this piece of sh.t is sitting in the second row, the 
SECOND ROW!, can you believe it? what a motherf.cker and 
thinks he can just speak whenever he feels like it like he has 
something to contribute ‘What about men? What about men?’ same 
old sh.t always the same old sh.t. You’re old—you remember those 
days I mean not really old, but in comparison to the rest of us old. 
So when does this crap end? Anyways, deal with this. Today would 
be good. Tomorrow I have work to do. I suppose you need some 
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paperwork, but I don’t have any paperwork just take my word for it 
and get this sh.t off ... Wait, is that it? Is that what life is? Just getting 
sh.t off your desk?  
 
Abbie 
 
P.S. And what’s all this bullsh.t from the library? What the f.ck am I 
supposed to do? Go into mourning wear a g.d.mn veil or burka 
because some little sorority girl got herself knocked up and off in the 
stacks? 
 
I don’t see how you stand it I swear to God after next year I’m never 
going to be an administrator I don’t care what they pay. Do you 
really make an extra 20 grand like everyone says? Holy sh.t! 
 
 
 
 
Hey Girl— 
 
Can you pick up some eggs on the way home? I’ve been meaning to 
try a new soufflé, but it looks like we’re short. Should have thought 
about it this weekend, but eggs are not like love! OK if you get the 
fancy ones—organic, cage free, and make sure they’re not fed on 
gluten or any poison like that. Poor birds should go vegan, but I 
guess they have no choice. Btw, I’ve been researching the difference 
between cage-free and free-range. I know this is taking time from 
my dissertation. Sorry. Just that intellectual curiosity in me, I guess. 
Anyway: Eggs. Large. I’ll txt the rest. Or just call me from the 
grocery store. Try Whole Foods; they have herbs you can’t find at 
Trader Joe’s. And don’t forget the Romas. Don’t get any that look 
good. If they look good, they’re products of the chemical truck and 
will taste like celluloid. Nice allegory there, no? Of art. Of life.  
Worthwhile working on that one! I’ll start chopping at five. I’ll plan 
for six. 
 
Never heard back from Tom and Abie about Friday. If they’re 
coming just get three bottles instead of one. Make it four. I loved the 
old days when we had them all over, Edie too. Or maybe we had 
them over only once—who keeps such things straight? Edie has her 
hands full of silverware. The sauce I spent two hours reducing still 
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drips from her fork. She is giggling with joy, and all the while her 
soon-to-be-ex-husband is fondling his seat-mate under the dinner 
table. Ha ha! Those were the days! That’s why there were so many 
left-overs. It’s difficult to eat when your hands are full. Or their 
mouths too, I guess. Sorry. Didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Or 
perhaps I did. But it seems like innocence itself. Maybe in the past 
everything is innocent. 
 
Tom saunters to the closet to get his coat. Way too casual. Edie 
disappears to ‘freshen up.’ Nelson is in the middle of one of those 
long and endless stories about England and holds everyone rapt, or 
is it ‘wrapped’? there, or maybe just bored, and it must have been 
like Bucky Fuller used to do in the sixties, perorating about pirates in 
the Mediterranean which in his mind had something to do with 
geodesic domes—the only thing anyone really cared about. 
Someone would get up to leave after an hour or two of this: ‘No no. 
I’m just getting to something important,’ ole Buck would say. And 
you’d sit down, and of course, he never would get to anything 
important at all.  
 
I have some photos. But I really need to process them. Still working 
on that new Photoshop program—maybe I’ll take a class. As soon as 
I get another draft done of my dissertation. 
 
What a charming old goat dear Nelson is! Or maybe ‘was’ is better. 
‘Ah, my dear, something pressing? Maybe pressing right here?’ he 
would add. And the entire lascivious suggestion, lost on half of them, 
would be enough, because the moment you get up, you just know 
he’ll say something about your thighs. If you’re old like him, you can 
get away with anything.  
 
Remember what’s-her-name? Gone now. Her, I mean, not just the 
names, which are gone too, more of them every year. No stopping 
that, I suppose. Think she married a student, went mute, or maybe 
was mute all along, and left in embarrassment. Who knows. Maybe 
you got bought out in those days. I was so busy thinking about my 
footnotes I hardly noticed there could be an end to things. Every-
thing was still a beginning. Like jobs and life and families. Like the 
food laid out on the counter space. ... OK. I’ll stop. We’ve talked 
enough. Maybe I have made a mess of life. Maybe not. At least I 
can say now you and I never got old. And maybe you can learn to 
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say that too. I apologize for not making sense. Love does that you 
know. (Esp. with a kick of herb!) 
 
Now what’s all this about the dominatrix in the library stacks? And 
the rolls of police tape?? My God! Remember when we were T.A.’s 
back in the day and someone wandered into that chapel—you know 
the one—right in the middle of campus? For ‘non-sectarian 
meditation’? And my God, there’s _____ (remember him?), still 
years from completing his degree, and he has his student laid out on 
the newly varnished non-sectarian altar all bound up and about to ...  
Ha! All I remember is meeting you there for lunch break. We never 
interrupted anything as cool as that! 
 
Oh yeah. That party with Tom and Edie. So I ran. Dashed. 
Whatever you call it. Just barely escaped. I could see Nelson 
warming to the situation and got out of there just in time. And it was 
at that very moment behind the staircase, I think, and I could see 
Tom’s hand inside her shirt, and unthinking, I almost cried out: 
‘Unhand her, cad!’ like in some horrible novel everyone imagines 
but no one reads, but what came out was ‘Don’t worry. Take your 
time. I’m just here with the dishes.’ And that’s when I heard Edie’s 
idiot laugh in the next room. 
 
For some reason I also remember turning away into the kitchen and 
putting the dishes down, and being overwhelmed at that moment 
with emotion. As if I wanted to run into the next room, and throw 
my arms around you, or something theatrical like that, and hear 
Nelson chide us ‘Now now, my dears. Public, you know,’ and make 
love to you right there on the floor, maybe grabbing Edie and Tom 
and Abbie and hauling all of them in for company, just for good 
measure, or just to teach them all how it was done, or just to 
compensate poor Edie for something she had no idea she had lost in 
the first place. 
 
Maybe I should spend more time writing my dissertation and less 
time gossiping with you. I still have a lot of time before I need to 
apply for my next extension. 
 
Cumin. We need it fresh. In the seeds. I’ll break them and roast 
them dry in the pan. One green pepper—the long, light kind, not 
the bells. Three if you get Tom and Abbie. One Roma, three if 
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there will be five of us. It will amaze you. 
 
H. 
 
Progress Report: one paragraph. Revised. Edited. Reduced to one 
sentence. A keeper. I’m exhausted. 
 
 
 
Hey Do— 
 
I had you for English and then sm other girl. I dont know her name 
but she’s stacked and wears pink a lot. You teachers can really dress. 
I dont understand why I got a F this week; she sent me a really 
disrespectful txtmsg calling me immature (she said premature and 
something about withdrawing, from the course I guess, but that 
must be cz she’s not smart). I saw her talking to my twin brother the 
other day, and I bet he said something bad about me. He did this a 
lot in high school, and that’s why I have no girlfriends. I spoke to 
some old guy in your department about this and he told me to go 
fuck myself. I think that was pretty rude. Maybe he knows my 
brother too. 
 
Jason 
 
You can easily tell us apart because we were once involved in a 
study on circumcision that used a lot of twins. 
 
 
 
MAD— 
 
Did you see this review?  I really think Freddie got it right!   Can 
you put a copy in my Merit File? (Omit the last paragraph.) 
 
Con amistad, 
Scrivener 
Writer-in-Residence 
P.H.D. Program in Creative Writing 



 

 20 

Tuesday 
 

To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
25 
 
 
Dear Chair Dow— 
 
I am sure you have forgiven me for Sunday’s call. You of all people 
can understand and relate to despair and good wine, and I would 
never hold you personally responsible for the unseemly delays and 
backhanded insults delivered by low-life administrators. 
 
A stopgap appointment for Ms. Wong may well be a good start, 
although we can expect more in the future. I discussed the matter 
with Thomas the other day, and he concurs, while seeming to be 
somewhat taken aback by the whole proposal. By the way, he tells 
me he has lost his wallet. To him, all Asian women are 
indistinguishable. 
   
With some reluctance, I raise the issue of minority status. As you are 
only too well aware, I have had significant experience in such 
conflicts, having brought now several young women through the 
ranks and into the forefront of the profession. I have also, you 
realize, taken under my wing two beginning students in our 
department, both born on the continent, but of Asian descent. 
Lovely girls. There is a certain grace in the young, a delicacy of the 
skin and the curves of the face. 
 
I enclose a copy of the dissertation, which you may know already: 
‘The Revolting Herb: Bulimia, Addiction, Healing, and Court 
Politics of Late Medieval England.’ The study, unpublished, has 
revolutionized the field of historical medicine, particularly from an 
Asian perspective. 
 
I have discussed this at great length with the provost, sparing you 
the trouble of doing this yourself, and concluded what I consider a 
most delicate series of negotiations for her appointment. We 
exchanged the slightest of nods, barely perceptible. It is how things 
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work in this business, as you will one day learn. 
 
Peligro 
 
Please expedite that counteroffer. You understand the stress I am 
under although you of course could never have experienced it 
yourself. It seems to me that a simple raise in the neighborhood of 
10-30K and a reduced teaching load would be a convenient start; 
we can negotiate from there. Ignore the unreasonable demands I 
may have made over the phone. 
 
I believe we may cancel the lunch. I will be meeting with Asst. 
Provost Kandiewski in her office. Were you aware that the Provost’s 
Office provides catered lunches? It’s something the dept. might look 
into. 
 
 
 
Dear Prof Dom— 
cc: Prof. DeShank 
 
We have been working closely with [Name Withheld] for the past 
semester. Please accommodate his/her needs. For privacy reasons, 
we are unable to detail for you the student’s history nor what these 
needs are. See Univ. Memo. 58-A, subs. B. (2004). You may send us 
your exams and paper assignments and we will administer them for 
you and register a grade. Please fill in the required weekly progress 
reports. 
 
Disability Services  
 
 
Marl— 
 
Remember the ads where some guy tosses pencils up into the sound-
proofing on the ceiling trying to make them stick like stalactites or 
stalagmites I can never remember the fucking difference. Oh Christ 
what does that have to do with anything? 
 
lv,  Jerry 
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Wednesday 
 

To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
24 
 
 
Please alert all under your supervision that they are not to discuss 
matters relating to security, and that all under your supervision must 
be made available for interviews beginning at 7:30 Monday 
morning. 
 
Security 
 
 
Dearest— 
 
Oh damn. Tom gone? Why? I wonder. We’ll just tell Abs we’ll 
reschedule in the fall. But you can get the wine regardless. We’ll 
celebrate your term. Maybe we can take a couple of weeks to 
ourselves. It would do both of us good. 
 
No progress. Too much stress, I think. Red this week. 
 
Love, 
H. 
 
 
Dear M— 
 
Just got this note in my mail, dated four years ago. Could you please 
have someone teach this blowhard the rudiments of e-mail?  
 
Jerry 
 

To the Department: 
 
First I wish to express concerns that should, but because my colleagues 
are insufficiently possessed of spine, apparently do not, inspire us all to 
make a stand. Understand I have no complaints. Nothing of the kind. 
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What I have is a GRIEVANCE. 
 
I begin with the fire alarms in the hallway. Do not speak of ‘tests.’ 
Were these machines designed by competents rather than fools there 
would be no need for tests. This is a matter not of safety but of health. I 
can barely hear after 10 minutes of these, and if they go off again 
disrupting class, I will take matters into my own hands. 
 
Second of all, I would like to express my outrage at the new seating. 
Was I consulted? Tables? Instead of desks? I have no idea what 
incompetent bureaucrat, product of our failing educational system (who 
would not have passed in my day) was responsible for this, but I insist 
that this situation be rectified immediately. I cannot have students 
seated with their back toward me, or worse, in profile (and I need not 
detail the distraction involved with that!). I am sure the rest of the 
department stands firm with me on this, and I can tell you, it is a 
testament to how far we have fallen to note that this may well be the 
only time the department members have stood firm on anything. And you 
do know what I mean. 
 
Now about the election. Is it too much to ask that we follow democratic 
procedures? My comments at the last meeting were not personal in any 
way, but only meant as clarification. Therefore, despite the fact that we 
had to leave at 5:00PM, I believe that was no excuse for calling the 
question and demanding a vote before I had a chance to fully evaluate 
each candidate. This is a clear case of disenfranchisement, and will be 
referred immediately to the provost, who is, I note, a personal friend and 
one of the few people at the university who can be counted on to see 
beyond the petty jealousies and greed of individual department members.  
 
I am certainly in favor of whoever gets elected by proper procedures, but 
this silencing of a department member who has toiled for decades with 
no thought of compensation—this WILL NOT STAND. 
 
Ron 
 
And finally, would you get someone in IT over here immediately? I 
cannot resolve the date issue caused by the imbeciles who designed these 
e-mail programs and I seem to be dating everything proleptically a year 
or two in advance.  
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Forward: Dow 
 
ENOUGH ALREADY! 
 
Abs  
 
 Dear Prof Puff— 

I’m Jason. Do you need my last name? I’m in our class—women and 
Books I got U to sign me in because it was full n I don’t know the 
number. We meet on Tsday. I mean the class, not us Thts diffrent. I 
missed a few classes after mid-term because it was raining and my 
roommate smells. I need a make up. I’m free tomorrow after class @ 4. 
U cn tell me then. My brother really wants to meet you. I think U are a 
good teacher I sit next to the girl with the nice figure, but she doesn’t 
talk to me, because my phone doesnt work. 
Js 

 
 
July 2009 
Dear Dept. 
 
I will be proposing some voting changes in the procedures of the 
department. I of course do not relish intruding on the personal lives 
of our deadbeat colleagues by contributing to the gossip now 
swirling around the dissolution of Thomas and Edith. I was not 
privy to their hiring, and their personal lives are not my concern. 
They can stay all day in the sack as far as I’m concerned, and 
commit all kinds of sexual felonies with each other and every damn 
member of the dept. Back in my day, of course, one of them might 
expect to be sacked in a serious sense but I speak of days before our 
leaders lost all moral courage. It was, I concede, in large part their 
shenanigans that resulted in my own hiring and the bringing to the 
university of the Humanities Institute which I chaired—back in the 
days when it seemed the university was serious about its goals to 
improve its standing .... 
 
[Err. 404 File Not Found] 
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Jesus Christ— Have you seen that shit on the RateMyProf? 
‘Harlot’??? ‘Wench’??? Who writes this crap, Shake-f.cking-speare? 
I’m sure I know the little f.ck who posted that, and I’m telling you, I 
can’t be bothered with some post-pubescent d.khead who doesn’t 
understand the difference between a fling and a ‘thing.’ Let’s get this 
straight: (1) Get that off that site. NOW! (you don’t want your own 
ratings ‘compromised,’ do you?) (2) send me a grade form 
IMMEDIATELY. Little lovelorn Jason flunks today. 
—Abbie 
 
And while you’re at it, tell that snot-nosed wanker that ‘premature’ 
doesn’t refer to age. 
 
  
 
 
Dear Prof. Low— 
 
I’m not entirely sure I understood your last request, but I agree that 
tenured professors know best in these cases.  
 
If we are going to have an election, I think you’re right that we 
should follow protocol. The details however escape me. I spent 
hours checking through the departmental records this weekend, 
(where do I put this on my c.v.? Is this under ‘Service’?) The 
problem appears to be that there are no departmental records. We, 
... or I mean ‘you’, since until my tenure goes through ... don’t keep 
them. The best we or I mean you have are scattered notes in 
personnel files sometimes deeply hidden in the main office. But 
there is such havoc there, it is impossible to find a clear procedural 
narrative. With the help of Ms Wiseacre, I even found a ... but that’s 
beside the point I think. 
 
There is a typed document dated 1978, and it came with a series of 
Whereas’s and Be it known’s and all kinds of hortatory subjunctives. 
When I asked Prof. Giacoff for clarification I got a pontificating 
speech on the wattage of the new lights that had been installed in his 
honor. When I asked Prof. Nelson, I got a somewhat unenlightening 
disquisition about sheep-herding in Northumbria, then, taking the 
hand of a strikingly tall undergraduate, Nelson said to me, ‘I’d like 
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you to meet ______. He tends the lawn.’ Is that some Anglicism I 
don’t understand? I had some feeling it was some donnish remark 
about pedophilia, but I just left with my packet of old notes. 
 
In the end, it was impossible to tell whether what I was reading was 
ever ratified or voted on, and there was no one who could enlighten 
me this. I checked the Faculty Handbook (I have actually spent a lot 
of service time reading the Handbook) but the updates completely 
superseded all earlier sections, and those had been completely 
deleted from the website. I am hesitant to suggest this, but I 
conclude that whatever you do is fine.  
  
Here are my notes from the meeting. Or perhaps I should just print 
these up and distribute them? Or do you want to revise them? I’m 
happy to claim it is exactly as I wrote it immediately following the 
meeting (whenever it was ... I’m saying March 16th. Let’s just go 
with that). 
 

Meeting called to order at 2:14. 
 
First order of business, announcements. Three students 
were awarded the departmental Creative Writing Award. 
Carla K; Joseph B; and Carol M. [it is difficult to follow 
conversations when all undergraduates are referred to only 
by their first names]. We determined that in the future, 
some greater effort would be required on our part to 
increase the number of submissions, since the number of 
awardees and applicants in this case was the same. A 
committee was chosen to look into this, consisting of the 
creative writing section, plus ombudsman. 
 
A resolution was proposed praising Prof. Dow for her work 
as Chair. I seconded, but no vote was taken due to 
wrangling over procedure... 
 
A meeting was scheduled for the following week. 
 
A proposal was made to change the meeting schedule from 
Wednesday afternoons to Friday afternoons. There was 
serious discussion, with passionate arguments raised on both 
sides. It was tabled until the next meeting, scheduled for a 
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date to be determined. 
 

Oh yes, these are just my unedited notes, reconstructed I think more 
or less that evening, or while the discussion moved on to another 
matter—something about the departmental party, and whether 
university funds would be available—I got confused and went back 
to my notes. In any case, the meeting got more interesting. I think 
you left during that part. And I actually paid attention to much that 
was said. Alas, this meant that my notes from this point on are much 
less reliable than those preceding it, but I have reconstructed the 
highlights as best I could. I doubt anyone remembers anything 
better. You might want to add: ‘There was reasoned debate from 
many departmental members, whose points were duly noted and 
considered’ just so no one feels left out. 

 
Final Order of Business: Chair Election. 
 
University regulations from the Faculty Handbook require 
the creation of a department committee, or actually a 
nomination of names from which the Dean chooses a 
committee to canvas the department, summarize their 
opinions, report to a subcommittee who will provide the 
Dean with three unranked names and an oral assessment of 
each. Upon consultation, the Dean could not remember the 
earlier procedure and reiterated his request that we just get 
on with it.  
 
The meeting began with a call for names. Ten names were 
given, and each candidate given the opportunity to speak. 
Prof. Dow quietly and quickly withdrew, claiming three 
previous years of service. Prof. Nelson sat back and spoke of 
the fogs of Hampdonshire, ending finally with an arduous 
embrace of tradition, a summary of his early years as a 
scholar, and a hint that retirement might be in the offing. 
Prof. Scrivener’s name was removed since it could not be 
determined whether off-campus ‘presence’ constituted  
‘absence’ which in turn could be ‘read’ as ‘consent’. Prof. 
Giacoff angrily declared that in thirty-five years of untiring 
service to the profession he had not once witnessed a more 
egregious case of incompetence, but agreed to be available if 
drafted. Prof. Peligro claimed that it was the duty of a 
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committed and engaged teacher to remain outside the 
nefarious structure of the administration, and that precedent 
for this might be found in the East Asian Studies Dept. In 
the end, two names were left: Prof. DeShank then rose to 
speak, suggesting first that the gender disparity on the final 
candidates made it difficult to address the more pressing 
issues. The main thrust of the speech seemed to be a 
condemnation of the department for failing to provide 
proper compensation and after a brief summary of her 
commitments to conferences and essay collections in the 
coming year, she declined to be considered. Good points. In 
my opinion, everyone made good points. (Please include that in 
the minutes.) 
 
That left Prof. Winsome, who thanked the department, 
somewhat emotionally, for consideration, and asked that she 
be excused for the discussion and final vote, given the 
semblance of impropriety. Those attending were too 
confused to respond or object.  
 
The discussion itself proceeded somewhat more slowly and 
less passionately than might be assumed. Prof. DeShank 
emphasized that it was important that gender disparity be 
addressed. Prof. Nelson seemed to misunderstand the 
direction of the objection and made a fervent appeal to 
ethics and tradition. Prof. Giacoff stood to commend his 
own years of service and demanded that we dispense with 
the formality of voting.  
 
In the end, it was difficult to say whether a vote had actually 
taken place. As the meeting broke up, we left to find Prof. 
Winsome still somewhat nervously I thought waiting in the 
hallway. At some point, Prof. Meserve offered con-
gratulations, and I suppose that constituted acclamation.  

 
Let us say the Meeting was Adjourned. Although I think it might be 
important to place that sentence following the discovery of Prof. 
Winsome waiting in the hallway, rather than before it. 
 
Assistant Prof. Meserve  
Dept. of English 
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By the way, I know this is not the time and place. But is there any 
progress on my tenure file? Or anything you recommend I do? 
 
 
 
 
Sorry I couldn’t leave class until everyone else did.  I’m a Hugger, I 
mean it’s just my way:  I have to hug ... 
 
[Name Withheld] 
 
 
 
Dear Chair Downs: 
 
We at IT are doing our best to resolve this situation, which appears 
to go back a number of years. In the meantime, could you conduct 
training sessions in the proper use of our services for all department 
members? 
 
Thanks. 
 
Information Technology 
 
Enclosure:  

 
Dear Prof. Giacomo— 
 
We are sorry you are having issues with your e-mail. The easiest thing 
to do would be to go to your ‘Date and Time’ application and change 
the date manually. Please give this a try before insisting on a personal 
consultation with the head of Technical Services and a review by an 
outside, disinterested agency of the entire department. If this fails to 
resolve the problem, we can go from there. 
 
Chen, IT 
 

Dear all— 
 
I have served tirelessly and without complaint in this 
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profession for longer than some of you were in diapers, and I 
assure you that I didn’t do so to be scoffed at by some wet-
behind-the-ears assistant in Technical Service who is barely 
competent in English, nor to have the items on the department 
agenda manipulated in such a way. I do not wish to issue idle 
threats, but I assure you the chair election will be more than 
deadlocked if I am disenfranchised in this manner. 
 
Giacoff 
Former Head, Humanities Center 
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Thursday 
 
 

To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
23 
 
 
To: All Heads of Departments 
 
I wish to point out that the consumption of alcohol on university 
property is a violation of section 13.72 of the Faculty Handbook, 
recently revised in 1990. Furthermore, the choice of an research 
assistant is not in the province of a faculty member, even with 
backing of the Equal Opportunity office.  
 
Provost Smith 
cc.: Assoc. Provost Kandiewski 
 
 
 
 
 Stacking wood is finally no better or worse than, say, jogging for an hour, or 
driving to the gym, or doing housework, or doing a school assignment. Except 
unlike these things, it has a point, or perhaps that’s just what guys think or 
pretend to think in order to make the hours required seem worthwhile. 
 Men work, and they do it sober or otherwise and don’t think twice about it. 
Brothers, sons, fathers and uncles, acquaintances and even those rich boys who 
would assault you as soon as look at you. Work. Something to justify the ‘way 
things are’ as if it were not necessary to change ‘the way things are’ or as if ‘the 
way things are’ could last forever or as if getting older didn’t alter ‘the way things 
are’ in irrevocable and catastrophic ways. Since for us, ‘the way things are’ is a 
family of seven or eight or nine, divvying up a plot of land. ... 
 
 
 
... 
Enough of this bullshit and do NOT ‘thank me for my valuable 
input.’ I’m here to say if you announce one more fucking schedule 
change without my approval, I’m going to take the goddamn 
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catalogue and shove it up your mother-fucking ass. I’ve been too 
goddamn fucking long in this business to put up with bullshit like 
this. And don’t go whining to limp-wristed deans and provosts. They 
know me too well to try to fuck with me, and for some reason, you 
seem not to. Let me fill you in on a little history. I’ve been in this 
profession over 30 fucking years. I came here as the most fucking 
prestigious member of this goddamn shithole department, and I 
have two edited collections of major fucking essays by some of the 
most major fucking big-ass hotshots in the fucking country to prove 
it. I don’t need to be jerked around by some ass-licking youngster 
barely to my knees, telling me what fucking days I have to come in 
or some bullshit renumbering of my courses. Do you fucking 
understand? 
 
And furthermore, if you don’t get my fucking course schedule 
straight by the end of the fucking week, I’m going to have half the 
fucking administration up your ass.  
 
Ronald G. 
 
 
 
Dear M— 
 
Do you think it would be too much to get that blowhard to stabilize 
his medication??? 
 
Schmalz 
 
BURN THIS LETTER! 
 
 
 
 
To: English Department Head Teacher 
 
Can you snd this to my professor? I dont have her adress. She didnt 
give it & I cant find it online she must have email prolly. She teaches 
poems. We had to buy books too at the bookstore but I didnt buy 
them I get them online. Maybe after class is done theres lots of 
poetry on line. She has a nice waist I cant say body because thats 
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not ok but you know what I mean. Most old people arent like that I 
think she works out She must be over thirty. I like her pink shirt the 
best. I work on Mondays. 
 
Anyways, heres the note: you prolly shdnt read it because its 
personal like Facebook—if I want you to read it I friend you. I dont 
think we shld be friends yet. 
 

Hey— (OK, here begins the part you sholdnt read) 
 
Thanks for the ride. I like that car. Is that yrs? Very cool. All those 
plug ins!!! Massager is super. Real chill. My brother had one in his car 
but he never let me use it cz I like the low speed. Can you txt while 
using it? Give me yr phone number. Do you have that flashlight app 
that’s so cool. Where is yr office? Is it where we have class? I cant go to 
that building cz If I run into that other Professor there its real 
uncomfortable. I think hes queer he tried to feel my friend up in the 
hallway one day and I mean my friend was all pissed cuz when 
someone does that you can sometimes lose control if you know what I 
mean and then what? I’s like you could lose all respect like that when 
you lose control when you dont want to or you cant get home fast. I 
know. 

 
OK Heres the part you can start reading again. This is the technical 
stuff. 

I cant see you after class because Im busy Tuesday. I dont go to class 
on Thursdays.  

 
I shd just hit reply? Will it work if I do that? I tried but I think she 
blocked my address. Maybe I have a virus from the sites I visit. 
 
Jason [name withheld] 
 
 
 
Dear M— 
 
Oh that dinner party! Ha! Let’s see, me, you, Abbie ... And the 
numb shit kept trying to drag Eeds into his lap, leering at her ‘Nice 
suit,’ and she’s like: ‘Well, thanks. My husband doesn’t even notice 
my hair...’ So some overweight geezer gets to cop a feel because ... ? 
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Or maybe he got caught in some time warp when I could just jam 
my hands into all that lush growth and lose my whole being there. 
So what do I give a shit about some artificial wave some poofter 
hair-stylist did to her?  
 
But I’m off track. Anyway, it’s an hour of stuffing the hors d’oeuvres 
into his face and going off on some orotund rant about ‘the new 
structure of the university.’ Bullshit like that. And I can see what he 
means by this is of course the reestablishment of the stupid 
humanities center, or whatever that Xerox-fund was that he was in 
charge of when I got here. And after extolling the virtues of the 
three bottles of wine he brought, I realized he was charging the 
whole thing to his research account. 
 
Nice dress, by the way. Do they still call those dresses? or suits? 
Crap, I wouldn’t recognize a good suit if it was lying in a heap by 
my bedside, the only place for them, if you ask me. I’m so out of 
touch. In every sense of the word. 
 
Tom 
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Friday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
22 
 
 
To: English Department 
 
Dear All, 
 
Please join me in congratulations for my student, Thalia Maximus, 
winning the Casson competition this year for the best undergraduate 
critical essay. I have been working with her for the past three 
months, and it is rewarding to see this work come to fruition. I 
would also like to thank those unnamed department members who 
gave so generously of their time to read the losing submissions on 
the committee I chaired. 
 
Ron 
 
 
 
 
Dear Boss— 
 
I’m sorry. Did you want me to edit this before distributing to the 
department? Or maybe you want it as is! Let me know. 
  
 To: English Dept. 
 From: M. A. Dow, Chair 
 

How about shutting the fuck up for once on crap you know shit about? 
[DELETE] Personally, I’m too caught up with administrative matters 
to know what this idiocy is about, and as for the latest crap from IT, I 
wouldn’t know a database if it bit me in the ass. Unless it was some 
spread sheet about salaries. Which you mercenary shits insist I am 
supposed to monitor all the time. [DELETE THAT TOO.] 
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Fuck the police dogs. They are not police dogs. They are not dogs. Oh 
who gives a crap about forensics? If you ask me, it’s a belief by those 
who cannot bring themselves to believe in real things like Global 
warming or evolution. [DELETE]. They are leashed by rather serious 
looking, unathletic men, in dark tee-shirts and bad aviator shades three 
decades out of fashion. But all I’ve seen recovered so far are a few old 
socks, the underwear of one of our more adventurous undergraduates, 
and two half-eaten lunches. 
 
 [PLEASE ADJUST FOR TONE] 
 
So why not just do your fucking jobs. There are only a few weeks left in 
the year. And by the time we are back in the fall, all will be resolved, 
without the slightest trace. 
 
And fuck all of you. 
 
Chair Dow 
 
Fix this for me, will you, Lisa? Three weeks left. Actually, 21 days, 
six of which fall on weekends, but who’s counting? 

 
I believe with a few edits, this can be boiled down to:  
 

To: English Dept. 
From: Chair Dow 
 
Thank you for another year of service. IT will schedule a 
meeting regarding the new university website and the use of 
the personnel section. Adm has asked that we not speculate 
on matters presently in the news. The dogs pose no threat. 
 
I am honored to have served you the past three years. 
 
Chair M.A.D. 

 
How’s that?  
 
—Lisa Wiseacre, A.A. 
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Saturday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
21 
 
 
 
Marie Ma Vie: 
 
Sorry to use your personal mail. I might as well get rid of the official 
account, since the only reason to use it is if we want to end up in 
court.  
 
So I know Nelson is a good man, and I know you’re fond of him. 
And when he goes, yes yes, life will never be the same again. But I 
can’t have the old pedophile reminiscing about some Alcibiades he 
had as a student years ago, even if he gets the names wrong and 
balls it all up with references to Glaucon and Aristotle, extolling his 
slender thighs all the neo-Housmanesque way! I grew up with all 
that late Victorian bourgeois kitsch, and when I met him years ago, 
all I could think was ‘Good God, grandma, I thought you’d been 
dead for decades.’ Now mind you, I don’t object to having the old 
coot in my office—I need entertainment. It’s relaxing, and you 
know they don’t let me watch movies here. But when I get kids’ 
parents coming through with their third-hand version of whatever it 
was he said to some hormone-stricken nineteen-year-old, well, my 
days just get longer than they should be. It’s all Dean-speak:  
 

I am certain there is some misunderstanding here, but I assure you, we 
take information like this very seriously. Can we agree that the first and 
foremost consideration right now is the well-being of your impres-
sionable young son? He has a fine record, and we are united in wishing 
that this continue. So tell me, what precisely can I do for him right 
now? Or what can I do for you? 

 
God I want to choke on my own vomit! 
 
He can’t last forever. You need to find a way. Maybe tell him there’s 
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a special on flights to Northumbria, passing over the fens of Norwalk 
or some such bullshit thing. Whatever it takes. There’s $1500 in the 
till to make it happen. And another $500 we can use ourselves for 
dinner celebrating. If it were up to me, it would be a weekend at the 
Comfort Inn. 
 
Cheers, 
 
Jerry 
 
PS: Can you imagine anything lovelier than a college campus 
without students or departmental or university function with all your 
colleagues dead, on leave, or forced into retirement? 
 
 
 
FORWARD: 
 

engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
 
What sort of unethical assault do you think you’re going to get away 
with? You elect a goddamn fucking chair not only without my vote but 
possibly against my fucking will and you have the goddamn nerve to 
announce it in a fucking memo like this?????!!! Do you think I was born 
yesterday? Do you think I did not labor on the Fac. Committee on 
Procedures and Policies for a good goddamn two fucking years of my 
life? Or perhaps did you imagine that I spent those fucking years for 
nothing? You don’t know who the fuck you are dealing with. But let me 
inform you that in the real world, which you seem to know so little 
about, this sort of shit will not and does not pass, and you may be 
expecting to hear from me or my representatives in the future. 
 
It is exasperating to be the only rational voice in this fucking shithole of 
a department, but after the de-funding of the Humanities Center, which 
I worked so tirelessly to bring to campus then run selflessly for so long, I 
am beyond the petty political squabblings of what passes for an 
academic department. Mark my fucking words. 
 
Ron  
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This just arrived, undated, but I think it’s from three years ago. 
Should I acknowledge? I’m confused. 
 
—Lisa W., A.A. 
 
 
 
 
...  off-campus workshops and... role-playing ... trust-exercises ... 
inappropriate ... 
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Sunday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
20 
 
 
Fwd: Dean Schmalz; Chair Dow 
 
Dear Frank:  
 
I am writing to see whether you have the slightest idea of what is 
going on under your watch. My daughter brings you a 3.2 GPA 
from a very good school here in Thousand Tokes, not to mention an 
outstanding record of service in the community, to go along with her 
nearly perfect record as a relief pitcher for the local softball club. 
She was also instrumental in recruiting several other outstanding 
students and younger classmates, many of whom brought with them 
significant family connections. She is, if I may say so, the ideal 
student. And now???? 
 
You are perhaps aware of the responsibilities in loco parentis at this 
institution, and I have not served for eighteen years as a board 
member to watch this function fall into the sorry state it seems to 
have attained. To begin with, you may well know that despite the 
close relation of students and their families, the drinking age in this 
state is 21. I know of no provision in state law allowing for the 
serving of alcohol to minors. I have been cleaning out vomit from 
wastebaskets for as long as I have had teen-age children, but I 
certainly did not expect that this would include doing so in my 
weekly visit to the dorm. 
 
I am told by certain familial friends that this was consequent on a 
presumably educational outing of your department. Please provide 
clarification. 
 
Julius Banks 
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What is the meaning of this??? 
 
I demand an account. 
 
You will be hearing from me. 
 
Ron 

 
I’m sorry, was this intended for us? 
 
—Lisa 
 
 
 
Hey Babes— 
 
I can’t believe the shit that’s going down back there. Good thing I 
decided to cancel my last couple of classes and split. Have you got 
that Banks crap taken care up? Just got a note from Jill, signing for 
the Trustees. Don’t know what it was about. But I sure as hell know 
what Jill is about! Damn! Oh yeah ... something about grades. 
Anyway, I just forwarded it. You can deal with it. What’s the story 
about a committee designing an elephant? Or is it three blind men 
describing one? I guess in the end it doesn’t mean shit. In the end, 
nothing means shit, does it. 
 
‘Unsuspecting students’ my ass! Poor innocents. Like they haven’t 
figured out if they spent half the damn time writing their stuff 
instead of hitting on doddering old fart professors and cooing at 
them, they’d get a lot further. Besides, they’re a bunch of amateurs. 
Believe me. I’ve tried the real thing. There’s no comparison.  
 
Remember the old days? Why to listen to Jack tell it (poor bastard! is 
he still alive?), all you had to do was put on that serious professorial 
air, and who is your advisor and what are you working on and were 
you there at the MLA or some such bullshit, and gloss everything 
over with some fake Brit or tough-guy New York accent, and it was 
as if they could smell it, the words I mean, like some synesthetic 
thing, and pretty soon, they’d be hanging off your pant legs. Like 
Ubi sunt those charming old bastards. ... ok ok. Can’t lament such 
things, I guess. So put it this way: how many of your own damn 
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teachers did you get it on with? Three? Four? Funny. It was no big 
deal then. In your day ... ok. Sorry. In our day, I mean. It’s not like 
we’re in our coffins, for Crise sake. Like part of the whole 
experience. Never thought twice about it. One of the few times in 
my life I actually wanted to be a woman or gay. Whatever it took. 
Instead I just got lucky. What can I say? No one died. No one spent 
the rest of their life in therapy. What difference did it all make in the 
end? 
 
Is it bad to say all this stuff in e-mail? 
 
Remember our first year? Funny how we all look the same today as 
we did then, in fact, when I see photos of all of us lined up I’m 
shocked. We’re on the beach. Six of us, and some old fart—Allen it 
was—is with us like he could recover his youth just by hanging out 
with us. Dead now, like Jack probably, and good riddance to all of 
them. Why didn’t we get that then? How alluring we were? not 
through any particular virtue but just because we hadn’t lived long 
enough to get all flabby and wrinkly and cynical and burnt-out and 
finally pass for someone’s late uncle. So sometimes I look out into 
the middle of class and realize they don’t get it either; they all 
assume we were born old just like our own damn grandparents. 
 
I once had this girl in my office. Sophomore. My voice dropped off 
a cliff when I talked to her. And she’s saying ‘Oh God ... or 
Gawwwd,’ however they pronounce it. ‘Like I’m working in this 
coffee shop,’ she says, ‘and like this guy I worked with keeps like 
hitting on me. Yuch! And jees creepoid the guy is almost as old as 
my dad, for god’s sake. My Dad!! Like what does an old guy like that 
see in me, you know?’ And all my blood is racing and I manage to 
blurt out in my most charming baritone: ‘Yes, of course. And how 
old is your father, by the way?’ my voice still plummeting as I check 
out the marvelous swell of her ... I’ll say ‘breath’: ‘Like 38!’ 
 
You don’t think that’s funny, do you? 
 
That first year, you know, we were fresh out of grad school in our 
early thirties and it seemed like life would last forever. You couldn’t 
have that conversation with a student today or even take an 
innocent photo on the beach without ending up in front of a 
committee or disciplinary board. Those were the days! It was like all 
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of us were thrown into a damn brothel only no one was selling and 
no one had any money to buy anyway. I’m never going to forget 
trying to grab you in the car that night on the way to some bad 
ethnic restaurant. Too wrecked then even to remember how it went. 
In those days it didn’t matter. I can still remember thinking: One 
night! It could happen. ‘You will notice,’ I said theatrically ‘that a 
charming man is holding your hand.’ ‘No,’ you said. ‘I believe a 
charming man is actually caressing my hand.’ Things like that I 
never forget.  
 
I remember once asking some old classmate if she remembered the 
time we nearly got it on in her old Buick in high school—the most 
erotic memory of my entire life. I can tell you what she said, the 
smell of her, the way the creases lay across her shirt. Even her 
pushing me away for God’s sake we were sixteen! And there she is at 
thirty or forty or whatever: ‘I don’t remember that,’ she says. ‘I 
don’t think we ever went out. Weren’t you with that red-head?’ 
Damn—I’m thinking—this, the most horn-dog memory of my 
entire mis-spent youth, and now I have no idea whether it meant 
anything at all to her or I’ve simply made up the whole damn thing? 
 
So that put me into a particularly self-reflective mood and I wrote 
out a list of apologies I had due. Like AA—making it all right. Not 
just the chick in the Buick. All the others I’d said stupid offensive 
things to as a callow youth. Sorry I was so drunk. Sorry I was such a 
louse. Sorry I didn’t recognize what a Mensch you were at the time. 
Sorry I left you for someone else. I went to each in turn. Hat in 
hand. All fessed up at last. Made my prepared speech. Put my soul 
out for each of them. ... One claimed I was making it up. Another 
raised her chin and asked me to repeat my name. The third accused 
me of trying to hit on her. We’re talking the most important days of 
my life. She was leaning back on her elbows on the beach, wearing a 
sweatshirt, nothing else, or so it seemed to me. Saturday in the sun. I 
loved the way her breath swelled her young chest—for God’s sake I 
was nineteen!—and how her image blurred with another woman 
sitting on the bench at the Folger years later, when I thought ‘Just 
like High School!’ Same smells. And yes, same company of half-
grown adolescents.  And I reached out for her just like high school. 
And then the whole scene vanishes the instant I try to get her to 
remember it. And maybe pretending not to remember was part of 
the same old schtick—getting the best of me, making me feel like a 



 

 44 

jerk. That’s what all of you did at sixteen! 
 
So I guess we’re still teenagers, when some imagined lover you’ve 
never so much as held hands with pushing you away was the end of 
the world. So what if we got older. We should know better, we’re 
told: who cares if anyone pushes you away? But for me, it was 
always the end of the world. Still is. Like Iris Rodriguez—my God 
what 15-year-old from the sticks would know girls could kiss like 
that?? Stopped calling her at age seventeen because I knew in the 
end she was too much for me. Or is that just a guy thing—all that 
faux naiveté? 
 
You know, there are times I pass your office and think I’ll just pop in 
like it was the old days. And once I knew you were never going to 
take me seriously again, all that did was make the imagining of it 
even better—like there were no constraints at all. If you’ve got 
nothing to hide, you don’t have to hide anything. Wonder how 
many people think we’ve had it on for years? ... yeah yeah I know I 
know. Officialdom and all that. Maybe it matters what people think, 
not whether it is true. And sometimes I think the whole damn 
question is just too much trouble.  
 
Ha! In those days, you could just look some piss-assed dean or God 
knows parent in the eye and say ‘I just don’t think that’s your 
business.’ It was like pretending to be adults. For all of us.  
 
Oh well, coffee’s cold. Plane leaves in a couple of hours, so I best be 
off. At least I got in my last office hour, and sure enough, not a 
wayward student or colleague in sight. See you in a couple of weeks. 
 
T 
 
 
Marla: 
 
Jesus Christ, I’m just getting up, trying to get my reservations 
straight for the summer, and batting away as much as I can yet 
another round of inquiries about the hirings in the East Asian 
Studies department, and I get the crap cc’d out of me from Frank. 
Now mind you, I don’t care what some POS faculty member in 
your department does with his free time, but could you explain to 
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the testosterone-stricken bastard that you can’t use univ. funds to do 
your goddamn pimping for you? 
 
Meanwhile, fear not. I have kept the dragons at bay. 
 
Jerry 
 

FWD: 
 
Dear Mr Banks 
Trustees Office 
 
I share your concern over the present incident but am convinced this is a 
matter best kept in house. This is to assure you that the college regards 
your daughter as completely innocent in this matter and her well-being 
is of course our primary and sole concern. The administration will do 
everything in its power to serve as her advocate. I cannot understand the 
negligence that might have occurred with certain renegade members or 
low-level administrators in the English Dept. but be assured, they will 
be disciplined and we will resolve this to your satisfaction. The present 
chair is to be relieved of duties, and the perpetrator put on paid 
administrative leave. Your daughter, naturally, will get full credit for 
any work in the department, and I personally will enter her grades for 
the semester and oversee her application for scholarship and financial 
aid in the fall. 
 
Provost Smith 
Office of the President 
 

Frank— 
 
So some damn faculty member (and I mean that in the worst 
sense) has been holding what he calls ‘study sessions’, which I 
guess means plying students with alcohol to better their 
performance in God knows fucking what? And this shit is 
happening on your watch? So upset was my daughter over 
this, that I was barely able to get a coherent statement from 
her in the morning. She was apparently kept awake half the 
goddam night, and the poor thing could barely speak due to 
stress, and thus missed two final exam prep sessions on the 
very morning I dropped in. Now I don’t want to be a bastard, 
but this is just to remind you that as an eighteen-year trustee, 
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I cannot tolerate such treatment of what I once hoped might be 
the first of several of my children to come under your charge. 
The inexplicable decline in grades is truly galling. My T has 
been throughout her career at Westbridge a solid 3.15 
student, and any drop is clearly the result of exploitation by 
your faculty. I do not wish to pursue this further. I expect the 
matter of her grades will be taken care of directly. 
 
Banks 
 
P.S.  Let me enclose the credentials of [Name Withheld] 
presently a sophomore at Westbridge Academy. Please note the 
3.2 average, the lacrosse photos and the record of service, 
which included several stints as a caterer for local donors and 
Trustees. 

 
 
Babes— 
 
How’s this? Do you think it is sufficiently nuanced? 
 

Hey, I’ve got an idea you dumb fuck. You fat lazy piece of shit. How 
about not hitting the ‘Reply All’ button every time you have a numb-
nuts belligerent attack of paranoia? 

 
Just a thought. 
 
Tom 
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Monday 
 

To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
19 
 
 
Every faculty member in the vicinity of Dolittle Library during the 
past week is advised that they are not to discuss their whereabouts or 
anything they have seen or know until interviews are completed at a 
time to be determined later. Discussing news reports on university 
grounds will result in disciplinary action. Faculty are further 
reminded that service dogs are not comfort animals and may not be 
petted or interacted with in any way upon penalty to be determined 
at a future date per Res. 854-A subs. (c) rev. Fac.HBk. Please direct 
all inquiries to your supervisor or chair. 
 
Security 
 
 
 
To: Department 
 
... You should know that I have no intention of legitimizing your 
pettiness by reading or acknowledging any replies. I have wasted too 
much of my time in the last thirty years dealing with meanness, bad 
faith, and obstructionism to suffer your amateurish variants further. 
 
Giacoff 
 
 
 
I don’t have this week’s assignment. ... 
 
 
Mary Mary— 
 
I don’t want to be alarmist, but those bastards in Tech Services are 
as thick as thieves, and if I were you, I wouldn’t use your univ. 
account in these next couple of weeks for anything other than 
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praising a retiring administrator or recommending a sycophantic 
colleague for a raise. 
 
Schmalz 
 
 
 
Dear Mary Louise— 
 
At least there’s one advantage we have over these old farts: we don’t 
have to waste half our lives chasing [body-part withheld], as they 
themselves would put it. You don’t Facebook, right? Oh sh.t. OK. 
Too late. Just don’t expect me to post any photos there, ass-tight 
naked with my... (Just kidding). De-friended all my students finally. 
There’s only so much you can say or hear about great weed and 
puking in the sink and how the narcissistic little sh.ts plan on getting 
a job someday is beyond me, but if they’re looking to get laid or 
attract the attention of some pedophile or maybe just another closet 
case like themselves pleasuring themselves in the wee hours, why 
clearly they’ve got it down. And no, don’t friend me. Like I said. I’ve 
got plenty of pix of your husband in my own files. Hey. It’s a joke, 
ok? I’m the one with lewd photos all over hell and creation I’ll just 
send you the links my favorite is the one where I’m holding the wine 
bottle. By the neck—the hard slender part. Ha! Get it? I’m not 
alone. You’ll know the one. 
 
OK. You figured out what to do about that snot-nosed little f.ck 
Jackson or Jason or whatever his name is? I’ll level with you. What 
secrets do girls have anyway? We all know the young ones are the 
best, and OK OK I know in your position you have to pretend to be 
shocked which is fine just don’t try to jerk me around. When you got 
here, years ago, I guess you could have a half-dozen students for 
lunch and no one would have batted an eye. You can even hear it in 
old Nelson—wonder what it was like for him surrounded by those 
doting ‘boys’ of the old days. Jesus Christ, may as well be a damn 
priest.  
 
Right. So anyway, the little snot is barely done and he stands up and 
turns away and ... wait, you know what I’m talking about, right? 
Can’t spell everything out for Crise sake! ... He’s trying to hide it, 
‘it’, get it?, or doesn’t really know what to do or maybe no woman 
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has ever just watched like that. So adorable. I just want to adopt the 
little bastard and spend my life with him. And I suppose he comes 
with it too (JOKE, for Crise sake!), listening to him telling me how 
he’s really really trying to fix that self-pleasuring thing. Stuttering 
over the words. What’s he going to say? So he comes up with 
something like out of a Boy Scout manual ‘You mean this?’ I say, 
and grab him and he blushes right down to his navel. 
 
Then he starts talking about his brother—oh you know the one. 
Don’t pretend, I’m not in the mood. The tough old bra-snatching 
kid who supposedly didn’t get to the ... well damned if I know what 
it’s called. Something in Yiddish. Why you would want half your 
d.ck lopped off , or your kid’s d.ck—that sort of sh.t is beyond me. 
Anyway, that’s the one. Loved the story of the car. Did you hear 
that one? Or come to think of it, how or why would you have heard 
it? Unless, I mean, unless ... But hey, what you do with some horny 
kid and your free time—that’s your business.  
 
Anyway, seems our Jason couldn’t drive because he had this cross-
eyed thing going, or so his mother used to tell him—bullsh.t, I think. 
It’s a ridiculous lie just like everything else in the damn story since 
the little f.ck sees just fine when he’s probing around trying to get his 
hand in your snatch ... but maybe another time. So he gets his 
brother to borrow the keys, only it wasn’t his brother, since even his 
Mom half-drunk couldn’t tell the two of them apart unless she 
pulled down their pants and half way to town—brother at the 
wheel, or maybe the little f.ck himself, with the car bumping and 
stalling—he gets the bright idea to go to his brother’s girlfriend’s 
house. Wow! You know where this is going! Payback I guess it was. 
‘That new thing you’re doing,’ she’s going to say, panting, barely 
forming her words. ‘How come you never tried that before?’ Then 
she starts screaming and melts all over him. Only he has no more 
clue of how to drive a car—all that speed and stability—than he has 
on how to handle a girl over sixteen. 
 
Ever had some guy try porno moves on you? You want to talk about 
ending things in a hurry! Some little d.ckhead who hasn’t been off 
his computer and into a woman in his precious decade and a half of 
life? Anyway, it might as well have been him, since he’s paying no 
attention to driving, dreaming rather about the Don Juan he will 
one day be, and the next thing you know, the car is in the ditch 
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teetering there by the mailbox. And Janet, let’s call her—sweet and 
plump, but with something of a mustache, even at sixteen—she’s 
pissed and comes out and what’s my Mom going to do! and they’re 
slogging around in the mud, she finally gets in the car and drives the 
car out as he’s ass-deep in mud trying to push the damn thing. So 
there is porno-guy without sh.t idea of what to do thinking he’s 
going to debauch his brother’s girlfriend right there on the spot. And 
then he’s trying to grab her and try out something he caught on the 
internet or some guy at school told him about why crap it’s more 
erotic to talk about than to have some moronic kid try on you when 
you’re sixteen. And she’s so exasperated, she just pushes him away, 
and finally, in his version, he gets the most amazing .... Like life is 
truly a porno film for him at last, although you and I, Sweetie, we 
know nothing about that at all. And the little dipsh.t doesn’t even get 
that it’s no compliment to be told about the best lay you ever had or 
the best whatever or any of that sh.t, and the very stupidity of it, 
why I just wanted to jump him and screw him to death. 
 
But mostly I was pissed. Some pimply 19-year old trying to get into 
my pants, as if he even knew what pants were, simply by 
impersonating his brother? And which one have I got with me now, 
I wondered. Maybe I have it all ass-backwards like the horny 
brother getting laid in the guise of the 19-year-old pimply piece of 
sh.t? Who’s got my hand on him anyway? And the whole thing—
why I didn’t give a rat’s ass if it was the damn Pope on me as long as 
somehow the two of us would get the job done in some efficient way, 
and if you’re that young, I guess you can just let yourself go, and if 
it’s not done right the first time, there are two or three after that. 
 
That’s when I got all dreamy looking at him like that, and hardly 
listening to all his blithering idiocy. And suddenly I realizing sh.t!, 
it’s not the damn brother at all—like there is no f.cking brother—
you get it? Not a question of which one of the little f.cks is on my 
sofa. All that bullsh.t I told them—cops and Deans or the dumb-ass 
investigators from HR—figuring the safest thing was just to play the 
Holy Innocent. Cops always like stuff like that: he was irresistible ... I 
am weak ... he came to my apartment. ... There was nothing I could do ... it was 
over so quick ... So quick ... You always add that. The part about being 
quick. Always. Put it in your repertory. There’s always a lawyer or a 
cop taking notes who thinks he could have done it better; he would 
have taken his time, he would have lasted forever, and you would 
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have fallen in love with him ... not like this stupid-ass felonious kid 
who can’t control himself. I could even see the guy’s hands twitch as 
he wrote. He forgot to ask me for my number, thinking it was in the 
police report somewhere. And I suppose all that will be forwarded to 
you soon enough. 
 
You remember that story about Tim? Yeah Tim. Down the hall. 
The little snake chased down one of his adult learning program 
students, by getting her number from the office. Then he has a 
passionate affair with her for a year or two, and it’s over, and the 
next thing you know, he’s looking through his merit file—or some 
letter of commendation, and there sitting in black and white ‘Why 
he even made the extra effort to contact and work with our adult 
education students after the program itself was over.’ That’s the 
thing. It’s all about getting laid in the end. 
 
Oh yes, officer. He over-powered me. But only because I was afraid—weak and 
delicate. No, I won’t press charges. We were adults—only five years my junior! I 
can live with the violation. Yes. ... Ha ha. Don’t be shocked, Sweetie. I 
never said that. It’s all bullsh.t. I wasn’t hitting on the cop either. So 
all I said was he tried to touch me and I pushed him away in shock. 
That kind of innocence. And the cute cop puts it all down, and I 
look at him, and feel him sweat in indecision and that’s when I 
thought of Tim lusting after the adult education students, and I 
wondered when the call was going to come.  
 
Actually, I don’t know what I said or did. Maybe I blurted out some 
b.s. story about the library or maybe they thought that’s what I was 
talking about. I had no freaking clue what the questions meant and 
just said whatever came to mind to keep the guy there. And that’s 
where my innocent story comes from, because we all know there is 
no innocence in the damn world to begin with. And no, not the 
story I told, but the one I imagined telling, jumping the guy behind 
the desk, pretending I had no idea of the scam pulled off by the 
lascivious twin. That’s the story I should have told. Holy Crap—it 
was true all the time. There is no effing twin and everything I 
imagined telling them, well Holy sh.t it was all true. I don’t get life. I 
really don’t. 
 
But that’s the gist of it. Don’t worry. The little f.ck couldn’t kill a fly, 
much less that hot number in the library if that’s what they’re 
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thinking, and I must have gotten the two stories mixed up with that 
cute cop checking out my ass, who I suppose will figure everything 
out soon enough because it sure as hell wasn’t me all tied up with 
police tape in the stacks. 
 
Let’s have coffee. Abbie 
 
Anyways, screw this. I’m just forwarding you everything the little dip 
sends me and you can sort it out for yourself. 
 
 
 
Provost’s Office 
 
A meeting of all chairs is scheduled later in the week at a time and 
place to be determined. Please ensure that you are available. Check 
box for dietary needs. 
 
J. Joiner for J. Kandiewski; F. Clandestine 
 
 
 
Dear Prof. Dow— 
 
I’m leaving the forms you need here, since you aren’t always around 
late Friday, my only day here—that ride from Montecito is a bitch! I 
assure you, my buddie Fred is terrific—a great writer. I’m referring 
to Fred X, of course, not Freddie, whom you may know. Wonderful 
kid. Great potential. Lots of experience with students here. The two-
day workshop I set up will only cost 5K in compensation, plus 
whatever the rooms will set you back. How would I know? I just sign 
the forms. 
 
Btw, I’ll be away next year due to a special arrangement with the 
Dean, but I’m providing here a list of replacements. Don’t want to 
leave those workshops untaught. Why not call each for scheduling 
interviews? Bill is in town next fall, and could keep his teaching 
duties at UC. I can’t say whether the others would want to sign up 
for leaves, or simply have us fly them in on the appropriate days.  
 
Take a good look at Neddie, a very exiting youngish writer with two 



 

 53 

stories already published in prestigious journals whose issues I 
edited. She assured me her Dean at UBC will be more than willing 
to grant her leave for next year and in any case, she has a tenure 
sabbatical coming up. L___ has a novel in progress—I’ve read 
several chapters. I vouch for its quality. J__ has been teaching 
poetry for years and has held lectureships in three states. You’re 
familiar with his work. He would need a housing stipend, research 
assistant, and some course relief, since two workshops a week would 
cut into the time he can devote to his work. I’ll negotiate the salary 
with Schmalz directly. As for the extra course required, I’ll get 
another year’s extension for Sallie on her dissertation and she can 
cover it for you; it would be a great boon to the Department as she 
would go on the market as a professor of record in a major creative 
writing program. 
 
Lastly, could you derail that nonsense from the registrar? Turns out 
they were looking for grade improprieties and I suppose high time 
they did. I can’t believe they put this in the hands of that ignorant a-
hole Ernesto G. You remember him? Computer nerd. Didn’t get 
tenure here. Kept on as an administrator regardless. You know the 
type, can’t leave well enough alone, like he couldn’t leave his own 
damn tenure file alone. He was trying to construct a story-writing 
program, sort of an AI thing, you know, where you plug some 
bullshit into a computer and a perfectly constructed contemporary 
poem or story comes out? Sort of like a perfect product of a creative 
writing workshop? Ha. A lot of good that did him in his tenure year! 
So now he writes an administrative version of this in a program 
determining not what courses hand out the highest grades, but 
rather those where grades for individual students were significantly 
higher than what those same students earned in other courses. I 
think they were investigating the Athletic Department, and I 
suppose for that, they should have been looking in the showers 
rather than in the grade-books. In any case, the computer program, 
no doubt designed as payback for us canning him, spat out our 
courses as the worst offenders, and a great to-do was made. No one 
considers, over there, the Ruskinian satisfaction of knowing what 
you do well and doing it. And don’t think for a minute we allow 
athletes in our workshops. Except for the occasional swimmer. Or 
water-polo player. They are not the problem. I myself don’t believe 
in grades and thus don’t believe in grade inflation. I give A’s.  I 
mean except for those students who get pissy about participating in 
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our group work. 
 
So fuck him. That’s why he was fired. Always leaves the one 
variable overlooked. Like during his tenure year. He forgot that little 
detail about not being a colossal a-hole to his senior colleagues. Oh 
yes. That! What do you expect? Anyway, if pressed—summon the 
usual suspects as Nelson would say, citing remarkably Cocteau or 
Renoir. 
 
Percival came in the other day, more shit about grade inflation. Like 
I need pedagogical advice from some po-mo scribbler! ‘Don’t talk to 
me about standards’ he says, hectoring an unseen listener, ‘I gave a 
B+ last semester!’ That’s rigor for you! Fact is, the grades are our 
business, and if some snot in ADM doesn’t like it, I’ll just take my 
students and I suppose every athlete on campus to UC. Don’t they 
know that one’s ranking in US News and World Reports is directly 
correlated to the GPA of students? Read that somewhere—in the 
Chronicle I think. Some sidenote in an issue on Creative Writing 
Industry. So you want better students, their accomplishments 
quantified and documented? Give them all A’s. That’s my strategy: 
take one for the team. 
 
I’ll be on tour next week. I’d say I was sorry I had to miss the going- 
away party, but I see all we have scheduled is depositions! Ha! 
Probably shouldn’t joke about that. I do so enjoy Tom’s leering at 
the breasts of all the hostesses, and one day, I plan to show him 
mine. 
 
Con amistad 
 
William Scrivener 
Writer-in-Residence 
P.H.D Program in Creative Writing 
 
 
 
Marilyn— 
 
I have just received the most insulting communiqué from the 
administration, insisting that the policy of the university is not to 
provide reduced teaching loads under any circumstances, and the 
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maximum raise I can expect must be within the range of the pool 
for all faculty. 
 
I have immediately filed a grievance as well as for paid Medical 
Leave to be coincident with my recent appointment at _____. We 
also need to talk about my replacement, which may well be 
temporary. I believe Ms. Lin will do nicely. 
 
I am without words. I am certain you share my grief and 
disappointment. 
 
David P. 
 
 
 
 
MD— 
 
Two more weeks? Must be blind with work! if there’s anything I can 
do to help, well, please call someone else. 
 
Ha! I used to share that myth about work, and the thing about 
myths? some of them are true: you know, I worked hard, I work all day, 
no one has worked harder than I have, so any success I have is clearly earned, 
and my apparent failures are consequences of the inequities and injustices of the 
system. Everyone thinks that. 
 
Once you get beyond the self-lauding platitudes, things are different. 
Remember Paul? That duplicitous sycophantic shit who pretended 
to run things when we first got here? He cooked up a deal with the 
Dean that he would serve as chair again if they hired his wife, can’t 
remember whether it was his second or third. But the conniving 
Dean—not your Schmalz—can’t remember his name, ended up 
President at some shitbox school back East—figures this might 
appear to some outside observer like favoritism (well, duh!) so the 
two of them concoct an elaborate nepotistic smokescreen where the 
department will hire three spouses of sitting faculty members, his 
among them. You know. We’re academics. Humanists to boot! Our 
ethics are so pure and beyond question, ordinary rules of civil 
society don’t apply to us. And Jesus Christ, it’s ‘target of 
opportunity,’ ‘administrative freebies,’ and ‘family values,’ and 
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‘support of marriage,’ and ‘feminist issues,’ and you’d think you 
were at the goddamn Republican Convention. But some disgruntled 
letch brought up the unpleasant notion that if he bedded some grad 
student once he’d be disciplined, but if he did it on a daily basis, 
she’d be hired, and pretty soon the whole scheme fell apart in 
departmental rancor and at the end of it off goes Saint Paul to some 
stinkhole with ethical standards even lower than ours and Eeds and 
I, well, here we were—no one could say how—and pretty soon, 
things got back to normal. 
 
From the heart, T. 
 
 
 
Maryl— 
 
Apparently, some of your cohorts think that calling the Provost an 
Senile Old Fart and heroically cc’ing me is a sign of courage, and 
the fact that we never get back to them proof positive that they 
finally scored that rapier-thrust right through his heart. 
 
But you know my old pal Shelley, right? She monitors all his e-mail, 
and when the shit hits the fan, I call her, even at 1am. ‘Wake up, it’s 
me!’ Old school. She actually answers the phone. ‘Yes Jerry?’ A 
dear. We used to have these loopy late night calls. Like a shrink to 
me, she was. She’d roll out of bed or maybe she would have been 
just lying there, staring at a book, she said, waiting for the call. 
‘Yeah, Shell,’ I’d say. ‘Don’t let the old bastard see that note ...’ and 
I’d be thinking, ‘Fuck it. Let’s just delete all the past ten years and 
start again today.’  
 
Oh yes. So anyway, by the time Frank gets to his office, there’s a 
huge orderly pile of perfectly sanitized memos and e-mail, neatly 
printed, all requiring his immediate attention. A perfect history, 
beginning, middle, and end. But not a trace of your colleagues’ late-
night tirades and not a trace of my deflections and editing, just 
Shelley smiling benignly at her desk, her attention fixed on the 
patterns woven through her scarf. 
 
Abbie, Peligro, and that fat fuck Giacoff—something happens to 
them when they take to the keyboard. It just runs away with them. 
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Maybe from reading too many manifestos from the late last century 
or revolutionary tracts from the one before that. Art Politics. In the 
end, nothing makes a damn bit of difference and we all get screwed 
in the end. That’s what your buddy Tom thinks. 
 
Btw, turns out there has been a bit of fall-out from his run-in with 
that Banks kid. Just giving you the heads up on this, or maybe 
‘heads up’ is the wrong choice of words. Won’t amount to much, 
but there has been talk of demanding e-mail or electronic trail of 
things as it were, and it might well be advisable that your own tells 
the correct or at least defending narrative, which I hope is the true 
one as well—God knows!—a misunderstanding, a glance, an 
inappropriate lunch or dinner—’inappropriate’ will generally 
work—a chance encounter at a bar—forgetful picking up of the 
tab—student exuberance. You decide, and for God’s sake, whatever 
you decide, DON’T TELL ME. Just do it. I find the best thing in 
these instances is just to assume the role of complete ignorance—I 
wish I could Nelson it up and speak of Sartrean benignity here, but 
my heart just isn’t in it.  
 
And again, I’ve forgotten the gist of things. Just keep the narratives 
straight and try not to slip in that part about ... well, we wouldn’t 
want old Tom to talk about bouncing quarters off her butt like 
Condo-fucking-leeza Rice in print, now, would we? We could kiss 
the Bangs Auditorium good-bye on that note and besides, even Tom 
at his most lascivious is not actually going to screw up when the 
chips are down? Don’t let it happen! Christ. Am I wrong? If so, 
good luck. You’re on your own. Please tell me you made all that up. 
That nothing happened. 
 
But I digress. What do I care about this nonsense. You got three 
weeks to go, and if you’re sacked, we can both spend the rest of our 
lives living off your settlement. That’s how things work. The worse 
your sin, the more money you get when you’re finally, as it were, 
cashiered. And even that is not what I write to tell you. You are all 
my argument. 
 
Jerry 
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Tuesday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
18 
 
 
 
FWD: MDow 
 
Here you are. Why didn’t we go to Law School? 
 
—Abs 

Hey Ms DeShink 
 
OMG. You know so many things. My brother once tried to teach me all 
kinds of stuff like that or not really like that just sort of. Guy things. 
You cant really practice if your guys unless your queer and Im not I 
think he saw them on the internet. And your not queer. Not like every 
other girl. What did you mean when you said we ‘had it down.’ I dont 
understand that. Weve only done it a couple of times. That got me 
thinking. Thats me. Always thinking. My brother says Im very deep. A 
girl once said I was introverted, and I got that on a test once. I 
remember. It said I should be a newroscientist. 
 
Sometimes I worry you know my brother, dont you? Hes not 
circumcised thats the key. Thats how you can tell us apart. We were in 
this study once when we were kids I dont remember because I was too 
little but my parents told me and at camp it was always pretty 
embarrassing I tell you I hate it when you compare. Particularly when 
your swimming in cold water. Now I begin to think bad things, so I 
guess I need you to check on this—next time were together. Be sure to 
check and tell me. Am I? Or not? Thats the only way to tell. 
 
When we were in high school he used to take my girlfriend for rides or 
he would have, but she wasnt very cute. Not then I saw her last year 
shes really matured. But she wouldnt let me touch her anymore. I dont 
get that I already know what Theyre like. Or maybe not. I mean I 
knew what they were like when they were smaller so its not quite the 
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same thing or is it? I mean once you do it then youve done it I mean 
kissing or feeling someone up or whatever. I guess thats what maturity 
is. Or being married maybe. Its like OK—even though you’ve done it 
before it doesnt count. You have to begin all over again kissing and stuff 
like that and that doesnt seem right to me. Like every time your chest 
grows out why then no one can feel it anymore? Its not fair. 
 
One day in school they separate the girls and boys. I cant remember 
when that was but thats that. Everything is different after. My brother 
told me really bad things he said they had done, not the ones who 
separated them I mean recently I mean him and my girlfriend. Well she 
wasnt exactly my girlfriend I guess it depends what you mean by that 
and I got real pissed because what he said was really hurtful ‘No’ he 
said. Those were his exact words. ‘Chill out Dude just do it like this 
...’ And he showed me but I dont like to talk about it. It was pretty 
intimate the things he told me to do like some of the stuff we did, you 
and me. But I dont like to talk about that either even though you liked it 
didnt you you said you did I guess you did anyway. Maybe Ill write a 
story about it, for class like the other kids in workshops do. But change 
the names so no one will know even my name I think Ill call myself 
Simon you can say whatever you want in a writing class. Thats why 
their so cool like a giant Facebook Page but still it will be real funny 
reading it. You should teach one then I could read it with you right there 
and that would be really cool Simon and Patricia. Youd be really cool 
with a name like that. 
 
One of the girls added pictures but some of the stuff she said, well it just 
made us real uncomfortable. Not the pictures like dressed and stuff but 
with weird faces. You had to read. Thats the thing with class—you 
cant just put pictures up because they dont count. She left with some guy 
not me because it wouldnt have been right. That’s why I didnt go back 
maybe you know can you flunk for not going to class? If they dont have 
tests in class how does that work? Its not fair. 
 
So thats why I wasnt there yesterday I was mad because I thought you 
were making out with my brother thinking it was me. He would do 
stuff like that but you can tell us apart. Really Ill show you next time 
how to do it. 
 
I cant come in next week because Im on a field trip with a sociology 
class. Do you know Mr. Partner? I thought he was queer too because 
most of them are and then I saw him looking down Calistas shirt. Do 
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you know her? Shes the one with the really cool name. 
 
Jason 

 
 
Oh Mary— 
 
:<( I’m so stressed I’m trying to find painters for the office and do 
you know when it’s free? I mean of your stuff. Not free in other 
senses. I know. Nothing is free. Who says that? Someone always says 
that in meetings. Ha ha. :D From now on, I guess I have to pay 
attention. :{ Or maybe get someone take minutes. Or the new 
secretary. OMG can we say that??? Is that her job? Or maybe 
Duncan but he’ll have tenure so he won’t do anything or maybe 
he’ll be fired and he’ll do even less. Maybe I’ll have you do it, and 
everything will be fine. I’m so worried about the colors like how we 
can charge this to the department but I don’t know what painters to 
get. Does it have to be someone approved by someone in 
administration? My brother paints. When he’s sober. !!! Ha! Boy 
that’s funny. 
 
Ron told me I didn’t have to go to meetings anymore and that he 
would take care of it. I guess that was sweet of him. Do you have 
any idea what he was talking about? I don’t. Sometimes I feel that 
things like that just go over my head. :/ Like one of those cute 
quotes you get from Nelson. Gees. :) I get all fuzzy. 
 
Then he sent me a real long note. I don’t understand. Are we 
supposed to read those? Is anything he said true? It made me blush. 
Tom used to say that he was just another bitter and failed novelist, 
who got his kicks by constructing elaborate fantasies about people he 
works with. Gosh I just don’t understand that. I mean in any way. 
 
Help!!! A lot of stuff is being forwarded to me. I don’t know whether 
it’s because I’m supposed to be chair, or because it’s all just 
misdirected. I’m glad I’m not Jewish. Who is chair now anyway? Is 
it you? 
 
—Edith 
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Fwd: MADow 
 

Hey, I like it in the frnt seat. Thts really cool. Or maybe in the back. 
Like theres no hump in the middle. Ha. Ha. Thats why Im a 
cr.writing major. We used to make jokes about that. Hump. See? When 
I was in high school we actually did that once I mean not hump 
although we did that too but just move to the back. Then someone 
shined? shone? a light on us, and it was really hard to explain what 
was going on if you know what I mean because we had to make stuff 
up like you cant just say we were trying to find some place to make out 
or stuff like that Cops hate that. You have to say your looking for 
something maybe your cell-phone or an old condom or something like 
that. Thats why I think its always cool for at least one person to stay in 
the drivers seat. Like you. Thats one of the things I really respect about 
you. Knowing stuff like that just in case. 
 
I have this other friend Zach. You should meet him too because hes a lot 
like my brother except you can trust him and he and I would never do 
anything were like blood brothers. You know when you prick your finger 
(oh gosh sorry about that word) or something and share blood and there 
used to be some oath you swore but Ive forgotten the exact words its an 
old indian thing or I guess now you have to say native American. We 
were taught once it wsnt true but you cant believe everything you hear. 
Zach and me we used to do a lot of things together but I guess I sholdnt 
tell you because they were blood brother things and some of them were 
pretty close you could get the wrong idea reading about them. You just 
need to know that you just say you like know me then everything will be 
really good for you and hell like do anything you want not for you but 
for me his blood brother. He knows a lot of stuff. Really. And thats 
how I know stuff. And then there are a lot of things I cant say. Like for 
real. But he had a girlfriend who never liked me because she was 
jealous. Theres a lot of things I do really well and I can really last a 
long time. Thats what brotherhood means its all about lasting a really 
long time no matter who your with. The best App on my phone is 
IForget. 
 
Jason 
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Wednesday 
 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
17 
 
 
M— 
 
WTF??? Her? That’s who it was?? Holy crap, I just bumped into 
her a week before I left town, I ... Now wait. I meant figuratively! 
But damn she is or was ... I guess never mind! Kinda makes my 
breath come short—I used to think that was a cliché of bad novels, 
then I stand next to her, and my God it’s like I can’t take a full 
breath. You know, the one with ... well, perhaps this is not the time 
or the place. Man, those folios! 
 
She got axed? Holy shit! Or am I a week behind? 
 
Ha ha! I’m kidding. Wait, what about? A real axe? Who knows. I 
know I’m a bastard. But if I want to cop a feel, I don’t head for the 
library stacks on a Friday afternoon. Maybe I’ll just drop by your 
office instead! The day I get back. Name the time. 
 
Tom 
 
 
 
 
From:  Office of the President 
Re: Committee Assignments, Fall 20- ... 
 
... 
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Hi M— 
 
Gosh they never get my name right. :{ I don’t mind. What’s in a 
name? Then Married or Single? What am I? Gosh I had nothing to 
do with it. ‘Please provide us with a detailed summary of the 
whereabouts and any communication of each of your departmental 
colleagues by ______.’ I don’t know. Who did what? :? Who was 
where? :& This comes from some Law Firm, but you know what I 
think? I think it has something to do with that poor librarian. :! Do 
you know there are rumors now that they found her? All bound and 
gagged in some motel room in Palm Springs? And she was lying 
there in a bed-full of sex toys. :OOOOOOOO (Gosh it makes me 
blush!!) Things like that. Oh my. I never thought of her that way. 
Did you? Too doughty. Or is it dowdy? I forget. You don’t use 
things like that, do you? You and H...? :} zzzzzzzzz (OMG I’m 
blushing again). I don’t like thinking about them. You know. ;) 
Sometimes I think it would be better just to text. 
 
I guess I’m supposed to know where everyone was that day, or find 
out, even my ex Tom but if I knew where my ex was all the time he 
wouldn’t be my ex. Ha ha. That’s pretty funny. !!! Maybe I 
shouldn’t joke. Besides I don’t think he was ever really into that sort 
of thing. One day he brought some ropes and a collar into the 
bedroom. :O I thought he had just bought us a puppy. Then he 
grabbed my wrists and put this like leash things on and I went all 
funny inside and that was the last of it. Then he said something 
about swallowing a knotted string and then ... but gee, I don’t even 
know what that means. (OMG!!!) He used to make jokes about that 
day, but honestly, I never understood them even though I always 
laughed. That’s something I was taught to do. When a guy makes a 
joke, you always laugh. I don’t think it matters. 
 
Anyway, I think that’s what they think. One of us. Not you??? Ha 
ha! That’s a joke, you know. Sometimes I can’t even follow myself. 
 
I once knew a dancer. Do you? I mean dance. An exotic dancer she 
said. Then when she’s describing what she does, I think oh my gosh, 
:o this is like what you see on tv. She dances all squiggly-like & or 
crosses her arms # or X... and there are ‘special’ (!) she said clients 
with set times and they come in and there are private dances, and 
holy cow, even I realize finally they’re not talking about dancing at 
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all!! But something else. :O She was, well, not very well ‘endowed’, if 
you know what I mean I guess you don’t. :)-| Flat. Like that. That’s 
what | means. Or I should say: ‘That’s what ‘|’ means.’ I just mean 
she didn’t have big ... well I shouldn’t say. :)-8.There. Or I guess it 
should be :)-8.   Not like you and me. Everything else was fine, and 
maybe some men like that in the first place. I wouldn’t know. Ha ha! 
Another joke, get it? You see, how would I know if men like flat 
because ... Oh God you don’t get it! Cuz you and me we have 
bigger ... —that’s what I meant. OO Oh well. She had this real soft 
voice and real thin clothes and it looked like the gentle breeze just 
blew the cloth onto her. Ok. You can see that’s not me speaking. 
I’m quoting but I can’t say who. And boots that come up half way 
up my thighs _/\_ oh gosh did I say ‘my’? — goodness. I get 
gooseflesh about all this. Sometimes I just wish I were a lesbian like 
everyone else. Life would be easier that way. At least for me it would 
be, and probably for a lot of other women, if you know what I 
mean. 
 
So do you think that’s what it was? I mean who knows. I’m so naive. 
I’m talking about the girl with the small chest. :)-8 >— The dancer. 
And it’s a good thing David isn’t listening in, you know, because you 
know his thing for ... But I guess I can’t talk about that anymore, 
right? Because of my position, I mean. And because he’s leaving 
anyway.  
 
Where was I? Oh yes. The librarian. With all the funny toys? Why? 
Isn’t that what you’re supposed to ask? Who? What? Where? and 
How? and all that? Who knows, she may be off giving exotic dances, 
or is it erotic? or lap dances they call them out there in Palm 
Springs. I don’t see why that just isn’t illegal if it’s still California and 
not Nevada or one of those places. Poor girl. I mean if she really got 
tied up and suffocated or chopped to pieces like they say.  
 
You have to seize life as it comes. Car-pay D.M., something or 
other. That’s what I said when I agreed to serve next year. Or not 
really—I mean I didn’t really say that—I’d never come up with a 
phrase like that. I’m just repeating something I heard again. But 
wow. I’m so excited. Meanwhile, can I just ignore this letter? I’ll 
leave it in your box. Maybe you can fill out all the stuff they ask for 
and I’ll sign it. 
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It’s really amazing all the stuff they ask me to do when I just don’t 
know all the official things like you do. And other stuff too ... I guess 
it’s generational. 
 
—Edie 
 
 

 
To: engl-l.[NameWithheld].edu 
From: MAD. Chair 
Re: Security  
 
Adm informs me that the lock-down may have been premature and 
that there may be no further actions. Please, however, for legal 
reasons, refrain from discussing this matter further, either in the 
hallway or especially by e-mail. 
 
MAD 
 
 
Reply: MAD 
Reply-All:  l-[Name Withheld] 
From: Ron G. 
Re:  
 
Dear Chair D 
 
I object to the affront, less subtle than supposed, issued by our 
colleague in forwarding the enclosed note to me and if he thinks 
larding it all over with some precious passive-aggressive bullshit gets 
him off the hook, he has no idea who he’s fucking dealing with. 
Please issue the appropriate reprimands. 
 
RG 

 
My dear Roland: 
 
Lockdowns!  Ah, my lad, it puts me in mind of the days when you came 
to us, a mere stripling as it were, clad with no more than a tweed suit 
and your own ambition. I recall sitting then by the fountain, discoursing 
on the passing of the time, and a most sweet visit at that moment of 
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young Edith, hand-in-hand with one of our own colleagues. Ah for the 
days of innocence and youth, when one could couple with one’s charges, 
like Plato, Homer, and Alcibiades themselves, instead of skulking about 
as if mere innocence itself were a thing of shame. 
 
—Nelson 
 

To: NOldfather@[Name Withheld].edu and 56 more ... 
 
Adm informs me that the lock-down may have been premature 
and .... 
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Thursday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
16 
 
 
Hey Babes— 
 
WHOA! Hold on! I just made the association. Something Abs was 
saying about that blue sweater. Holy crap! In April? Wow. Anyway, 
believe me: it’s not what you think.  
 
I admit, I was there—yeah yeah, I know. Even I have to find books 
once in a while. Remember Ruth? She works there. Dark. Israeli. 
And you only notice how beautiful she is the third or fourth time 
you look at her? That’s the best. Because you can imagine no one 
else can see what you see—that all her allure is yours and depends 
on you! And there’s this kid in there—what’s a twelve-year-old ... 
then I think, Holy Crap! she’s thirty! Then I think whoa! she’s 
eighteen and looks forty. Then I don’t know what age or century 
she’s in. I just ... but then, what’s the point of such detail? I think she 
used to be in our department. Or maybe I just confuse all those who 
were. That’s what I get for treating all our new hires the same, just 
like we’re supposed to these days. 
 
Maybe I shouldn’t send this! 
 
She’s holding an armful of books. Then I’m taking them from her 
one by one, and studying the title and the author. And I begin to 
count out the syllables, one two three in each name! What a freaking 
idiot I am! and the two of us laugh as if at a joke I wasn’t even aware 
of making and she pulls the rest of the books closer to her. Clutching 
them, you know? Whatever that means. The timed light clicks off 
and the sweater disappears in the darkness and I thought I would 
explode on the spot. I think of all the things I could have said—all 
those grand witticisms like you hear the old coots trying to formulate 
still today. Whereas the truth is, in that situation, it doesn’t make a 
damn bit of difference what you say. The most inarticulate boob 
could blurt out some piece of horseshit ‘Madame, the sentence of 



 

 68 

this Latin is ...’ and you’d still end up rolling around in the folios. 
Like counting the syllables in an author’s name! One, two, three ... 
It was as if I were watching myself: ‘What am I saying? What a 
dumb-ass! Am I really counting the syllables in a damn author’s 
name expecting some chick is going to swoon as a result?’ And if we 
hadn’t ended up on the floor, I’d have been kicking my ass for 
decades wondering how I’d ever come up with something as asinine 
as that. 
 
Anyway, that’s the one. It was like being kids—you remember that? 
And it’s almost as if some adult or parent or uncle is on the way, and 
you can even feel their presence in the distance. So you turn her into 
the light, away from the light, watching the shadows rearticulate 
themselves across her face. And suddenly there is all this flesh—
yours, mine, all of it. And twenty years have hardly passed since 
lying there on the sofa, with the candle light streaming across your 
face. 
 
Like that. Everything and nothing that would interest anyone. It was 
the last I ever saw of her, except here as I write of it, when I can see 
her all again. As if she were here. As if I were there. As if the light 
were still falling across her face and your face and every face I’ve 
ever seen. 
 
You know that thing they always cite at funerals?: ‘Those who are 
dead are not like the rest of us. When you were alive, you were often 
away from me. Now that you are gone, you are everywhere and 
always with me. ...’ John Chrysostomos, I think. Probably 
apocryphal. 
 
Maybe you’ll have to deal with this. I’m inclined just to pretend the 
whole damn thing never happened. Like it was someone else in the 
stacks, some other streak of blue, or maybe I live in my own 
imagination and just dreamed the whole thing. The point is, I know 
nothing about what happened last week, and what’s the point of a 
narrative, true or false, that begins and ends in ignorance?  
 
Why not just start with that? ‘I know nothing. I never saw her. I 
never knew her name.’ Now I’m sounding like Maria whats-her-
name in Last Tango. Standing there with a smoking gun in my hand, 
Brando dead on the floor ‘I don’t know him.’ But that’s the end, not 
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the beginning. Maybe not the best way to go in any sense! 
 
Love ya, 
T 
 
 
My Dear Anne Marie— 
 
Ah yes, sometimes I feel the part of the Roman chorus, not involved 
in the action, commenting only, playing the part of the spectator, as 
Lessing would have had it. Do you remember those days and texts? 
I don’t suppose there are many left who read with the joy and 
avidity as we were known to do.  
 
I remember you as a young girl, or rather it is my dream of you. 
One clearer than memory perhaps. I would put the books in your 
hand, and you would turn the pages as I turned them, and it was 
impossible to tell at that age, whether you read, or if you read, or if 
perhaps you just followed the narratives I read to you in the past, 
and gave them back to me. 
 
It was my eldest brother who brought this back to me. Poor man. I 
lose a bit of him every day. Two months ago, I sent him a volume of 
verse whose title escapes me. Contemporary. With a curiously 
classical twist. He called within the week. ‘And how did you enjoy 
the verse, Peter?’ I asked. ‘Immensely. I particularly love the 
structure of expectation. How each poem establishes a genre, and it 
might be Donne, Shakespeare, even something introverted and 
personal. Browning, perhaps. Then shatters the very foundation of 
our understanding in the end.’ Not bad that. For a man untrained in 
literature. And clear refutation of the rumors swirling through the 
family of his growing dementia. It was days before I realized that he 
had not of course read those poems at all, but had merely given my 
own words back to me. And I thought of you, at the other end of 
life, reading to me so intently. 
 
The library. Pity there. I saw her last in the hallway. Arm in arm 
with another, if I recall. Her young face pressed into her shoulder. 
There were days when none would remark upon such things. Now 
it’s the source of an official investigation. Lawyers and the like. The 
ridiculous yellow tape I first mistook for a celebration. I prefer the 
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old days when you and I sat together and had no inkling of the ways 
in which we might communicate in the future.  
 
—Nelson 
 
 
 
... My gluten allergies are really acting up. My Mom had Bar-
Epstein virus, so maybe I inherited it. Don’t they have to say when 
there’s gluten or nuts in the doughnut? I don’t feel well. Or I didn’t 
so I couldn’t make class. Did I miss anything important? I just need 
a week extension. I’ll do something for extra credit this summer. 
Maybe a collage. 
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Friday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
15 
 
 
Mares— 
 
You’re kidding! Jesus Christ, the old coot must have you confused 
with ... who was it? wasn’t it the kid or the niece of Old J-... Damn, 
can’t remember the name. Here when you first got here, I think? 
Wasn’t she in your department? Must have fired her. Or all of them. 
Did I do that? Holy crap my mind is no better than his. Wonder 
where ... I mean the kid ... Those were the days! When the 
untenured young passed through with the children and dreams like 
they would last forever! Oh well. Can’t let this go on, I guess. We’ll 
come up with something. 
 
Jerry 
 
 
 ... 
 He shouldn’t have been driving at all, of course, not on the Xanax like he 
was which in turn, I suppose, was supposed to suppress the fear he felt from the 
other drugs I couldn’t name or the ones to help him sleep, which he usually or 
often or maybe once did right on the lawn next to his walker, to be found by the 
horrified tenants who shook him awake that day and made him lose maybe an 
hour of sleep that might or might not have done him any good but might have 
given me something less to fret about for the rest of the week, because how is 
someone going to live a life longing for enough peace to sleep and it doesn’t really 
help that J. says ‘Don’t worry. Remember. No one ever died from lack of sleep’ 
which is supposed to reassure me in some way, and might were it not the case that 
he adds nothing about what really matters ‘No one ever went completely berserk 
because of lack of sleep’ which of course I have and you have and everyone we 
know has, dragging ourselves out of bed and screaming at our loved ones for the 
rest of the day before collapsing in tears knowing that the next day was unlikely to 
produce anything different from the day before which began exactly the same way. 
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 But that’s how it is when you follow a man around, even your own brother, 
or one of them, trying to keep them from dying, which never works, or provide 
them with a safe place where they can simply sleep, which doesn’t work any better 
... 
 
 
Dear Mary— 
 
Now I’ve got some assistant VP on the phone half the day telling me 
some kid, or is it kids?, is or is it are? spreading a bunch of crap about 
the Big Sack of Butt-fuck in your department.  
 
I must say, I used to find that pompous POS amusing. Something 
about blowhard belligerence that creates a refreshing breeze 
through the usual tedious atmosphere of complaint and self-loathing 
that pervades the place. But that was 40 or 50 pounds ago, and I’m 
sorry to say, no great change in the clothing style or size. So he’s in 
my office with the usual litany of complaints two weeks ago, 
demanding this and that, then leans back in that chair with his legs 
spread, and I can see the threads having given out in the crotch. It’s 
really a revolting sight and memory. Unexpungable. 
 
The point is, they say, or it is said, or ‘I am told it has been rumored 
that’ the bastard rolls into class, puts one of his hands in his pocket 
and fondles himself, and if you can imagine how disquieting it was 
to see his threadbare pants threatening to burst in my office, you can 
imagine what it is like for a bunch of 19-year-olds to have some 
orotund blowhard reach into his package and absent-mindedly 
pleasure himself right in the middle of class.  
 
I hear he had an affair with P___. Remember that? Back in the 
days, I guess it was, before she went all to seed and you can barely 
see the old days at all except for the twinkle in her sunken eyes. I 
pretended not to know. Sometimes I think that is all my job entails: 
pretending not to know. Oh yes. In addition to the other half of my 
job, which is extorting money from people everyone detests.  
 
In any case, we can’t really have a bunch of old farts playing with 
themselves in class. You know, the first time he threatened to 
castrate me in public, I was somewhat taken aback. Now it’s just: 
‘I’ll have you both in court.’ Guess what: I get this a lot. It is as 
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Nietzsche said, as I once read when I still read: ‘Beware of dealing 
with monsters, lest you become one yourself.’ 
 
Love, 
Jerry 
 
P.S.: May well be that all that library kidnapping stuff is b.s. like 
most things we hear around here. I think it was everyone’s jumping 
to the conclusion that there was a crime—as if that would break the 
tedium of life itself. My God, a mystery! just like on tv! So now we 
have no body, no suspect, and I assume soon enough no yellow tape 
or forms to fill out. Nothing except for public speculations on the 
physical characteristics of that body described a bit too freely by 
some of your own colleagues who shall remain nameless and might, 
I think, benefit from your unofficial suggestion that they just cool it 
for the moment, and not spend quite so much time... But I’ll let this 
rest. 
 
P.P.S:  And oh yeah. Any chance you could keep all that Scrivener 
business in-house? I mean, the guy just got off Charlie Rose for 
Crise sake and the last damn thing we need is ... well, I’m sure you 
understand. 
 
 
 
... I know it’s past the withdrawal period, but I really really need to 
change my section. Do you have a gender studies course I could 
take on Thursdays? I have therapy with my hypnotist on 
Wednesday, and Friday, well, I barely have time to text. ... 
 
 
Hey Babes— 
 
My room has a balcony. Remember those ‘first days of spring’? 
Always one day, each spring, and it’s like all the kids here decide this 
is the day to break out their spring garb—all those spaghetti straps 
and no straps and pieces of silk handkerchiefs that constitute 
clothing and guys with tee-shirts with the latest obscenity printed on 
it? And you’re standing there, trying to think of some half-way 
horseshit thing to say about Emerson, and you get the feeling: ‘Hey. 
Something’s wrong. What is off today?’ And suddenly, one of the 
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doe-eyed little dears looks up at you and you think ‘Holy shit. 
Everybody’s naked.’ Then you go back to business like nothing 
happened. Or maybe you imagine finally saying something and then 
one of them will spit in your face and hurl some juvenile insult that 
no one over 25 has a chance of understanding. Like the woman in 
the Parisian patisserie or whatever you call them, muttering under 
her breath. Like that unheard tree falling in the forest. Give me the 
damn doughnut, I think. I don’t give a foutre what you think of me.  
 
Tom 
 
 
TOP PRIORITY 
To: Chair D 
 
I assume you have seen that rag of a student paper? Frankly, I 
wouldn’t take the time to wipe my ass with it. 
 
This is MY class, understand? Mine! I warn you! No student can 
think for a moment she can establish whatever norms of civility she 
chooses. Why one year, half the students in my class wore hats. 
Hats! Imagine. Not in my class, I told them. That was it. You have 
to draw the line. No hats. Not here. It should be policy, and would 
be, were the university not filled with the kind of spineless toadies I 
worked so tirelessly to eliminate since the first day I set foot on 
campus. First it is hats. The next thing you know we’ll have a bunch 
of unwashed gangsters, pink as the ace of diamonds white, with their 
hats backwards or some hood pulled over their eyes. No hats. No 
tattoos. No underwear visible beneath your jackets. If you don’t like 
my policies, there are other sectors of the world for you. Perhaps 
you can try Hollywood. Perhaps you can try one of our many 
diversity classes—you’ll find all the hats and lace underwear you 
want in there. And you DO understand me, I am sure. 
 
She stands—in the middle of class I tell you!! Stands!!! Then leaves. 
I haven’t taught for thirty years to let some foreign-born payee stand 
erect in the middle of class and prance out on me, walking as if there 
were a broomstick up their ass. Not in my class. I also haven’t taught 
for three decades to be moved by a preposterous show of tears or 
display of mock solidarity by her peers. Do you think this is 
kindergarten? This is not summer camp. 
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So yes. Did I demand that she sit? Why certainly. Did I demand a 
public apology? Of course! This is about backbone! Something all of 
them and all of you would be well advised to grow. I am a married 
man. There is nothing about female health that I do not know. You 
cannot allow women the privilege of claiming urinary tract 
infections or the onslaught of menstruation or whatever New Age 
bullshit they will call it now and destroy the entire fabric of respect 
and civility that I have spent nearly half my life promoting. I won’t 
have it. I will not be part of a department that tolerates it.  
 
Perhaps you no longer recall the departmental Long March. It was 
just after I left Indiana, stormed out of the provincial place for what 
I wrongly imagined were better pastures here. An egregiously badly 
conceived exercise in the establishment of a faculty community. We 
were to hike up a canyon or gorge and it must have been here since 
Indiana is flat as velvet on a pool table and I suppose the idea in 
some lunk-head administrator’s brain was that at noon we would sit 
down for a congenial talk, and instead of talk, we had two of our 
younger colleagues off in the stream somewhere, cavorting like teen-
agers, half-dressed in the autumn breeze. I would not countenance 
such behavior then. I will not countenance it now. Mark my words! 
 
In the meantime, the issue of my health. The recent fire drill has 
caused irreparable damage to my ears, not to mention the lights 
burning my retina. We cannot have this. This is not a matter of 
class-time, or interruption, or some namby-pamby obedience to 
some local or state mandate. I was two hours with the audiologist. I 
will be billing the university for the time, the mileage, and the pain 
and suffering I have caused, not to mention the interruption of an 
otherwise productive day. 
 
As for Ms. X__, she can go fuck herself for all I care. And if she 
wants to file harassment charges, she should know right now she’s 
fucking with the wrong fucking person, the little ... Well, I suppose 
we can’t even say that these days without being castigated for 
insensitivity. 
 
When they get in the real world, they will find this out the hard way.  
 
As always, Ron 
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P.S.: Meanwhile, I noticed I have yet to receive confirmation of my 
travel grants. Get on this. I will not be toyed with by you or some 
sniveling administrator.  
 
 
 
 
... It’s my dog.  She was diagnosed with co-dependency issues so I 
need to leave early to get home for the weekend and take my pills so 
... 
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Saturday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
14 
 
 
Hey Babes— 
 
OK OK. Sorry to be so flip. And yes, I did get a chance to get a few 
things on that Banks kid, and yes it helped that I was half shit-faced 
and had nothing else to do except watch bad tv, and put my ear on 
the wall hoping to hear some motel-mate get it on at 10PM, and I’m 
all maudlin and self-pitying, and I say, ok why not do you a big 
favor and check out the evidence from an objective point of view 
which I guess is never going to be mine. At least when I’m sober. 
 
So I start going through my e-mail. You know how it is. First one, 
then another. And I get off track ... as in ... remember that time you 
and I were planning on a weekend in New Orleans? There was a 
conference there on Post-Whole Criticism or some damn thing, and 
we each had to write some fraudulent abstract so we could go. Then 
I got Eeds to hunker down with the cats somehow and drove to 
LAX, and tried to book a seat on your plane myself and even had to 
give the agent there $5, and said ‘Listen, kiddoo, put me next to this 
M.D. and if she shows up with some guy who isn’t me, for Christ 
sake, don’t blurt out ‘Oh yes. Why some nice young man [yeah, a 
while back that could be me!] has already selected your seat’.’ Or 
shit like that. And you know what’s weird? Even though our e-mail 
was so cryptic you might think we believed someone was listening 
in, I remember all kinds of things from that weekend. I could tell 
you the color of the wallpaper at the hotel, and I can still feel the 
pain, both yours and mine. I remember the agent too, who even 
smiled at me. But I’m damned if I recall anything else: what the 
papers were about; the flight up, or coming back, or firing off a 
phone message to Eeds, and we must have worried ‘Damn, what if 
H. meets us at the airport?’ Always used to try to surprise you like 
that with something unexpected. Sweet guy. It’s ridiculous to bring 
this up now. Glad I didn’t know him then. Past is past. 
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Ha! There I go again. Off track like a dog off a lead. So finally I got 
back to the Banks story and blocked out a few dozen e-mails, let’s 
just say ‘of interest’ and I hope whoever gets my damn account and 
starts trawling through it or ‘trolling’ is it?—some damn fishing 
metaphor in any case—looking for all the crap I’ve done in life 
doesn’t search for your name! Ok Ok. You’re right. I’ll just get rid of 
it. Even the notes don’t help me remember the things worth 
remembering: it’s not like you said ‘I loved the way you sighed as 
your hand grazed my shoulder ...’ Things like that you have to go 
over. Remember and go over once again. And then it becomes a 
memory and with that becomes a past. But all I find there are 
words: ‘See you there.’ ‘You know this can’t ...’ Then the crappy 
formal stuff, ‘Thursday. I have a break between 1 and 2.’ Crap 
anyone could read, but make no sense of. Hell, even if it’s fiction, 
stuff you make up, it brings tears to my eyes, imagining all the 
turmoil under it. It’s as if the words were nothing but an alibi, or 
some veneer hiding rather than pointing to all the pain and 
emotions. I’m not good at talking about such things. See? Even 
there. I just have to close my eyes. Funny. All my erotic memories 
are of women that didn’t matter, or didn’t know the first thing about 
love-making. All the real stuff—the women who did, lying in bed all 
day laughing and trying for some record-breaking heroics—I never 
think of that at all. Weird. Maybe I shouldn’t bring this up ... 
 
Oh yes. A circuitous Vicus of recirculation brings us back to Howth 
Castle and environs, i.e., the origin of things—Ms. Banks.  
 
Most of that e-mail trail consists of nothing more than juvenile 
flirtatious shit. Completely innocent. I suppose perhaps I read it 
under my own view and it’s fine, but maybe anyone suspecting that 
I’m out to get a piece of ... (well I shouldn’t say) thinks otherwise. 
‘Let’s have coffee.’ ‘Hey, what’s up?—T’ That sort of thing. Mock 
formality ‘Dear Tiffany—’ Ha ha. Looks old-fashioned, contrived, 
when I’m really trying to sneak a term of affection past them. 
Goddamit!  I’ve been doing that with you this whole damn note!  
 
It’s something you know instantly: like the first time she came to my 
office and mentioned the fact that she was 19 at least eight times in 
five minutes. What’s that supposed to mean? Maybe (1) ‘Don’t 
forget there’s twenty years between us and you don’t have a chance 
...’ Or perhaps (2) ‘I’m legal.’ Whatever. Probably a combination of 
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the two. Who knows what you’re thinking about when you expose 
yourself like that? Who knows or wants to know what goes in in the 
head of twenty-year-old? But there’s no record of that except in my 
own head, so let’s just forget it. 
 
Anyway, I get all the notes together, and I try to write two or three 
narratives through it and I just can’t do shit, because two stories 
overwhelm them all. One of them, a lascivious tale of murder and 
debauchery that’s going on in some sordid region of my brain, a 
story that hasn’t got a grain of truth. And the other, some elaborate 
alibi of innocence and mentoring and outrage at the very suggestion 
of impropriety. And damned if between the two there’s any room 
whatsoever for an honest evaluation. 
 
You know Robbe-Grillet’s Le Voyeur? About the murder that may 
have taken place that may have been committed or imagined by the 
speaker on a trip that may be real? You never know. Maybe the 
whole damn thing is a first draft of a police report. Or a dream of a 
demented narrator. And you can’t help but try to make it work, 
even as a reader. Get an answer. Even though you know that it’s all 
fiction to begin with..  
 
So finally, what’s to know? It’s all just testimony in the end. In the 
book. And even in life. You’re not going to jump on some faster-
than-light neutrino and chase your past into the ether, since once 
you catch up to it all the important stuff is dispersed—sight, sound, 
the smell of her. And all the people who shared that past are either 
dead or back on earth carrying out their perfunctory lives. What’s 
the speed of touch, you say? Or the speed of emotion? And where 
does all that go as you’re chasing the presumed event that you 
imagine absurdly exists in the particles of light or the interstices of 
light waves? There’s a reason, you see, we close our eyes at the 
crucial moment. Or sometimes we do, depending on who we’re 
with. 
 
And it’s amusing too reading all these things. Like a past self, even 
though only months old. And an alternate universe, however trivial 
it may have been. Then suddenly, I realized. Damn! Maybe two 
months ago. And maybe things were getting a little hot. Who knows. 
Not for me exactly. But maybe for her. Because you never know 
what the person with you feels. You always suspect they’re faking it, 
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always in complete control, since how could anyone be as emotional 
and weak and careening through love and life as oneself? And how 
could anyone be as much in love with you as you might be obsessed 
with them? Ever try to get inside the head of a lover or some 
stranger or God knows what, a cow or something, and you find 
yourself damn near hysterical, unable to function at all? 
 
What does Johnson say? If you want to know what anyone thinks, 
consider what you yourself are thinking. Human nature is 
everywhere the same. ... Maybe. Or maybe it was just a game she 
played. Ah yes, here’s this old guy and he wants me, or maybe I 
want him, or maybe let’s just mess with him ... 
 
So there it is. I’ve just given away the crux of it.  
 
Anyway, I’m just going to forward a few additional e-mails once I 
find them. I confess, I did a bit of editing. Only a little. But the 
originals are still here. They essentially tell the same story. Maybe 
less directly. But if push comes to shove, you might want to have 
these. I suspect we won’t be hearing much from her again. 
 
Tom 
 
P.S. Oh yes. Anything more about the library? Something is totally 
fucked up about that whole thing. I can’t believe that fat shit Ron is 
imagining he’s somehow going to ride in on his white horse and save 
the world from injustice. You didn’t give that fat fuck a raise did 
you? Don’t answer that. I’m having too much trouble keeping my 
would-be seductees straight. Too bad I can’t actually live the life all 
of you accuse me of. 
 
 
 
 
... then you turn your back and spend all your time with that blind 
girl you love so much and if she were deaf like me she’d know what 
it’s like to put up with stuff like this from insensitive professors like 
yourself who think that because they’re so powerful they can just ... 
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... 
 
 
 
Not in my three decades of slaving thanklessly in this profession 
have I encountered a more ... 
 
 
 
...revision of Memo of April ... 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for your submission. We give every manuscript careful 
consideration. Due to the high volume of submissions, you can 
expect to hear from us within ____ weeks. Should you ...  
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Sunday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
13 
 
 
... 
 
 
... in no way ... 
 
 
... 
 
 
... is it too much to ... 
 
 
 
The workshops instructing on the use of the new university website 
will begin shortly. Please consult the schedule of each member of 
your department and assign them to one of the two-hour sessions to 
be held the first week following the exam period. Those not in 
attendance will have their accounts locked. 
 
IT 
 
A list of items required for the course will be supplied in the next 
week. 
 
 
 
 
... dog ... incontinence ... therapist ... 
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...  Professor Scriv- ... off-campus ... ‘sharing’  ... 
 
 
 
Babes— 
 
I think I got it sorted out. You don’t need everything, right? The 
normal back and forth shit about papers and assignments? meetings 
on weekends? Wonder what they plan on doing with it—fire me? I 
wouldn’t mind taking a year or two of paid administrative leave if 
that’s what they have in mind. Oh my God! Don’t throw me in that 
Briar Patch! (Can we still say that? I was told we couldn’t.) See what 
you can do. This is basically it. Looks pretty innocent to me. If this 
isn’t raw enough, let me know. I’ll rewrite it! 
 
Love ya, 
T 

Dear Class: 
 
Thanks for a marvelous semester and please save next Tuesday. We’ll 
meet at [Name Withheld] to go over your last projects and discuss 
plans for next year. No doubt, some of you will be putting together your 
portfolios for grad. school, and if there’s anything I can do, Tuesday 
will be the day for it. You don’t need to bring anything. The less the 
better. Refreshments are on the department, and what’s not on the 
department is on me. Dress appropriately! Let’s pretend it’s ‘Sign my 
Add Card’ Week! 
 
Tom  
 

OK. Maybe that bit about dress-up was a bit much. An in-joke. I 
don’t think any of them got it. You know how it is the first week of 
every semester: there are kids who need this signed and that signed 
and this waiver and that, and I swear to God I’ve seen more boobs 
on that day than I’ve seen chasing the damn things around all my 
life. And to think! You feed babies with those things! Maybe just cut 
the last two sentences in my note to them, and we’ll be good to go. 
 
—Tom 
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To: All Chairs 
From: Registrar 
Date: April 21 
 
The schedule for final exams is enclosed. Any deviation from this 
schedule must be approved by the Committee on Procedures by 
March 21, the final date for withdrawing from the class.  
 
 
 
 
Hey M— 
 
OK, here’s the version I’ll tell security, a bit different from the one I 
told you earlier. I was wandering through the stacks looking for a 
book on [I’ll think of something]. I still get it confused with all the 
other libraries, and maybe that’s the joy of it. Good, bad, glorious—
they all finally seem the same, as if all the books and numbers were 
interchangeable. [OK, I’ll omit that part]. And there’s what’s-her-
name ... Flagrante is it? ... reaching to the top shelf, only it’s too 
much for her. I swear to God every time I see her or one of her 
embodiments my voice drops a half octave when I speak. [I’ll omit 
that too.] She reaches, her shoulders lift her shirt. [And that].  
 
I reach up for her, my arm rising about the same degree my voice 
drops. [They don’t need that detail I guess.] ‘Let me get that,’ I say, 
in some over-dramaticized mock show of courtesy, letting her know 
it’s all a game, and what I really want to do most is fall in love with 
her among the quartos. [Well yes, but the point is, I didn’t fall in 
love; so maybe I don’t need to say that.] Then there’s a little nudge, 
and it’s her shoulder against me, and I feel our hands touch, and 
that you know, is all it takes, and at that point you can both just 
jump through the hole in the air that opens up each time you delude 
yourself into thinking you’re hidden in the fog of love. The exchange 
of words. The embarrassed appointing of place. Apartments. Guest 
rooms. Did I clean the bathtub? Did I leave a sink full of dishes? [I’ll 
condense that.] 
 
And then I left. She was on the clock, right? I never saw her again. 
Don’t know what happened. Funny how the memory works. And if 
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I had an affair in the stacks today, you’d probably have me up on 
charges or we’d give Jerry some sort of frigging heart attack. He’s 
never been quite the same since that day in October ... [Not 
relevant.]  
 
Remember Jack? Ah, those were the damn days! It was after some 
conference, or maybe a talk by one of those crappy guest speakers 
who used to come in here every month or so and hold us up for 
$200 and a free meal at an overpriced restaurant. Maybe it was 
some party—a grad-student mixer sort of thing. And the next thing 
you know there’s that rumor or maybe a YouTube video gone viral 
of Jack groping the speaker, ‘playing professor,’ it must have been. 
Like letting the old fart drool over you was some big deal. Where is 
he today? Besides lodged in my memory. [An aside.] Chrysostomos 
again! 
 
Poor bastard! He always said: stay away from the grad students! 
‘They don’t want to marry you. They don’t want to have some deep 
and meaningful relation with you. They want to be you.’ And he 
should know, with that oversized mirror on the ceiling of his 
bedroom, and I can’t believe he pointed it out to me, beaming, with 
his 25-year-old protégée sitting right there on the ergonomic chair 
he had bought for her. The undergrads, however, so he said, 
couldn’t give a fat one who you are or what you do. It’s all a goof to 
them, he said, like you don’t matter and you don’t have any 
emotions of consequence and they’ll just leave you and be done with 
it. Poof. But I guess that’s just a self-serving fantasy in and of itself, 
and no more insightful or helpful than what some woman told me 
years ago, just to piss me off, I’ll bet—like whenever you want to get 
laid, she said, you just do it, like go to a bar, or grab some guy on 
the street. Simple. Over and done. Oh yeah. Like that’s how it is for 
guys too! Maybe that’s why I spend so much time reading books 
rather than despairing over this.  
 
Remember Tim’s story? His wife used to say that in college there 
was some jerk who kept pestering her and somehow got into her 
apartment and just wouldn’t go, and finally she says ‘OK. If I just 
screw you, will you leave?’ And he’s like ‘Sure. Cool.’ And all I 
could say to her is where were girls like you when I was in college? 
Or maybe it was ‘Ah yes. That’s my problem. I’m just not enough of 
a jerk.’  
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Maybe I should follow this advice, even though it didn’t seem to do 
old Jack any good. Then there wouldn’t be two years of grief 
because one of them seeking your life-blood made you fall in love 
with her and left you for some snot-nosed opportunistic twenty-five-
year-old she barely knew. 
 
OK. I’m done. If you put everything together, you’ll be able to 
figure it out, but what’s the point? Maybe you should just say ‘Hell 
no, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t even read my e-
mail and when I do it makes no sense.’ Or maybe you’d put it 
differently. You would. I don’t know. Sorry. It’s all such a blur to 
me. 
 
I guess I’m no help to you. I’ve got a little more on that Banks kid 
I’ll send once I get it organized. Keep those cards and letters 
coming. 
 
Tom 
 
 
 
Not in my twenty-eight years of tireless service to this profession 
have I ... 
 
 
 
 
... White. That’s what I want. Or off-white. It’s cream really. Or 
gosh :O I don’t know the names of things. Where do they get them? 
I mean eggs or ducks or sea-breezes don’t look like that at all and 
who knows if a paint chip is the same as the paint at least that’s what 
they all tell me, but you know guys will tell you anything if you nod 
and smile enough gosh I can’t wait can you move your stuff out? 
They said they could start on Monday :). That’s the best to get the 
fumes out before I get back. Oh gosh I didn’t mean it that way. 
 
—Edie 
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I don’t think I can go to the study sessions next week. I’m having 
trouble with my phone and my Mom who has chronic fatigue is 
coming to visit on Wednesday. Will I miss anything? ... 
 
 
 
 
Mary Freaking Anne Holy Shit— 
 
Jesus Christ. I keep getting notes from the Provost’s Office. Jenny, is 
it? Come see me. Tomorrow. The next day. Know her? Hot! ... did 
I by chance mention that? Let me pause to reflect a moment.  
 
OK. Read this read that. Where are you? she says. We’re still in 
session. But who gives a shit? And what am I supposed to do—
teleport myself back there? Like right into her lap? Well now if that 
were an option! ... Don’t worry. I’m not an idiot. I stopped chasing 
stuff like that years ago, and you, of all people, should be the one to 
know that. There’s enough I don’t want to grow up to be, and as 
long as I keep an image of her alluring and scolding expression, I 
think I can hold off the day I become some old geezer like Nelson, 
or some querulous old fuck like Ron. Even if only for one more day. 
 
But listen. This is all in fun. You know perfectly well that there’s no 
ass like the one in front of you. And never was. 
 
Tom 
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Monday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
12 
 
 
Hey Babes— 
 
Don’t you love getting back to work? I really think you ought to just 
move in there, although I suppose if you stayed in the English office, 
you would never get to see any of your colleagues again. 
 
Couple more things on TB. I don’t think they amount to much. 
 

Tiffs— 
 
I assume you got my mass mailing? Sorry it seemed so impersonal, but I 
had to do something so the class doesn’t think I’m playing favorites. I’ll 
make up for it. For starters, I’ll just swing by campus on my way and 
we can go there together.  
 

Talking about the class party here, in case you’re wondering. All 
strictly professional. 
 

I think we can smooth things out then; I imagine we can smooth a lot of 
things out. Maybe we can stop at [Name Withheld] for coffee. 
(Talk about smoothing!) Then drive over to meet the others. Can’t 
promise a ride back. Not sure if I’ll be in shape or condition to do much 
of anything! But by all means feel free to test me on that; maybe you can 
just take my keys. All of them. —T 

 
OK. OK. I can see that might be taken the wrong way. I’ll get rid of 
that key reference if you insist. I mean is it a big deal if some guy 
gives you the keys to his apartment? You tell me. All I get when I do 
that is to have them thrown back in my face a week later. Besides, 
it’s not like she understood anything—after all, she’s only nineteen, 
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or twenty, or whatever, and no way she got that part about my shall-
we-say ‘capability’ after two hours in a bar and we ain’t talkin’ 
Keats. I’m sure she figured I meant driving. So it’s like a tree falling 
in the forest, right? If she didn’t get it, I didn’t say it. After all, 
anyone like her who’s wasted her libido on twenty-year-old guys 
likely assumes everyone is as good shit-faced as they are stone-cold 
sober, like no good at all. (Is that true, by the way? How would I 
know?) Anyway, I suppose some lascivious lawyer snooping around 
for a whiff of ... well, maybe I should just stop right there. So why 
not just have me write up a summary and submit that? Who knows 
what they will think of this. If I find anything more, I’ll send it on. 
 
Tom 
 
 
 
... I’m eating better today, but I still can’t keep anything down. Eggs. 
Yuch. Like it’s so gross chewing them. I’m writing a story about 
food for cr.wr. class. That’s why my paper is late. I’ll do another one 
in for extra credit. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to read Middlemerch. 
Can I turn in my bulimia story instead? 
 
 
 
 
...not in my thirty-five fucking years of fucking slaving ... 
 
 
 
 
To: Prof. M. A. Dow 
cc: Admissions Committee 
 
I am applying to school next year, and I need you to write me a 
letter of recommendation. You don’t know me, but you know my 
bae she is a student of yours she says you are nice. 
 
I am a good writer. That’s why I am writing you. I don’t have the 
forms, but you can find them on line. That’s what the admissions 
ppl told me.  
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You may want to know more about me. I am a really good student. 
But there is one more thing you should probably now. I think it will 
help you. 
 
You wrote me two months ago. Or it wasn’t me. It was really my 
school. Or my advisor. Or someone at school. We were all invited to 
some talk I forget where. 
 
I was psyched. I have never been on a college campus before except 
for a bunch of frat parties and you know how they are. Smokin’ and 
gropin’. That’s what my bfb calls them. Well, I didn’t see much 
smoking. If you know what I mean. Ha ha! But this was supposed to 
be different. 
 
There were a bunch of speakers in the morning. I don’t know. I 
spent most of the time texting and taking pictures. One of the 
speakers was really cute. And they gave us a lot of food. And there 
was some kid there who kept bumping me. You’re a girl. You know 
how it is. Some cute guy keeps walking over, and you can’t tell 
what’s going on he’s so awkward, then you get the idea that he’s 
trying to brush against your chest, you know. I get that a lot. I’m 
sure you do too. I’ve seen pictures of you from the waist up and so I 
know. 
 
I don’t drink coffee. I know they expect you to. I hate all the 
doughnuts and stuff. Then the boys trying to bump you. It gets old. 
Then the professor kinda pushed the boys away. He’s why I’m 
writing you. I don’t know many men like him. Well. I know some. 
But I don’t really need to talk about them. I’m sure you know them 
too. Maybe old guys don’t bother you so much.  
 
I love the way they talk. It’s as if they think you’re dumb. I’m not 
dumb. If I know what some pimply boy is doing I’m not fooled by 
some old guy of thirty. He kept looking so I undid a button for him. 
Just one. It was funny. I guess old guys are happy to look. They 
don’t need to bump you. Maybe they think it’s too immature.  
 
‘We should talk about this over caaawffee.’ he said. He didn’t get 
the idea that I don’t drink cawwwwwwffffffeee. I had the feeling it 
was something he’s said before. Maybe a lot of times before. I can’t 
believe old people fall for this stuff. Would you? I mean, just because 
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some old guy asks you for coffee, do you like go, and listen to him 
talk about himself and pat your hand and all that? Maybe it works 
with old people like you. Maybe you just hand it out like candy to 
anyone who asks you to Starbucks. Maybe that’s how it will be in 
twenty years. Yuch. Not giving out ... you know. I’m not shy, if you 
know what I mean. I mean life twenty years from now. 
 
Sitting with him in the coffee shop was pretty cool actually. Think of 
all the girls out there stuck for the afternoon with some stupid guy 
who doesn’t know what’s up except some website. So I went. I don’t 
care. I went. I can tell you how it was. But I guess that’s why I’m 
writing. We both know how it was. But it’s funny how when you tell 
the same story to someone else it changes. Like your parents. Like 
some big shot at the university. Like a reporter. Like the police. 
Who knows. Sometimes the same story gets told and retold and you 
don’t know what’s what. I know this happens a lot. Maybe it will 
even happen here. I can’t tell until I start telling the story to all these 
people. 
 
When I was young, I used to tell stuff to my parents. I could never 
remember what I’d said the day before. Sometimes I tried to keep it 
simple. Easy to remember, you know. And that didn’t work. And 
sometimes, maybe I was just crazy, I would just make stuff up I had 
no chance of remembering. And they just nodded. ‘Yes dear. Yes 
dear.’ And it was like nothing happened. Nothing. No one spanked 
me and made me stay home just because I couldn’t get the simple 
story straight, or got caught in some dumb lie. 
 
Then it got fun and I would tell them two different things. One day 
one thing, the next day something different. I mean like the opposite 
of what I told them the day before. And they would just nod, you 
know, like parents do. And it was all ‘Yes dear, yes dear. Be careful.’ 
That sort of thing. I was fourteen. Who cares at that age? That’s 
when I realized. You can pretty much say anything. It all depends 
on who you’re talking to. That’s why I’m saying what I’m saying 
here. I’m talking to you. And I’ve seen pictures. From the waist up. 
Oh, I guess I said that. You really should learn how to use FB to 
block just anyone from looking, but I’m glad you don’t. Because 
sometimes you just see a picture of someone and you know what you 
can say. 
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So we’re sitting at this teeny table. And it’s supposed to be a coffee 
shop I guess, although no one really buys coffee except mocha. Or 
latte. And everyone around is looking at laptops. I guess I wish I’d 
invented that program. What is it? FinalCut. Like I’m in a roomful 
of movie people I guess. Everyone’s writing a script. I guess they 
expect I’ll see them and decide I want to take my shirt off, like every 
girl wants a guy who writes screenplays about Superheroes in comic 
books. It’s so lame. It’s like some boy wanting to brush against your 
chest because he’s too afraid just to look, or maybe start rubbing 
your back until you just let him do whatever he wants to do. Too 
bad they don’t realize that. Some of them that is. They think they 
have to write a poem to you. Why would I want to have some boy 
waste his time writing a stupid book when he could be doing stuff 
with me instead? 
 
I think I’m going to stop my story here. I’m pretty much done, and 
I’m sure you know the rest. Did I say how small those tables were? 
That’s an important part of it. Not just some random detail. Barely 
big enough to hide whatever a hand might be up to under them? 
You know, in case anyone has their phone video on? Do you get me 
now? It’s cool the way his fingers kept picking at the seam on my 
thigh. That’s the difference between old guys and boys. A boy just 
grabs you and looks at you like he’s begging for more. You win. You 
just say yes or no and he’s some stupid machine, about to you-know-
what right in his pants. Not too swift. I mean the first time it 
happens it’s kinda freaky and I guess sort of cool, but after a while it 
gets old. You want a guy who’s in control, if you know what I mean, 
and I’ve seen pictures of you, so I guess you do. But the old guy just 
pretends like it’s that seam, over and over, picking. One way, 
another, up and around. Maybe the way your clothes are sewn 
together, and you know, until then, I’d never thought of it. And it 
works. I just get all, well you know, like right there in the coffee 
shop.  
 
I should have ended the story earlier. You know the rest. It’s 
probably not a good thing having some old guy do that to a poor 
innocent kid like me in public, don’t you think? Even though I’m 
eighteen. Or will be. You don’t want pictures of that on youtube, do 
you? 
 
The thing is, I really need to get into college. It’s not as easy as you 
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think. And I really need to get into yours since I already have an in 
there. I’m kinda like ‘known’ by certain people there. You know 
how it is. I’ve walked around. It was in April and it was a real sunny 
day. So many cute girls. When it’s warm like that you break out all 
your summer clothes. I’ll bet you have fifty letters just like this one. 
I’ll fit right in.  
 
That’s why I need to learn to write. You have a Creative Writing 
program. I heard about that during the speeches. That is, when that 
boy wasn’t trying to rub against me, and when I wasn’t texting my 
friends, and when some old guy wasn’t putting his hand on my ass 
pretending he was just trying to be supportive. 
 
By the way, I heard about your Summer Enrichment Programs. 
They sound like real fun. The best one for me is the canoeing trip in 
August. 
 
I’ll bring my bae Letitia on the canoe trip. She can’t go to college, 
but she likes getting wet. She also doesn’t care what guys do ... if you 
get what I mean! She has lots of friends. Me too. 
 
Applicant [Name Withheld] 
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Tuesday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
11 
 
 
To: Chair Dow 
cc: Student Judiciary Board 
 
Dear Marion— 
 
I don’t give a crap what the deans and LGBWTF say, that 
transgendered piece of shit just copied word for word a story my 
friend Ed published three years ago and had the gall to submit it for 
the F.B.R. prize and just because it went completely over the heads 
of the ill-read fools in this department doesn’t mean I missed it and 
I’ll be goddamned if he she or what-the-fuck-ever stays on this 
campus one more fucking day and if you get caught in the middle of 
this too fucking bad. 
 
Con amistad 
 
William S 
P.H.D. Program in Creative Writing 
 
 
Hey Babes— 
 
Banks. Just got the letter from her meth-head of a dad. I guess it was 
supposed to be threatening, but to issue a real threat you have to 
make at least a modicum of sense. I don’t know. I just forwarded it 
on to Schmalz. Maybe I should have cc’d the whole damn 
department just to provide a little theatre. But I think you may have 
had enough theatre for one month.  
 
By the way, what’s the countdown? Didn’t check this morning. Lost 
sight of half of what is happening. Thank God not much of it 
involves me.  
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I guess you’re off next year, right? Or maybe in the spring? You and 
H.? Maybe you’ll go see the world, or maybe you’ll just rent a place 
in the mountains or even here and forget the whole thing. Write that 
epistolary novel like you always say you will. When I get tossed out 
of my crappy apartment for being a bad citizen, can I house-sit for 
you? I don’t mind cats, if you show me how to feed them. I promise 
not to break anything, and ... ha ha! I promise not to sleep in your 
bed. 
 
But I’ll let you go. You have way too much to do. I’m told there are 
a bunch of forms building up in my mailbox that I have to deal with. 
Paper forms, I mean. Damn! I wish! Could you go through those 
and fill them out? If you need to sign for me, go ahead. 
 
T 
 
 
In my thirty years of service ... a more egregious case ... 
administrative malfeasance ... I am sure ... outrage ... the same 
toadies who shut down the Humanities Institute which I developed 
and chaired more than twenty years ago. ... For too long we have 
suffered ... the indignity ... second-class, service department ... 
absolutely essential that ... 
 
The matters include ... Victim? ... We are all victims. ... Crime?? ... 
identity as a department. ... Under the present apathy ... please be 
prepared to vote ... by-laws, which I myself helped pen a mere two 
decades past, .... WHEREAS, the administration has shown 
...WHEREAS, pedagogy ..., we DEMAND ... WHEREAS the 
psychological and financial ... we DEMAND support ... salary 
inequities within the department, ... I believe we can resolve this 
more amicably... Junior faculty may be ... ... The second set of 
resolutions ...WE DEMAND ... victim ... any truth to the rumor 
that the ... one-time student in this department? ... no mention in 
the official report ... ! ... her relationship with certain members ... 
exact positioning of the body, ... I would not stoop to mention ... 
‘parting of the lips’ motif so frequently voiced in the hallways? 
  
I enclose a more extensive and detailed account .... 
 
RG 
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Wednesday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
10 
 
 
Dear Mary, So Contrary – 
 
Ah, sabbatical. The joys of travel. Have you ever seen the glass at 
Long Medford? A marvel! 
 
I have photos a young lad will drop by for you. Also, some notes on 
the finest beef to be had ... Oh dear! Not THAT kind of beef, my 
wanton! 
 
—Nelson 
 
 
 
Hey Toots— 
 
Found a couple more things, basically boil down to this: 
 

... You know me and my roommate used to date the same guys all the 
time and then we would compare how they were. That ...  

 
That’s my edited version. Cute, huh? I mean is this for real? I can’t 
believe you compare notes on the same guy. Tell me you’re 
shocked! Please. If I knew some chick was doing that, well, let me 
tell you, there’d be not a goddamn thing to compare. At least in my 
case. If you get my drift. 
 
Here’s the original: 
 

Hey— 
I’m good for Thursday. See you there. I’ll come with Dawn. She wants 
to meet you. She’s cool. We used to be roommates. Fun. A real party 
girl. Liked to bring guys back. Left a note on the door. Finally we said 
screw the note. Just come in. That’s what keys are for. She had this guy 
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in, and well, he about freaked out. Tried to be cool. Ha ha. I’m not 
grossing you out, am I? Or I guess nothing grosses old people out. I 
meant freaking you out. DisCOMfitting you. That’s what you used to 
say. Discomfitting you. So the dude is sitting on the bed with his hands 
between his legs trying to act real nonchalant like this sort of stuff 
happens to him all the time, but he’s blushing all over. Cute. Too bad 
he was trying to be cool instead. Guys. They don’t know shit. I kept 
watching him and it was like in those statues you show us. All the dicks 
just happen to be covered. That’s what you said. Just happen. Just 
happened. I saw his hands there covering himself up like that and I 
laughed because I heard your voice—like you were there ‘Just 
happened.’ Just happened. Then I told her, and that was our new name 
for him ‘Justin.’ ‘Just In.’ ‘Just Happened.’ Ha ha. Not real 
interesting. Like half the moves he had he learned from some frat boy or 
on youporn. But I didn’t know anything about that. Just that there was 
something stupid about the whole thing, and I may as well have been 
half asleep in the back of my parents’ van, on that trip to Arizona. 
 
It’s like games we had when we were kids. Like who’s the best? What’s 
the best. Guys. Not us. She was probably great; and I was probably 
great too. But who knows? because when you want to make out with a 
guy you can just do that, and who knows or cares what they think of 
you? No complaints. That’s all I know. No complaints. When they 
ask, that’s what I say. How am I in bed? Cuz guys all ask that. ‘No 
complaints,’ I say like everyone else says when asked the same dumb 
question. 
 
So pretty soon it got so that if either of us ever did a guy, then the other 
would have to do him then we would get together and figure out whether 
the guy knew shit about anything. And things just kinda got crazy from 
there and then if I had some guy, then the next thing I knew I would be 
coming back and there were the two of them all twisted up in bed or one 
time on the floor. And then we would have to compare, and one time we 
did it right in front of the guy, and you can bet we never saw him again. 
I guess he thought he could have a threesome, but the stupid bastard 
never really knew what it was all about, and if I was going to do my 
roommate, I sure wouldn’t do it with some pimply guy who’s as likely 
to lose all control at the first touch as get your name right.  
 
And one time she said she did this weird thing with —crap, I can’t 
even describe it. You couldn’t take it, let me tell you! It’s beYOND the 
PALE, as you say. Beyooooooond the paaaaaaaaaaaaaaaale. Whatever 
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that means. But it’s not stuff any girl would do. Then I get the guy and 
I do the same thing. Acting like it’s the most normal thing in the world, 
and the guy acts like this is how it goes every day, because I guess at 
that age pretty much it doesn’t matter if the girl is weird or hot or just 
some piece of meat. That’s what I hear. Ha ha! You want to comment 
on that? I mean really? You want to? Beyooooooooooond the 
paaaaaaaaaaaaale! 
 
Just don’t go after my roomie. Or her friend. Or maybe if you do, you 
can think about all of us telling stories about you. I mean come on. Tell 
me. That’s what you do, don’t you? Talk about us? I did one of you for 
an A once. Ha ha. You think you’re special! Now don’t get all moral on 
me. It’s like the old rule ‘If the old fart says he’s never done this before, 
he’s lying.’ Well why the fuck would you think this doesn’t apply to us 
as well?? We never SAID I did him for an A. He never SAID he gave 
me an A because I ripped my shirt off in his office that day. It just 
works that way. That’s how it works. No one ever says anything. I 
mean, nothing you actually have to talk about or tell stories about is 
worth shit.  
 
That’s the point. No one says anything. No one really fesses up. Except 
me and my roomie. Anyway. See you at 11. 
 
xoxo 

 
Ha! I think she never really trusted me after that. And began acting 
like a lie detector, which any idiot knows doesn’t detect lies at all. 
You know, she slips in some extraneous detail about her room-mate 
and a red thong, or black underwear, watching me the whole time, 
and BAM, if I’ve made a pass at her then she knows. Like what was 
the poor victim wearing that day, and if you could just make some 
allusion to a lace bra, blue beneath the translucent white of her shirt, 
the guy who ripped the whole business off would suddenly start to 
sweat and go to prison forever. But I can tell you, I sweat just 
writing it, imagining it, inventing the whole goddamn thing. Like 
fiction. That’s the point. Because what makes me sweat are all the 
things I never got a chance to do, not the things I actually did. But 
who the hell knows why she bothers, since her room-mate is going 
to tell her everything anyway. Or maybe not, but I tell you, once I 
heard about this, I swore off women for a month. Like who wants to 
be the subject of a catalogue entry like this: 
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Hey— 
 
Jake. Rating. B+. Not very interesting. Like a dream or deja vu and 
you feel you’ve had it before. Sits on the bed. Waits. Like has to be 
casual. I get bored, cause he’s not going to do a thing without me 
starting and I sit next to him, and finally I have to grab his knee, and 
it’s on. Like I turned the switch or somehow gave in to his moves, which 
were like no moves at all. He goes right for the boobs, and it must be 
something about getting a shirt off, like he’s keeping score: shirt, bra, 
boobs, then pants. Like high school. And the dude must really think he 
has great moves, because the next thing you know he’s got his tongue in 
my mouth and he’s pinned my arm and he’s trying to get my clothes off 
with his left hand, and it was all so comical if I weren’t testing him out 
for you I would have laughed in his face. He’s got this weird thing 
about throwing his right leg outside and then went on and on ... I 
couldn’t believe it! ‘I’ve got this thing I do. I can come multiple times.’ 
But all it is is he moves real fast and it’s about as erotic as a chicken 
dinner and eventually he sits back like he’s Don Juan or something. 
And I’m like ‘You know that “thing” you do, you’re so proud of? It 
sucks.’ But I guess I’ll just leave that to you. Did I say B? That’s just 
cause he was so cute sitting there trying to act cool but too scared to do a 
damn thing until I grabbed his leg and ... you know what? ... let me 
change that to a C. And I know, you’re probably going to pull him 
down on you and find out that once you get him past his stupid ‘thing’ 
as he calls it he’s a machine. And if that’s the case, I’m on again. 
 
xoxoxoxoxoxox 
 

So what do you think? Like I’m going to jump into the sack with 
someone who’s then going to sic her room-mate on me, then 
compare notes and the next thing you know, there’s going to be a 
column in the damn student paper about it, just thinking about 
that—even the smallest dose of it???? I may as well be a monk. 
 
So maybe a discreet note to the lovely Miss T would do the trick. 
Maybe ‘we really don’t want to involve your room-mate in this.’ Or: 
‘is it true that you had a competition to see who could have sex with 
the most men in the class, and even went so far as to develop a 
rating system, and who, in fact, was the guy who won and were your 
ratings based on how the guy felt about the whole damn thing or 
about what he dragged out of you and would you say there is any 
truth to the rumor that the assholes and jerks are the best not 
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because there’s a shred of emotion to it but because they too see it as 
a competition and are so concerned with being good at what they 
do they will forego any sort of pleasure they might otherwise get just 
to get credit for the score as it were?’ Or something like that. You 
can ask. Hell, maybe you can answer. Frankly, I don’t want to 
know. Like in St. Paul—there are secrets unlawful to be revealed. 
What is it Uncle Toby says? Not knowing one end of a woman from 
another? That’s me at sixteen. And sometimes I feel that’s me at 
forty. 
 
Oh yes, and this from a colleague. Think it was dated in February. 
 

Dear Thomas— 
 
This is in regard to our mutual student T. Banks. I understand you 
have had Ms. Banks in class, and I would appreciate your opinion. She 
has asked me for Independent Studies and I of course requested her 
references. You were named. It was unclear to me in precisely what 
capacity you have known her. Is she by any chance of Asian descent? I 
am ordinarily quite tied up at this time of year, and am just completing 
work on a project with a Ms. Li, whom you may know, who also seems 
to have some relation with Ms. Banks. Perhaps they are roommates. 
Would you be willing to comment upon their work, their relative virtues, 
and the chances you think she has of bringing her work to fruition? 
 
We should perhaps confer directly. I am not in on MWF, which I see 
are your days on campus. Could we meet perhaps on Tuesday noon, 
then, which would appear not to conflict with anything on your 
schedule. If it is more convenient, you may drop by my office hours, if 
no student is there. Please do not knock if the door is closed. In that 
case, we shall simply reschedule for Thursday.  
 
Collegially, David 

 
Wonder if that little weasel is on their spreadsheet: size, method of 
attack, lights on/off ... Good God don’t answer that. Even in fun. 
 
Too bad I’m not a girl. I could close with a bunch of x’s and o’s and 
you would have no idea what emotions they were supposed to 
represent. Pretty much like now. 
 
Tom 
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P.S.: Love this place! Nothing to do but kick back by the pool and 
write you crap like this! I can’t believe they pay us to do this. 
 
 
 
To: English Department 
From: Office of the Provost 
Re: Security 
 
H.R. has rescinded the request for a period of grief counseling 
consequent on the recent lock-down orders in the vicinity of the 
Library. We wish to assure the community of the singular nature of 
the incident and that the cower-in-place orders, strip searches, and 
various Code Alerts have been cancelled. 
 
 
 
Dear Supervising Superior: 
 
Since I’m only the low-life AA or Assistant AA or whatever other 
term your zero-level hires are made, you may need to be reminded 
that my name is Lisa W. I can be easily recognized because (1) I 
show up in my office, something I see is rare or even forbidden for 
regular department members, (2) I don’t have an arrogant self-
serving remark to make every time someone sighs or farts in the 
corridor, and finally (3) I don’t dress like a jackass. If I weren’t the 
ripe old age of 28, and thus past the time when I could expose my 
unexercised thighs in the hallway, you might mistake me for a 
student. I don’t have a tattoo. Or rather, I do, but it’s not ... in fact it 
is ... in fact it’s time to give you the reason for this note. 
 
I didn’t come here fresh from serving coffee at some Butt-fucks or 
other. I actually graduated from U Knowwhere, back in the day 
when you had to do more than lodge a complaint to get through. 
Even studied creative writing, if you can believe that. 
 

‘What a resume,’ the Dean said. ‘Do you think,’ you replied not yet 
convinced, but tantalized, ‘that she might be overqualified?’ The Dean 
paused for a moment, and fingered the pen his wife was unable to 
convince him he should not keep in his breast pocket. ‘I see,’ he said 
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portentiously. Two days later, a tall, slim, and somewhat mysterious, 
almost European woman sat at the reception desk ... 
 

See? How hard can it be? Making shit up? You actually teach this 
crap? You might as well teach laundering, or Home Ec, like my 
Mom tells me girls all studied in high school. Back when high school 
taught you something, even though none of it meant anything. You 
might remember doing that yourself. That was an insult, by the way. 
I guess I’m just feeling invulnerable. In-fucking-vulnerable, you 
might say. I had a linguistics teacher who studied that: he wrote an 
entire article about that ‘The Expletive Infix,’ he called it, about 
where precisely you could place fucking in a phrase or dividing a 
word. You see, you can say ‘un-effing-believable,’ or ‘effing 
unbelievable,’ but you can’t say ‘unbelieva-fucking-ble’ or ‘in-con-
fucking-siderate’ or say, closer to the point, ‘legal-fucking-ly lia-
fucking-ble’ or things of that nature. 
 
As I say, I may have wasted my education, but least I didn’t do it by 
being a half-effing-assed dullard. My linguistics professor wasn’t sure 
about that one. There’s a fine line between grammaticality and 
creativity and at the point the creative becomes grammatical, it 
ceases to be problematic and ceases too to be original or creative. 
Like a cliché. He also speculated you could spend an entire day 
conversing on all subjects from cooking to sex to world politics using 
nothing but sports clichés—let the game come to you; don’t force it; play 
within yourself ... Or from porno movies: oh, where’s the kitchen? Gosh, I 
don’t understand; my sink just doesn’t drain. ... My daughter is out, but you can 
come over ... He’ll be gone this whole week. Hello, by name is Viktor ... That 
sort of thing. I’ll have the tuna in any case. 
 
But most of us were women. The only guys you find in linguistics 
now are computer nerds and Artificial Intelligence types—all of 
them variants on mathematicians. And their language is pretty 
much reduced to ill-formed platitudes, like the products of, say, Miss 
Prim’s French conversational course, which was a phrase another 
professor of mine used when explaining Stevens’s ‘Plot Against the 
Giant,’ but it’s really too complex to explain here. 
 
But why this long preamble? I imagine as a chair you’re used to 
passive-aggressive rants. That’s what my Dad used to say when he 
worked in the dean’s office. ‘Wasn’t it awful’ I asked ‘when e-mail 
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was invented? You must have been swamped with crap like this all 
the time.’ ‘Well no,’ he said. ‘For someone my age, it was easier. In 
the old days ...’ (I can still hear him, ‘old days,’ repeating this. I go 
all weak in the knees thinking of it.) ‘In the old days, it was phone 
calls—10, 11—and every department had a drunken sot who would 
ring at 1 or even 2am and it would begin ‘Let me tell you, 
goddammit, I can’t sleep because of all this business with Smith, and 
I’m telling you right now, when I can’t sleep, no one sleeps. 
Capisce?’ They always added shit from a bad gangster film. Then 
they would barge into the office—‘Got a minute? Do you mind if I 
close the door?’ or hand you three sheaves of office paper, closely 
typed, or in some barely legible scrawl. It was daily, hourly. All 
forms of it. E-mail made it easier. I’d go to the office,’ Dad said, 
‘turn on the machine, and spend the first hour of each day dealing 
with it and it would be done. Like reading the paper. Or like you 
check FaceBook in the morning,’ he said. ‘Then it got even better. 
No one came in. No one ever offered to close the door behind them 
again. And no one even owns an office phone. Now they just stay at 
home and express indignation at having to appear physically at 
work.’  
 
You can hear his age in this, can’t you? How long did that period 
last? A year? Two? Before you carried your phone everywhere and 
e-mail and text messages never ended. He lived in a time of 
answering machines—Ah, those were the days! I can hear him say. 
The days of old farts who never dreamed of answering. On 
principle. Felt it was passé, something their mothers did. ‘Hello???’ 
That sense of wonderment. ‘Who’s calling me?’ Now no one 
remembers that. Now no one remembers e-mail either. Texting and 
Skype? It’s what Dad says was a vision of the future in the 1950s. 
Who would have thought! Like the Jetsons or old Twilight Zone 
episodes on Nick at Night. And now, here we are. 
 
What bugs me ... I guess it’s not to the point, and I should bury it so 
you can’t just skip to the end to find it, like starting with the last page 
of some pot-boiling novel by one of your colleagues. No! Don’t let 
readers do that! Make them slog through it, every sentence, because 
in one of them will lie the key to the whole thing: some off-hand 
remark about the central character being a cyborg or alien, or the 
illegitimate son of the duke once left exposed in the wilderness, or 
perhaps simply an imaginary friend. So I’m wondering whether a 
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requirement for employment here is having oneself fondled by all 
the old farts or angst-ridden poets pretending to pass you in the 
hallway, or listening to the leering double-entendres of some 
gerontian too far gone to be fired, or if there is just some initiation 
rite I don’t know about, not spelled out in the interview. Or some 
sidenote in that Human Resources packet. Maybe you can just tell 
me how many times you get felt up on the average workday. Or if 
that’s something I’m supposed to just get used to. 
 
If I’m overlooking an important tradition, please, just let me know. 
Because if there is something I’m just not getting, I’d at least like to 
line you all up and sequence you in such a way that it will keep my 
interest. You, for example. You’re still in pretty good shape. I 
wonder what your number is? I guess with old Nelson, it just won’t 
work.  
 
... 
  
Sorry about that. The pause I mean. Just had to deal with that 
overly obsequious Duncan still in his hat and blue blazer, all 
squeaky clean, wondering if there is anything he needs to add to his 
tenure file. As if I know shit about any of that. 
 
—L. Wiseacre 
cc: Dean Schmalz. 
 
By the way, I hope you don’t mind if I take my Friday afternoons 
off. Those are the days I meet your husband for an illicit affair. 
 
 
 
Dear Prof. Doe 
 
We are investigating the recent series of possible assaults and would 
like you to answer a few preliminary questions concerning those 
under your supervision. These brief questions should take no more 
than a few minutes of your time. We have attempted to organize 
them in as convenient a fashion as possible. 
 
I.  Let us begin with an ‘incident’ at the library (Legal Services has 
requested we provide no further details): 
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 1. Were you at the library on [Date Withheld]? 
 2. Did you observe [Name Withheld] in the stacks between the 
hours of 14 and 16.00 hours? 
 3. Were you aware of not being aware of his/her presence? 
 4. Please provide a detailed time-line of your whereabouts 
between 2 and 4pm in fifteen-minute increments. 
 5. What other persons under your supervision were on campus 
during this afternoon? 
 6. Please provide a list, detailing: (1) names (2) professional 
relation to you (3) all past dealings in six-month increments (4) any 
personal dealings you may have had. 
 7. Did any of these speak to you concerning an assault, or 
express any knowledge of one? 
 8. Please provide detailed summary of all conversations that did 
not specifically mention said assault. 
 9. What is the nature of your relationship with [Name 
Withheld]? 
 10. Do you have any knowledge of a dead goat found in any 
office of any person under your supervision? 
 11. Were you personally responsible for any assault in the past 
term, and was said assault sexual in nature? 
 12. Please provide a detailed time-line of all information you 
have received concerning this incident. 
 13. Have you given any detailed information to the police? 
 14. Please provide a detailed summary of your personal 
finances. 
 
II.  Concerning the incident in the vicinity of [PlaceName With-
held] on the day of [Date Withheld]. Please give a detailed summary 
of your whereabouts, beginning at 14:15 until 2:00 on the following 
day. Please give these in fifteen-minute increments. 
 
Please in addition, detail the actions of any member of your 
department during this period at said location. Please address the 
following specific points: 
 
 1. The exact time at which you learned of the ‘incident’ [Legal 
Services requests that details be withheld] 
 2. The times of learning each piece of relevant information 
along with the names, addresses, e-mails and phone numbers of 



 

 106 

each person providing information on that. 
 3. The actions, thoughts and feelings of each of those who 
provided information, alone with any materials (dossier, letters of 
recommendation, old evaluations) you may have on such persons. 
 4. All e-mail correspondence regarding any of the above 
matters, organized according to relevance. 
 5. A time line  
 6. A location line 
 
III.  We have learned that certain of those under your supervision 
have been more involved with [Nature of Incidents Withheld] than 
others. Please provide the following information. 
 
 1. Is Prof. [Name With-held] under your supervision? 
 2. What is the nature of your relationship? 
 3. Did you or did you not have a sexual liaison with [Name 
Withheld] during the years 1993-94? 
 4. Were you involved in divorce proceedings between [Name 
Withheld] and [Name Withheld] during the years [Dates 
Withheld]? 
 5. What was the nature of your relationship with [Name With-
held] following his divorce proceedings with [Name-Withheld]? 
 6. Were you named in the divorce action? 
 7. Were you involved sexually with other members of your 
university at the time? Please list names and positions. 
 8. Did you authorize [Name Withheld] to continue sexual 
relationships with you and with others during the period of your 
possible sexual liaison? 
 9. Have you been aware of sexual relations between any person 
under your supervision and students, staff, or non-university 
employees? 
  A. Please provide a time-line of the above. 
 10. Did you encourage sexual relations between any person 
under your supervision and any other person under your supervision 
or a student? 
  A. Please provide the details. 
  B. Please provide a timeline 
  C. Please provide a location guide 
   1. Please provide a detailed grid relating locations 
and time to the incident on [Date Withheld]. 
 11. Are you a fan of dancing or have you ever participated in 
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dancing? 
  A. Please provide the types and genres of dances you have 
(1) witnessed (2) practiced, as well as the level of physical intensity of 
this participation that (3) you find arousing. 
  B. Please provide the precise details in the form of a 
timeline. 
 12. How long has your relationship with your current husband? 
 13. Did you have sexual relations with your husband prior to 
your marriage in [Date Withheld]? 
  A. Please provide the nature of these relations. 
  B. Please provide a timeline of incidents. 
 14. How many sexual partners did you have at the time of your 
marriage to [Name Withheld]. 
  A. Please give names, along with present addresses, phone 
numbers, and e-mail. 
 15. Did you attend counseling sessions for your marriage as a 
result of your sexual relations with [Name Withheld]. 
 16. Did you engage in sexual relations with anyone else in the 
institution? 
  A. Please provide contact information and timeline. 
  B. Please detail positions and duration. 
 17. Were you involved with any member of the administration?  
 18. When was the last time you engaged in sexual relations 
with Dean [Name Withheld]? 
 19. What form of sexual activities were these? 
  A. Please describe the number and intensity of any 
‘satisfactions’ you may have experienced. 
 20. At what time did your sexual relation with Dean [Name 
Withheld] begin, and how does this relate to your professional 
relationship and position? 
 21. Were you ever chastised or reprimanded for your relations? 
 22. Please provide a timeline. 
 23. How many members of the community are aware of your 
sexual history? Please provide names and contact information. 
 24. Why do you think it necessary to have sexual relations with 
your staff, colleagues and students? 
 25. Do you like this sort of thing? 
 26. What do you think you and your [expletive deleted] 
colleagues are doing boinking a bunch of kids barely of the age of 
consent? 
 27. Didn’t it ever occur to you that your scumbag colleagues 
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were doing the same thing? 
 28. You think you’re the only one with a crush on your 
students? 
 29. You think you’re going to get away with this shit? 
 30. You think that fuckhead [Name Withheld] is going to get 
away with it? 
 31. You think we’re not all on to you? 
 
    —anon. 
 
Please distribute to all the department, collect data, and collate 
results. 
 
 
 
 
Dear Prof. Daa— 
 
Please to revise my salary for the current year. I am presently 
received $20,000 and feel a raise of 50 is in order. ... I am assist to 
Prof. Peligro ... Please to review my cv. Inclose: 
Sinderely ... 
 
 
 
 
 That’s how I thought about it. That’s how it always is. As a woman, you 
get used to listening to a man contradict you or lecture you so you just catch his 
eye once, then turn away, knowing that this means you don’t believe a thing he’s 
saying and knowing at the same time, that being a man, he’ll have no idea that 
that’s what you mean and will puff himself all up like those turkeys do on our 
lawn in springtime thinking of the Great Life Lesson he’s imparted to you, and 
finally it’s under those delusions that life becomes endurable. 
... 
 
 
 
... What made the damn interview even worse was the fact that she 
hadn’t mastered any of the material at all. Just threw it all on her 
c.v. like that was enough. Like we’d just open our arms and coffers 
and everyone would be set for life. It was like a twitch, or tic, to each 
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question, as she desperately flailed for a response. ‘Tale of Genji? 
Oh yes.’ she said. ‘I’ve read that.’ ‘Eliot. Oh yes. I know the one. 
You mean George. She was a woman, you know.’ ‘Virginia Woolf. 
She was on my dissertation list.’ And the sad truth is that the only 
reason we hired candidate #2 instead was that we had no more 
money to bring candidate #3 to campus ... 
 
Jerry 
 
 
 
 
 At some point, the narrow gravel road should be widened and maybe will, 
but likely not in our lifetimes, and after that, if all the houses in the compound 
fall to earth or are consumed by the earth, it won’t really matter how bad the 
repairs were or how many years it took to complete the paint job, or the lack of 
insulation, or even the number of cords of wood you had to stack because we’ll all 
be dead, and they won’t know any more about our history than we know about 
the old house that Brian had that untended finally fell in on top of him or perhaps 
it was a fire, or the whole thing was condemned, and you could talk about the 
living room ankle deep in trash and rotting food and how good it was that the 
town has no health inspectors and finally the poor guy could just get away from 
the family and die in what we could delude ourselves into believing was peace but 
likely was the same agony that everyone I know who has died has died with. 
 And maybe the living are little different from the recent dead. Because given 
the Xanax and the surgeries and the bad backs and the drugs and the alcohol and 
the fear of crowds and the vegetarianism and the love of animals and the fear of 
company and the packs of cigarettes, he finally dragged his sorry body that used to 
dance like a roe on the mountaintops I think the phrase is and half blinded by his 
determination to get the cigarette, into the car and down the gravel road forgetting 
as we always do with a strange car where the clutch was because for some reason, 
who knows, Fred’s car or a rental car or a loaner and I can’t remember the last 
time I had money enough to rent one, we just assume it’s an automatic falling 
half asleep or our left foot asleep and somehow shocked as the whole thing shakes 
to an impossible stop and this it was, I think, that surprised him, imagining the 
whole earth was about to collapse or an earthquake or not thinking clearly at all 
and as the other car approached instead of gliding comfortably to a stop in neutral 
and smiling and waving like we locals all do despite the occasion, off to the right 
careening I think it’s called over the ditch wondering how to operate a car and 
whose insurance was going to be involved and whether he would ever be loaned a 
car again or how he could blame his sister or one of them or if perhaps the whole 
damn thing was just a dream and finally slumped over the wheel immobilized, 
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with the car stuck in a ditch or in the bushes or nearly through the screen of 
saplings and right into the back yard itself. And if I hadn’t been going for a walk 
to clear my head of the very tedium of life, and if it hadn’t been for the tenants 
driving home from work or if J. hadn’t chosen that precise moment to bring dinner 
or whatever it was he would have died there of exposure. 
 When you have back pain like that and are half crazed on Xanax or 
Vicodin or whatever he was last prescribed there is no chance of finding the door 
latch and extricating yourself. And if we hadn’t all pawed through the brambles 
he might well have just sat there asleep or as near to that as was now possible 
these days, ‘Are you ok? Jesus God are you Ok, for God’s sake speak to me 
what’s the matter?’ because here he was in a car wreck and not just passed out on 
the front lawn trying to get some sleep, and there was some nobility in that that 
you couldn’t get from falling asleep in the dropped walnuts and relentless ticks. 
 It must have taken two or three hours for me to get my breath back thinking 
only a heart attack or stroke could account for it, my brother crashing through the 
trees, that is, and finding out the poor man was alive, unhurt, and thinking only 
to get some sleep was enough to distract me or anyone from shrieking at him for 
Crise sake be careful and what are you doing driving in the shape you’re in and 
by that time, Tim or his son maybe had already gotten the tractor started and was 
rolling over the new-cut lawn right over the spot where he’d fallen asleep three 
days earlier, his back turned away from the wood-stackers listening or trying to or 
trying not to leaning there on his walker making all kinds of loopy excuses and 
explanations for how he’d nearly taken the back of my house off, and how taxes 
were too high and the government indifferent and criminals running the place 
while the diesel fumes got thicker since there’s nothing more aggravating than 
stacking wood while some man stands around either telling meandering stories like 
this or perhaps worse explaining some abstruse method for stacking logically 
whereas the best solution is just to dive in and get it done even though it’s going to 
take 80 hours and you’re going to hate every one of them. 
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Thursday 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
9 but who’s counting? 
 
 
Dear M— 
 
What I’d really like to bounce off his fat ass is a two-by-four. Did I 
tell you I did that once? We were in the mountains, and for some 
reason, I had agreed to rent horses for a trail-riding trip, and the 
only thing I can think of is that there must have been some woman 
in jodhpurs who might take the switch to me. The horse balked: 
they do that, I’m told. Testing you. Sensing your inexperience. 
‘Don’t dismount,’ the woman said, hitching up her jodhpurs and 
raising her switch. ‘It’s bad for the horses.’ I ignored her, picked up 
that two-by-four, and caught the horse full on the forehead where 
the skull was thickest. I had no more trouble.  
 
It’s a story I have told so many times I simply stand back and listen 
to the words form themselves. Tough guy. Direct. That’s me. But 
then I think of other stories, like buying a damn car. I went to the 
dealership, asked the price, and took out my checkbook. As I was 
filling in my signature, the salesman asked ‘Don’t you want a 
discount?’ ‘Sure.’ ‘Why not take off the tax.’ ‘Ok.’ I’m what is 
known in the car-dealing profession as a Grape. That’s what a 
friend told me who was going to be such a famous star in Hollywood 
he was completely unconcerned about his months working as a 
telemarketer or in a used car lot. I am the idiot who would rather 
buy than negotiate. Wonder why we haven’t developed a term for 
that here: Dean Schmalz: Avocado. Maybe it’s easier to be a 
snaggle-toothed tough when it’s not your own money that’s being 
saved. There’s a profound paradox there, but I am too tired to sort 
it out. 
 
J 
 
 
 



 

 112 

Marylyn Ann F*cking D!!! 
 
My version? What do you mean my version? What happened is my 
f.cking version. You think life and history are like some damn 
smorgasbord and choose this and choose that and lay it end to end 
and call it a meal, appetizer to dessert? Screw that! Like teaching 
‘critical theory’ by reading one poem a semester and the first week is 
Feminism, then the next Freudianism then the next Ecocriticism 
then Frankfurt School approach ... You know like that tight-assed 
weanie David or Duncan or who-ever-the-f.ck-it-is does and calls it 
a freaking class! ... But let’s just let it go. I don’t have time. So what 
are you going to do with all this crap? Get all in order and send it on 
to some administrator, who’s going to say ‘Jolly f.cking good work, 
Dow! Carry on.’ Screw that! 
 
OK. That’s my first response. As for the rest, no, I didn’t flunk the 
little pr.ck. What kind of unprofessional sh.t do you think I am?  
 
I suppose you need some chronology so this is the best I can do. Not 
all larded up with the usual whining and self-serving alibis and the 
sort of crap I’m sure you get every time you open your e-mail. I’ll 
settle for the truth of how it seems to me. As if anyone’s interested in 
what they called the f.cking Truth in the Old Days. I guess I told 
you about that cop questioning me the other day—something about 
all the crap at the library, and as he’s scratching something on his 
notepad I realize he’s checking me out. That’s what Old School 
truth is: some illiterate cop taking a police report staring at your 
boobs. I should write a book about this.  
 
I was just talking to Simon. Do you know him? Philosophy. Total 
jerk. But jerks are the best. They’ll do everything they can for you 
just to be thought studly. He was talking about Deflationism—all the 
rage over there. Ridiculous word. It makes what we do in this 
department not seem so bad at all. Post-colonial this and that and 
post-feminist this and the other thing and post-post criticism and all 
of it. He pronounced it with a slight raising of the jaw—deeeeee-
FLAY-shnism and all I could think about was penises. But he’s not 
thinking of that, so he claims. He’s thinking about truth. Or really 
the reverse: there is no truth, he says or claims to think. Truth is not 
an attribute, they say. He thought it was so sexy. I could tell by the 
way he was leering at me, he was expecting me to melt right there in 
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my pants, but the only thing that was sexy at all was his childish 
notion that he thought it was. Oh there I go myself. Anyway: Two 
sentences: ‘the snow is white,’ or ‘it is true that the snow is white.’ 
They’re like the same. Or so they say. The deflationists I mean, and 
damn, when they talk like that and think they’re so hot, all I think is 
holy shit, any woman can tell you deflated and inflated aren’t the 
same at all. It’s ridiculous. It’s like the damn philosophers have all 
the words but they’ve forgotten entirely what’s behind them. Just 
listen ‘It’s true snow is white.’ Hear it? They take that as a math 
equation. But it’s not. It’s a concession. ‘While I concede that ...’ 
Then the word disquotational gets involved, and all hope of 
communicating is gone. Why don’t they just talk like human beings? 
Maybe they’d have a chance to reproduce and maybe then 
philosophy departments would be a lot bigger than they are today 
and maybe they wouldn’t be filled with weird flaccid guys with 
vaguely foreign accents. ‘Hey honey, let’s make a baby.’ Now that I 
understand. Pull the sheets up, will you? 
 
Oh yes. I guess I’ve lost you. But it’s not as if you have anything 
better to do. Earn your goddamn stipend for Crise sake! (Is it really 
15K like they say?) 
 
1. The little f.ck signs up for my class but he’s late. He brings in that 
blue sheet of paper I’m supposed to sign. I think they call them ad 
cards, but why don’t they just fake the signatures and be done with 
it? I don’t know; you’re the administrator, not me. I don’t have the 
kind of warped personality you need for that sort of thing.  
 
So he hands me this card, and all I can think is what a nerd he is, 
and how not one woman in the whole class would give him the time 
of day. And I suppose he thinks if he stands real tall like that and 
pulls out his wallet, why half the class is thinking ‘Damn. I just want 
to jump his bones.’ You remember what Tom always says. He may 
be a lascivious sh.t, yet there’s a grain of truth in it, and I’m not 
talking about the deflationist kind. He claims he sees more flesh that 
first day than all the other days combined. Too bad the guys in class 
don’t understand this, right? That first appearances are important, 
whether you’re batting your eyes or flashing some naive T.A. And 
maybe then they would make up a façade other than that nerd frat 
boy look they’ve copied from some bad tv show on cable. Some kid 
in oversized shorts with bad skin and the obvious signs of excessive 
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beer-drinking and masturbation. God help me. The only pants he’s 
getting into with that act are those of his boy friends in the frat 
house. 
  
Now he’s standing beside me, fumbling with this card, which is all 
crumpled and badly folded as if he’s trying to demonstrate to me 
what an outside-the-lines kind of guy he is. But of course, all I think 
of is that he’s a klutz. Too much beer drinking and fart-lighting. I’m 
much more interested in the line of women behind him and maybe, 
yes, they thought I would be as interested in the tops of their boobs 
as Tom might be. They don’t get it. I’m thirty. If I want real breasts, 
I’ll play with my own. All I can feel is the heat of this kid, real heat, 
like sweat, beneath that geek outfit or whatever it is, and I sign his 
card, and if he says I more than grazed his upper arm, he’s a lying 
piece of sh.t. 
 
2. He ends up in the class. He sits two rows back on the side, and 
folds his arms on the desk, and if I hadn’t banned cell phones he 
would have been texting the entire time. He speaks only to complain 
about how no one listens to him. And after whining for a week or 
two about being a second-class citizen because he’s a guy, and 
having that Nancy P tell him just to suck it up and get used to it—
nice kid, strong, tall, arms locked on the table so smart, doesn’t take 
any shit—he stops showing up. I think he’s gone for good. 
 
3. That’s when the make-up sh.t started. Did I say ‘make out’? Ha! 
Haven’t heard that phrase since Middle School and there it is again. 
Freud was right. Let me have extra credit, he says; I’ll do this and 
I’ll do that, whatever you say. I promise. Anything you want. Let me 
carry your boobks. Let me clean your blhouse Let me hshave your 
legs and clean your bathroom. Or rub your back until all your 
muscles relax and you turn your whole body around to me. That 
sort of thing. I’m sure you get this all the time. We all do, don’t we? 
Or maybe you don’t any more. Sorry. You can tell what he’s 
thinking—all the young ones think alike. What’s amusing is that he 
imagines he’s not completely transparent. 
 
4. OK. There’s the odd turn right there—the fork in the road, and 
you know I always take the more interesting branch. ‘I have to be at 
the coffee shop at 4,’ he says. As if any of these kids ‘has’ to be 
anywhere at any time of the day. But I go for it. What’s to lose? And 
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I meet him there, and I swear to God he’s undergone a complete 
transformation. You know, like one of these kids who grows up right 
before your eyes. One day, they’re some snot-nosed little f.ck 
without a clue about the world other than what they’ve been told by 
some stupid-ass frat boy, and the next, they’re all filled out, and 
their baby fat is gone, and suddenly it’s not some diaper-clad little 
sh.tbox but a real human being. 
 
5. Don’t ask for details. Nothing happened on campus grounds. And 
what happens off campus is nobody’s business but my own. I don’t 
care what the kid says. There was no bullsh.t about commitment or 
long-term relationship or horse crap exclusivity or the slightest thing 
like that. You get that? If you need more, we’ll talk. 
 
6. So eventually the little d.ckwad starts the whining act again. Like 
that person in the coffeeshop who suddenly grew up before my eyes 
never existed. Like my ripping the top buttons off his shirt and 
pretty much eating his chest was an illusion. That’s it with these 
f.ckhead kids. It’s like they’re living some vapid fantasy of the 50s—
okay, a little thrashing in the hayloft or wherever they did it back 
then—maybe you would know—and now it’s time to settle down to 
the old bourgeois life again like some couple in a Norman F*cking 
Rockwell painting on the Saturday F*cking Evening Post: what’s my 
grade, what about the assignment?, what are we having for dinner? 
Did you pick up the potato chips and French onion dip like I asked 
you to? It’s like you barely get to wipe the sweat of him off your 
chest and it’s like Ozzie and F*cking Harriot or some such thing. Or 
at least, that’s all I can make of it. In fact, I don’t know what the 
d.ckhead said or wanted or longed for. All I know, is that it was 
suddenly impossible to breathe. Like I was suffocating on the very 
banality of the thing and I wanted out of there as soon as possible. 
 
7. So the short answer to all that you are thinking and all that he 
was thinking is ‘No,’ we’re not meeting again, you little f.ck .And I 
don’t care what you wear to my office, even borrowing some $150 
shirt from some fat friend just doesn’t do it for me. Forget the coffee. 
Forget leaning back in the chair as if you were reaching for the 
sugar or some such bullsh.t and letting the cloth pull tight across 
your chest. And don’t even think you can pretend that if you didn’t 
have all the hormones of youth you’d be worth a sh.t when it counts. 
You can put whatever in your goddamn memory you want, and 
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notch up the damn bedpost until the entire thing collapses under 
you for all I care. Just stay the f.ck away from me. 
 
I didn’t tell him that, I guess. But any idiot could see it. Stay away. 
You’ve served your function. I’ve satisfied my curiosity. For some 
reason, men never get that. They think the fact that you’re never 
there to answer your phone or don’t return your messages, that it’s 
all some extraordinary piece of mischievous ill fortune, and all they 
have to do is stand in your doorway and you’ll collapse into their 
arms in tears. That’s how men imagine things. I know. I know 
because they’re the only living creatures I’ve ever encountered who 
are so stupid I can understand completely what they’re thinking. 
 
So there. Is that official enough for you? It’s not like I have a 
sh.tload of time to finish it. It’s 1, 2, 3. Just like in the movies. Just 
like in some crappy romance novel. By the book. By the formula. 
And if there are gaps, so be it. That’s life. It’s not like Day One 
seques into Day Two then into Day Three and the next thing you 
know you’re 75 and your whole life is behind you: first this, then 
that, then the other goddamn thing. So what if the narrative is 
missing a few things? Like love, and emotions, and all the starry-
eyed crap I’m sure he expects, and all the proclamations of devotion 
he must have read about in the bad novels he stole from his sister as 
a middle-school kid. I’m sure I heard them. Or maybe he realized 
there was no damn chance for this to be some by-the-book affair 
and instead adopted that equally ridiculous condescension typical of 
the very young. Or maybe he was a lovelorn waif, wasting away, 
unable to eat. And if you could just add the tragic demise of the little 
bastard, that works too, although I suppose you should leave that 
out of the final report. You want to edit it? Go ahead and edit it. I’ll 
sign it. I don’t care what I testify to. You want me to speak to the 
Dean, I’ll speak to the Dean, although he’ll probably just slam the 
door and jump me. It’s kind of his thing, you know. Or I think you 
know. Or maybe that too is none of my business. In any case, you 
want me to go that route, I’m on. 
 
Jesus! I could have had the little bastard a half-dozen times in the 
twenty minutes it’s taken me to write this! 
 
I’m gone next week to a conference in Fort Worth, so I can’t come 
to the meeting. Can’t do sh.t for you, in fact. If the little pr.ck comes 
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around, tell him to go f.ck himself, since he’ll probably do a better 
job with that partner than with any other one. 
 
Abbie 
 
 
 
 
Mabes— 
 
Blue sweater, eh? Would you do me a favor and not keep reminding 
me of that! 
 
Love you, 
T 
 
 
.... 
Sometimes I wish we were just in that Fielding play—Tom Thumb 
is it? – which ends with the heap of bodies on stage at the end? I’ll 
never forget seeing that with you on the campus lawn! Our own 
heap of bodies mirroring that on stage. I’d say those were the days, 
but my darling, these are the days, and always have been. ... 
 
H 
 
Two pages drafted! The end is surely in sight! 
 
 
 
Dear Dow— 
 
I am enclosing some recent reviews from Texts Gosh! and Write Turn. 
While I prefer to stand aloof from petty academic wrangling, could 
you have Lisa copy them and distribute to the department? Before 
the Merit Review committee meets? 
 
Con amistad 
Bill 
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Friday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
8 
 
 
Hey Love— 
 
We’re having Mexican tonight. Fresh. It’s easier to make tortillas 
from scratch than to buy them, so brace yourself. I’ll roll them out. 
You can watch them on the grill. Oh yes. Pick up some cilantro on 
the way home. And yoghurt if you want. I’d say sour cream, but I’m 
afraid that little roll on my side you say is so alluring is just an 
opportunity for you to show how gracious you are. Maybe I should 
try running. But all that happens is you lose muscle mass and get all 
skinny in the face and obsessed with your shoes. 
 
I really don’t have time. Maybe after my dissertation is done. 
 
You’re the best. Have I ever noted that?  
 
Working all day. Still need to get those finishing touches. I can’t 
submit the diss. until it’s just right. I know I know. I called my 
advisor. Finally. I should have done this weeks ago, but it’s best to 
get all the information correct before doing anything. He thinks 
there’s a possibility of a year extension. I need to look into it, but I 
shouldn’t use this as an excuse. You already work too hard. And I 
think you’re right: without that chair stipend, it might be hard on us 
next year if I can’t work. I’m sure we’ll figure something out. That’s 
our strength—the real one. So I marvel that you put up with me. 
That you don’t run off on some mad adventure with a handsome 
colleague. But I already know your colleagues. You can do better! I 
know you can do better. So when I worry, I assure you, I don’t 
worry about them.  
 
That’s why we’re having Mexican tonight. Candles, the whole 
works. Fresh greens with that diagonal cut. Oh yes. Bring some 
scallions as well. 
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Couple of messages. Dean’s Office. Schmalz is trying to get hold of 
you. Nice guy. If I had to take the pick of them all, it would be him. 
For theatre, give me Nelson any day. But he needs the glass of 
sherry to make it all work. Besides, I think he’s losing his edge a bit. 
I met him on the street the other day—right outside [Name 
withheld] I think he was getting food for his cats. He showed me a 
cane, then launched into an elaborate story of its origin and the 
peculiar monograph on the handle. We talked. The usual. Books. 
He got my name wrong. And in three minutes, he held up the cane 
and told me the entire story of its monogram again. I worry about 
this shit. It was 7. I concluded he was walking off his four-martini 
dinner. That’s the only way I can feel at ease. It’s the least that I can 
do for him. 
 
Every time I run into Schmalz we promise to get together. Theatre. 
Music. Perhaps a tour of the new galleries. That’s Dean-speak. You 
know him better. Outdoors type too, like tennis and bicycling and 
things that actually do things for you rather than lean you out like a 
rail. How does he have time for it? You think he’s gay? I tried to get 
him to hike with us that day in the canyons. Too busy. Guess that’s 
what comes of having a real job. Not that ours aren’t real. I mean 
40 hours in an office as an administrator. No wonder you’re sick of 
it all. Can’t wait for the fall. We’re going to have so much fun. I 
already have a bunch of books for us to read. Ishigura. That was 
great. If you have to have an obsession, it might as well be an 
interesting one. Try to figure it all out. Nothing behind. It’s like life. 
Like the two of us, reading it together. Quietly, aloud. Sneaking 
ahead and keeping it as a secret. Yes yes. I know you cheated. By 
reading ahead, I mean. I love you, so I never cared if you cheated. 
As long as we kept reading. 
 
Cilantro. I forgot. Grab some fresh tomatoes. Good ones. With 
taste. Not the crappy vine-ripened ones that have all the appearance 
of what tomatoes used to look like but are no better than cardboard. 
Appearances—that’s all produce is today. Like bad novels. If you 
don’t see any, just get a can. Better to have everything canned than 
superficially original. That’s what Peters told me: ‘You know,’ he 
said, ‘what makes for original work. We are always requiring that. 
Of you. And of ourselves. But the only thing that is recognized as 
original is that which conforms most closely to traditional work and 
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is finally indistinguishable from it.’ ‘Thanks. And what do you 
recommend I do then?’ ‘Well, that’s finally up to do. Remember. 
This is your work. Not mine. I just sign the forms.’ Thank god for 
advisors, no? 
 
Bastard. No wonder I’m applying for my third extension. Sorry. I 
can’t help it. I guess I should have told you a couple of weeks ago. 
Perhaps if he’d really sign the forms, we wouldn’t be in the pickle 
we’re in now. Don’t forget the limes. Throw them in.  And no 
pickle. I guess it was just the color I was thinking of. All I can think 
of when I see that word is your colleague’s transcription of Frost’s 
‘public exhibition’ as ‘pickle’ or maybe it was ‘picktie.’   Guess they 
don’t teach the Palmer Method in school anymore. 
 
Oh yes. Schmalz. Call him back I guess. Couldn’t get all of it out of 
him. Don’t know whether he doesn’t trust me, or just isn’t entirely 
sure what you’ve told me already. I can see that he wouldn’t want to 
get the two stories mixed up. I like the fact that he respects that 
about us—our own repartee—our own conversational dance. Half-
truths, and lies. Loving ones. Like in that Shakespeare sonnet you 
used to read to me. Like in my own work — ‘Professions and 
Profusions’ I think I’ll call it. What those subjects in the 
psychological study will say. Self-reporting. Fiction-making I think it 
is. Although not everyone in the field is willing to accept that. That’s 
the problem. My problem. ‘Oh yes,’ Peters says. ‘Very clever. That 
weave of testimony in your documents. All those lies, the deviations. 
Yet these,’ he will add, ‘are for traditionalists only meaningful if you 
provide what social scientists call a control. A base unadulterated by  
...’ Or sometimes he says ‘The Truth’ or ‘The Original’, all drawn-
out like that, in half-irony or inverted commas so you have no idea 
whether he believes in it or not. 
 
It’s all like the glorious universe, is it not? You’d think a century past 
postulating the Big Bang they’d realize talk like this might as well be 
pre-Copernican. That the universe is not a matter of Light Years 
from anything. Because there’s nothing there. No ‘from’ at all. Just 
‘toward’. Like the tissue of narrative lies everyone tells one another. 
 
Schmalz again. I gather there’s some issue with the Library. But 
maybe not at all. Maybe I should put all that in inverted commas 
like your colleagues do: I ‘gather’ there’s some ‘issue’ with the 
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‘Library’. Ha! Now we’re getting somewhere. Or ‘getting’ 
somewhere. ‘Seems’ the ‘police’—ok I’ll stop—seems the police or 
was it some investigator ‘threw a wrench’ into the ‘works’ (oh for 
Gods sake STOP!) by assuming, just for experiment’s sake, that 
there was nothing at the core of this. No murder. No abduction. 
Nada. Tout rien. And he harasses everyone for stories once again then 
aligns the chaos of testimony as if to demonstrate that the grandest 
complexities have nothing at their origin. Ex nihilo! Big Bang all over 
again. And don’t talk about wrapping it all up—Oh look! A body! 
Proceed, Holmes. Or Oh look! A motel receipt. Why the little hussy 
has been holed up in Palm Springs all the while? And there’s an end 
of things. Something other than that. Like she’s herself caught in the 
conflicting narratives of what happened. And the genres—murder 
mystery, noir, even one of those sappy vacation romances. Taking 
herself to the desert and falling in love like some schoolgirl on 
summer vacation. Like the cover of that awful book we saw in the 
bookstore: Maine. And yes, if anyone had ever actually been there, 
with the mud and mosquitoes and fog and temperatures in the 50s 
all summer, they’d know there’s no lying back on the rocks in an 
oversized white blouse with your hair blowing in the wind. 
 
So I guess what Schmalz wants is to make sure you keep your stories 
straight, although he never said that directly. Avoid embarrassment. 
That’s what he was working up to in his own stammering way. I 
think it’s only right that I warn you first. Maybe they want someone 
to implicate themselves. Or maybe not. Maybe life is simply a tale in 
inverted commas. 
 
But then, I have no idea what anyone wants. You know what I 
found in my clinic? The one sure way you can tell if someone is 
lying: it’s the consistency of their stories. If the story is rational, 
makes logical sense, then it’s patently false. A fiction. And if it 
dovetails perfectly into the story of another group member, then you 
know that both of them are lying through their teeth and are likely 
in collaboration (not corroboration) and you have to be careful. 
There’s that moment—this is the part I’m having such issues with—
you want to say: ‘Aha! So the Truth Is that the two are conspiring!’ 
But that’s Old School too. That’s the faux creativity that is in fact 
just another version of the traditional way of doing things. In fact, 
what you know is that you don’t know anything. They’re lying. 
That’s why I like graphic novels so much—there’s not even the 
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pretense that these things could happen or people could look like 
this.  
 
The problem I’m having in my own work is that if you document 
falsehood with some backwards-ass procedure or the intricate 
interview technique that I’ve developed, then you end up right 
where you started. You knew all along that no one can tell the truth. 
Now you have what appears to contradictory evidence—that 
pernicious agreement and BOOM! Therefore I Conclude .... exactly 
what I would have concluded before starting. 
 
That’s why I need the year extension. There’s no way around it. 
There are times when I just want to break down in front of you and 
cry like a baby and admit I’m a lazy good-for-nothing millstone on 
your lovely neck who will never change. That too. 
 
Oh yes. Did I say limes? Better find a jar of salsa, just in case the 
tomatoes don’t work out. Organic. It’s not worth shit, that Trader 
Joe’s stuff, but it’s the only kind anyone will eat because it makes 
them feel ethical. You never know when we might have company. 
You never know. Abbie was by. Earlier. Did I mention that? 
 
She ate all the cheese. 
 
Love,  H 
 
 
Mares— 
 
Hey. Just unraveling a pomegranate one of my little charges brought 
me just before I left. I haven’t eaten them in years. All I remember is 
that thirty years ago, they were really useful for cracking open in the 
most suggestive and lascivious manner possible, and seducing some 
innocent charmer while reading the Song of Songs to them. You know, 
the part about your nipples being like young roes leaping on the 
mountain tops? Hasn’t worked for me in years! By which I can only 
conclude that pomegranates just aren’t what they used to be in the 
old days. 
 
T 
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... ‘Two weeks after the disappearance, she was found in a shallow 
grave in the San Gabriels, near a hiking trail, frequented on 
weekends. A local hiker was attracted by the smell. Her identity is 
being withheld pending further investigation.’ Or so I imagine we 
will one day hear of it. That’s how it will all end for us—not in some 
grand and elaborate calculations—the perfect narrative constructed 
by the detective. But by some lycra-clad hiker, carrying enough 
water for a desert expedition—trail food, GPS, a collapsible hiking 
stick strapped to his backpack—playing the explorer rather than 
being one. And he too will get his interview. He too will enjoy his 
celebrityhood. ‘It was the odor,’ he says. ‘I grew suspicious. It is all 
such a tragedy.’ And all our grand tongue-clucking theorizing will 
be for nothing ... The sad truth is that young people never smell 
with the sole exception of those unused to the food in the West, their 
breath like the clash of cultures itself! There is a marvelous book to 
be written there, on the exquisite cross-cultural issues of breath! I 
am unfortunately overly committed and cannot do it myself. 
 
It could have been so simple. All I requested was fair market value, 
even in accordance with the absurd university policy of proving that 
through disloyalty. I confess, at first, I blamed you. You and your 
little Dean-let, whom I also blamed. Do not imagine I do not know!  
 
But I forgive you. It’s like the students who grow old on you. They 
present that innocent look, fawning and irresistible. And then they 
say ‘It’s not you.’ Leaving, they say ‘It’s nothing personal. You’ve 
done nothing wrong. But I’m going. I’ll never see you again.’ Such a 
catastrophe, you think; and you realize then that of course you’ve 
done nothing wrong. It is they who are doing the wrong thing—
leaving you. Growing up, as if you have had no effect on them. And 
the best you can hope for is that on some future day, one will be 
sitting among friends as you and I sit today, and another will say, 
‘Name all your grammar school teachers!’ and one will say: ‘Mrs. 
Winslow, 1. Mrs. Small, 2. Large woman. Mrs. Brown for two 
years—third and fourth grade, it must have been. Or no, not Mrs. 
Brown. Someone else at Union School. Mrs. Simpson 5. Someone 
in 6—I can see her—slim. Wilson was it? Then Mrs. Brown—the 
real one, the one with the curious son, two years 7 and 8. Thus 
confused with third grade. Then high school and it’s all balled up 
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with bunches of them, and you only remember the best and the 
worst of them. So finally, they sort this all out. ‘How about college?’ 
they say. ‘What about that?’ And grad school—like it was yesterday 
for them! That final adulthood when memories mean something, 
and aren’t things you just invent to constitute a life you imagine you 
have lived but never did. Give me the grades, the papers you wrote, 
the exams you took.  
 
So now it’s your turn. And you list the names: Eng. Coursen; 
Calculus Johnson, Speech Quimby ... even ROTC King. That sort 
of thing. The recycling of high school papers just to get by.  
 
All these things—the elements of real history you think—they are no 
clearer than the dream that recurs for all of us: the class with the 
final exam scheduled to start in two minutes; but you haven’t 
attended the class. Now what do you do? Your whole academic 
career in disarray because you forgot to study for a final in a high-
school class you never attended? Or getting back together with the 
musicians you used to play with as a teenager. And in the dream 
you have a gig, and in the dream you’ve never practiced and can’t 
so much as play a scale, and you realize, that it almost came to that 
for real, the time you were asked to ‘sit in’ with some musicians, real 
ones, and you knew no more about music than sex, and thank God 
your parents intervened and wouldn’t let you go. 
 
And there my name will be, lodged in the memory of a newly 
formed adult: ‘Ah yes. That course in Cross-Cultural Literacy. With 
... was it David Brooks? Or is he the New York Times editorialist?’ I 
want to weep just imagining it. 
 
By the way. I never believed in the investigation. As soon as the 
notices began to appear on the Campus Security page, I suspected 
there was no murderer, since there was no victim, and finally, there 
was no crime except the expression of it—that colossal web of 
intrigue spun by the spiders of narcissism, by our colleagues, 
stunned with their sudden significance.  By the careerist security 
guards who couldn’t get a job in a real police force if it was handed 
to them. By the lawyers at the university, paid to prevent their 
employers from being sued. By paranoid administrators. Students 
themselves, imagining, quite wrongly of course, that they have no 
lives at all, and thinking here could be some grand allegory of that—
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the lifeless body of facts, as it were. And the very vacuity giving 
value to their own vapid lives. I have written extensively of this in 
the past. You can check my resume. Years ago, I would have spun 
out many long paragraphs about it. Then I would have raised my 
eyes—you know—the way [Name Withheld] does when he thinks 
he’s made some particularly nuanced and cutting point. And my 
enemies then wither before me. 
 
But I have learned so many things the hard way: (1) Your enemies 
will never ever put their tails between their legs and slink away in 
shame and humiliation; (2) your ex-lovers will never ever slap 
themselves on their lovely foreheads and think what fools they were 
to leave you. Don’t waste your time fantasizing about such things. 
Do not destroy yourself imagining it. So when [Name Withheld] 
raises his eyebrows like that, and raises the book that is no more his 
than the oversized instrument of a bad musician, just shake your 
head and know that he too will die a poor deluded fool, held in 
contempt by most of his colleagues, and he will imagine this is all 
because of some great injustice in the universe which God has 
visited upon him. Or that all the contempt in which he is held is due 
rather to envy and jealousy. 
 
But nothing ever comes out in the end, does it? We all get screwed 
in the end, as your Tom might say. That’s just the way life is. 
 
I spent the morning taking inventory. Preparing for the move. It’s 
pointless. You can spend weeks on it, but when you’re done, you 
will just end with rows of boxes anyway, as if one could recreate in 
another place, the same life one just left behind. You unlock the 
doors for the movers. They pack it all up, possessions and life itself, 
breaking as little as possible. And one day, you will unpack it box by 
box and just toss each item in the first place that presents itself as 
suitable. And the entire spatial sense of life is reconstituted as if you 
had done nothing. Like dishware. It will all stay there forever, and in 
that, you will have your new life, without a whit of effort, whereas to 
plan ... to plan ... you will miss life itself, misconstruct your old life, 
and never get around to the real task in life which is not to recall it, 
but simply to rewrite the entire thing. 
 
All those letters from the Provost’s office: ‘Thank you for valuable 
input concerning the student gay and lesbian film festival. Now. 



 

 126 

About that committee report we asked you for last week.’ ‘Thank 
you for your insightful analysis into the hiring of minority 
candidates. We shall put this on the agenda for a later meeting ...’ 
‘Thank you for your years of service. We wish you the best in your 
...’ 
 
Yes, I can still hear your voice in that. So easy to reproduce. Just like 
that. And then I realize it is not your voice at all. But my own voice, 
reflected back to me in the worst of ways. I should be an old lush like 
Nelson. Perhaps I’m on my way. Step one is despair. Step two is 
realizing that step one is false. I’ll become impossibly witty, rather 
than straight-forward as I have come to be today. I’ll become 
remorseful and write a long letter apologizing for all past bad 
behavior. The brilliance of drunkenness is that you finally realize 
there were no old days, or that the old days you hear about were 
completely imagined. And you sound like an old fool, and soon, all 
will realize that you have been laughing at all of them, through all of 
it, in all of ... 
 
In an hour the movers will arrive. There is a book on the table. It 
has your signature. You gave this to me before we began the 
exchanges where your voice was lost to me in my voice. It has a 
cliché ‘Affectionately.’ Just that. A tired cliché. I have added my 
response. It is my own voice. The last trace you will have of me. 
 
Fondly. 
D.P. 
 
P.S. Could you please sign off on that severance package? I will also 
be sending you the usual forms for summer research funds. 
 
 

 
Please be aware that Discovery procedures apply to all e-mail through 
university accounts. Therefore, it would be wise to refrain from making 
exculpatory statements on university e-mail. Also, the use of offensive 
language is strictly forbidden by Univ. Proc. Hbk A, sec. 485-5B. 
Please review. 

 
cc: Dept. Chairs. 
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Reply-All 
 
What the fuck is the meaning of this!!!!??? 
 
 —John Smith, Sociology 
 
 
Dearest M— 
 
... So I finally just took the money and ran with it, as you would say. 
No more students, no more meetings in the office. No more loopy 
narratives of menstrual cramps and dead grandparents, claims of 
sleeplessness, stress, or whatever it was we called it then. My first 
office door had a window. I would see their faces peering in and I 
would want to shoot myself. Eventually, I just left a sign-up sheet:  
 
NAME ___________  
 
CONCERN: [Choose one]:  

  
Confusion over Syllabus 
Grade. 
Extension. 
Personal Distress. 
Other students 
Political Concerns. 
Health. 

 
DESIRED CONVERSATION: [Choose one]: 
 

‘I’m having a really really rough time.’ 
‘I’m sorry to hear that. Now about this paper ...’ 
 
‘I really can’t do it. I need an extension.’ 
‘But I don’t give extensions.’ 
 
‘I’ll bring you a note from the health services office.’ 
‘I don’t want a note. I just want you to do your paper ...’ 
 
‘It’s not fair.’ 
‘This is not a class on fairness.’ 
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‘I’ll get it to you next week.’ 
‘It’s due tomorrow.’ 
 
‘I have a doctor’s appointment.’ 
‘Did you say doctor or mortician?’ 

 
So I became a Dean, thinking to end it all, and what I get is life half 
full of meetings, and the other half in my office behind a partially 
closed door, dealing with disgruntled faculty. ‘Well yes, I am 
sensitive to your concerns, were it not for section 5.4 in the Faculty 
Handbook ...’ Have you ever seen Point Blank with Lee Marvin? 
Great movie. 60s, I think. Saw it at a drive-in during those few years 
when you went to a drive-in for reasons other than to rip the shirt 
off a classmate. Lee Marvin is trying to get recompense for the years 
he spent in jail after being cheated on a drug deal. He works up the 
criminal chain of command, one step at a time, terrorizing each of 
his now victims who in turn refers him to the next higher-up. But 
there is no way he will ever get his 10K back, no matter how many 
low-life mafia thugs he kicks in the groin or hangs out a window, 
and the mafia boss he finally confronts explains it to him: ‘Checks. 
We deal in checks. We don’t have cash.’ Marvin thinks he’s with a 
bunch of hoodlums, what he knows best. But he ends up in 
corporate America and has no idea what to do. That’s me—no Lee 
Marvin at all but just another corporate schmuck. I love it when he 
puts on the seatbelt and says to the hoodlum car dealer. ‘Most 
accidents happen within 25 miles of home,’ he says, all Frank 
Ballinger-like—you know (but of course you don’t) one of his first 
roles on M-Squad. Then he drives straight through a chain-link fence 
and the car salesman slams into the windshield. That’s how he 
imagines, tough guy that he is, life will be. But life is nothing like his 
role on M-Squad. You show that today, no one laughs. No one gets 
it. All these damn kids who grew up in back-facing car-seats. What 
do they know of life? So let’s just forget the analogy. You can watch 
it another time. On video. If it ever got to Netflix. I wouldn’t know. 
Who has the time? The fact is I feel more akin to the old geloso of 
the opera. In this business, you never meet tough guys like Lee 
Marvin or fighters like Joe Frazier. Just some indignant fool bursting 
into the office: ‘Did you hear!!? The very idea! Close the door 
immediately!!’ And it’s all about a perk they have failed to get. 
That’s the tragedy of growing old. 
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There was one year I decided to play a game with them. Perfect my 
meditation skills: self-hypnosis was all the rage then. So I would 
simply remove myself from the conversation—move in the literal 
sense, I mean. I would experiment to see how far I could get from 
this body that was me, dressed up in a bad suit and tie sitting at the 
overpriced desk. Rosewood. That’s what it is. Why am I 
remembering that? All glossed up as if it were made of plastic. And I 
would hide myself in the upper corner of the office. Up. Behind me. 
Where they set the security cameras, I suppose. And how far away, I 
would wonder, could I get before I stopped making sense at all. 
Before whoever was there looked at me quizzically or simple blurted 
out in exasperation ‘Schmalz! what are you talking about! I have a 
serious grievance here.’ Even then, it would only take a nod and a 
look of deep concern. ‘Why yes, Prof. X, departmental morale is 
indeed a health issue. I hear your concerns, and were it not for Fac. 
Handbook sec. 24-5A, subsection (d) ...’ 
 
 I once was in a day-long conference when I was new to this. The 
agenda was allowing each professor in turn to talk about their 
syllabus and their theory of teaching. You cannot imagine the 
tedium. I looked at an older Dean, who was staring at the speaker, 
nodding. Then I realized, the man was sound asleep. Stone-cold 
unconscious. All these pedagogical subtleties of paper assignments, 
intrigues and passive-aggressive assertions of grading playing about 
him, and there he was at the center, oblivious to it all. No one 
speaking noticed a thing; of course not! When you’re speaking to 
someone and they don’t care about you, you rarely notice. You 
should just change course, but naturally we don’t: when we see no 
one is listening, we just repeat ourselves. Only louder. ... 
 
‘So how do you do it? How have you mastered that?’ I asked. The 
Dean breathed heavily and unbuttoned his jacket. I’m told he was 
once a dancer. Hard to imagine today—all those catered lunches 
have taken a toll and the last time I saw him, he was recovering 
from quadruple by-pass surgery. ‘You look great,’ I said, but I was 
lying through my teeth. Poor bastard. ‘I can’t believe you survived 
it,’ is what I thought. ‘Are you kidding?’ he said, referring now to 
falling asleep in the meeting room. ‘It’s my job. That’s what this job 
is, and one day you may be so unfortunate as to find out. I’m in 
meetings all day. If I couldn’t sleep through them, I’d go insane.’ 
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I’m getting there. I can’t say I’ve ever fallen stone-cold unconscious, 
and by the time I’ve mastered that art, I’ll be retired. You know how 
it is. Turns out no one in my office wants to have a conversation. 
They want to rant, since it’s part of the administrative conventions 
never to listen. Like a barrier—remember the ‘invisible shield’ of the 
old toothpaste ads? That’s my administrative face. (Good God, 
you’re way too young for that.) Once you make the move to the 
‘other side,’ my side, then you cease conversing. Then you can 
ignore the plots and intrigues and just listen to the music of those 
who speak to you, because that’s finally what they have reduced 
words to—just music. Like Proust’s old aristocrat—some aging 
Baron or Prince— baffling us with paragraphs concerning the 
lineages of each new character, until Marcel tells us on p. 2000 or so 
that none of it was the least bit intelligible! that to him it was nothing 
more than a symphony of sound. 
 
So if it were up to me, I’d just fire the bastard directly, or maybe the 
whole pack of them. Tell you what. You just tell Tom to keep it in 
his pants for a year or so after you’re gone, and there will be some 
chance that things will get back to normal. Do you think you can do 
that? Somehow, I fear you’re in a better position to answer that 
question than I am. 
 
Take care. Best to H. 
 
 
 
... Please be aware that Discovery procedures ... Univ. Proc. Hbk A, 
sec. 485-5B. Please ... 
 
 
 
 
Grades? What the hell do I care? Remember the departmental 
grading marathon so many years ago? All day in there with the 
student portfolios, I think we called them then, assigning numbers: 
Organization 1; Clarity 3; Persuasiveness 2/3; Rhetoric 4. Whatever 
all that was or meant. And we had some stupid idea that if we just 
did things collectively, some form of justice or other would result? It 
went like it always had, and then two days later you came to me, 
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and told me most of you had been wasted on drugs the entire time.  
 
T 
 
 
 
Office of the Provost 
Dear Prof. D 
 
We thank you for your three years of exemplary service—an 
important contribution to the community of scholars, students, and 
those who serve them. Due to some unforeseen personnel matters, 
we must insist that you forego your sabbatical and serve, at least 
unofficially, for another year. We will provide a small research fund 
as compensation. Thanks in advance. 
 
Frank  
 
 
 
Dear MAnne— 
 
Yes, I broached the matter. Got nothing out of RG beyond the 
usual. It has been a while since anyone has threatened me with 
castration. Oddly, I could get nothing out of Nelson other than 
some ramblings about punting at Oxford (still can’t believe the old 
fart does not realize that that is only done at Cambridge—and did I 
ever ask if you had heard the boys at Kings College? Yes, surely. ... 
Ah yes, but perhaps some other time.) 
 
This is why we pay you the big bucks; just don’t spend that $5000 
stipend in one place.  
 
Jerry 
 
 
... In my thirty fucking years of fucking service, I have never 
imagined a more egregious fucking ... demand ... not tolerate ... 
warning ... Indiana ... Humanities Center ... salary ... true 
scholarship ... mark my words .... real university ...  
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Dear M— 
 
Sorry about the power-washing metaphor. Bad allusion, bad image. 
So much to apologize for ... but let’s let that go for now. I used it of 
Princess Diana after calling her a hooker in a class once long ago, a 
week after her fatal accident. Learned that you need to let time pass. 
A power-washing period as the remains are cleaned from the tunnel. 
Let the walls dry. Let everyone get used to the way things were 
again. Then go for it. 
 
I don’t want to get into the details of Ms. Banks. It seems to have 
blown over, although that’s a bad word for it. I’m sure Frank wrote 
you about that, with all sorts of frightening assurances. Just make 
sure you protect yourself. Watch your back. Or at least your ass. 
Because surely others will be doing just that! OK. Change that 
address to your private account. 
 
I can hear them now: ‘Did you or did you not, in an e-mail of April 
whenever, refer to Chair Dow’s buttocks as her ‘ass’?’ Yes or no. 
 
Jerry 
 
Oh yes: all I could get out of Frank was ‘As for Nelson, this is a man 
who has been with us as long as I have. I will speak with him.’ 
Whatever that’s supposed to mean. 
 
 
I think my tcher is weird. S/he See ive learned to do that cuz 
otherwize girls dont let you do anything. Its not fare. Did my brther 
ever call? I think he has a funny rash. Do I hve to wear a gown at 
gradution? I think its queer. ... 
 
 
 
FWD: Chair Dow 
To: Dean Schmalz 
From: F. Smith, Provost 
 

You got my official response, no? Or did I forget to send it? I don’t 
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know what to make of it, myself, since I usually get these rants around 
3AM and most of them are pretty amusing.  
 
Look, I’m happy to see the blowhard belligerent bastard gone, but I’m 
frankly unsure what we are expected to do, except that it has to be done 
on Dow’s watch. Sorry about that. Can you imagine the consequences 
of waiting? ‘Oh gosh golly, :( , I just don’t know what to do ... Is 
something wrong??? :-). I hate it when things are wrong. :( ...’  You 
see—I get these damn notes all the time too. Maybe we should stop 
putting our e-mail addresses on the univ. website.  
 
So let’s think: Give him an ultimatum he can’t possibly agree to? ‘Hey, 
G, either you put a sock on it, or you can expect the Provost to ...’ Like 
what? No? OK. ‘Listen you fat piece of shit ... Here’s a draft of what 
goes in the student newsletter. Sign here and we’ll throw in a five-spot.’ 
My God I’m ranting.  
 
Now as for Nelson, I’ve given it some thought I don’t know what to 
say. I always feel when these characters come up for a reason, and I’m 
waiting for another step in the narrative. It’s life. Not a goddamn novel. 
And in life these old farts never change. There’s no self-revelation, or 
turn-around, or maturation. I still don’t know whether the man we’re 
talking about is the impossibly precious old queen you deal with on a 
daily basis or we’re being made the butt of some colossal joke. In any 
case, I’m damned if I see how we’re going to see the end of it, and 
damned if I can make heads or tails of what I’m told. I think we just 
let the harmless old poofter go his way until we work something out to 
their own benefit.  
 
As for Banks, I’m frankly sick of the whole damn thing. One more 
meeting with her fuckface of a father and I’ll either pull his damn vocal 
chords out or I’ll stick my head up my ass and end it all. Can’t imagine 
where she inherited that charm of hers, if she has any, because it 
certainly didn’t come from him. Maybe I should just pass on this. I 
suppose that’s why they invented private e-mail accounts. 

 
So that’s it, and I expect we’ll be left holding the bag, as I see your 
darling successor has already signed up for a leave in the fall. Can’t 
say as I blame her. That special combination of weakness, fear, and 
incompetence—what could we all expect? You realize of course, 
that you will either stay on, as a nominal head or an actual one, or I 
will have to appoint some dickhead like Peligro ... oh crap, he’s 
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leaving too, right? ... and field the duplicitous memos each morning 
that result? ‘Dear Dean Sch.—First of all, I wish you to know this is 
not about me ...’ What do you suggest? I suppose it’s pointless to 
ask. There’s some special variant of the law of thermodynamics that 
applies in this case. It makes me feel like Nelson has the right idea, 
or had the right idea all along. I have no idea what that even means. 
 
As for ‘The Matter in the Library,’ all is still not as it seems. You 
can’t have the Keystone Campus Police milling around for two 
weeks without having some impossibly bad fiction result.  
 
Just for the record, or actually, not for the record at all, I believe I 
met her two years ago. One of the endless functions or meetings we 
have to go to that’s marked by smiling young women in what they 
imagine are expensive suits, and really detestable industrialized 
foods. Canapes they used to be called, I think. A half hour of this 
and I was aware of pressure on my shoulder. I was day-dreaming. 
Something about a summer in Maine. Odd how even at those 
moments an academic memory intrudes. I thought I was beyond it. 
And I suddenly realize it’s a hand. A hand. Like one of those 
perfunctory hands I feel on my arm so often as an administrator—
always some young thing, or young man, about to offer up their 
honor for some petty gain, that I, remarkably, am thought to 
control. I wonder if they have any idea what it is I actually do. Sit in 
meetings all day wondering how I can extract bills from the wallet of 
some overweight donor.  
 
I looked down and there was the face. Young woman. Probably a 
staffer. Maybe an assistant professor I had hired and forgotten 
about. ‘You don’t know me,’ she said, but of course it wasn’t true. ‘I 
work in the library. For Sophie. I couldn’t help but notice. Your face 
hasn’t changed in fifteen minutes. That smile. I was once told that 
Deans had mastered the art of sleeping standing up. Like horses. 
That’s you: the horse-sleeping Dean. Maybe you daydream; maybe 
horses imagine themselves running free in the canyons, only to get 
their heads bashed by a 2x4. 
 
‘I saw you with Dow. In English. Two months ago. I was watching 
you and thinking, you’re listening. You were also standing one inch 
closer to her than a normal person would. As I am standing too 
close to you right now. Only I’m doing it so no one can hear me—
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what they imagine is that I’m trying to seduce you, or to get 
something from you. Are you aware of that? I don’t know you, and I 
don’t want anything from you. And I’m sure you know that I’m 
brushing you right now, but it’s only to disconcert you, to make you 
listen. But I saw you with Dow. And I don’t care who you are or 
what you do, or who you do it with. But I noticed. If I noticed, 
everyone notices. You should be careful. Women know about these 
things.’ And then she pushed herself away, with the slightest of 
pressure on my arm. Like some boat slipping away from a dock. I 
saw it as clearly as I saw what was happening in the real world, her 
walking away like drifting away in the currents. And I felt like 
everything in my life and in your life that was valuable was suddenly 
drifting away with her, involved in her, controlled by her. And I 
thought as clearly as I possible could ‘Kill that witch!’  
 
Now you know why I use your private mail account. 
 
Jerry 
 
 
 
... hug ... 
 
[Name Withheld] 
 
 
 
Dear Chair Dao— 
 
When you have the time and inclination, you may inform your 
department from me that tenure protects the right to research and 
write as one pleases. It does not protect the right to abuse 
administrators, shirk one’s duties, and publicly revile students and 
their families. The Faculty Handbook is quite clear on this. Please 
direct RG to section 13.84 specifically paragraph (b). Let him know 
that if steps are not taken to correct this on his part, steps will be 
taken on our part. 
 
Associate Provost Kandiewski 
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Saturday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
7 
 
 
Please note the two attachments. First drafts, but I believe they are 
self-explanatory. I have already incorporated some of Frank’s 
suggested changes (I think they came from that tooth-filing Associate 
in his office), omitting the reference to ‘resuscitating the career’ of 
RG, and to ‘hiring Nelson in a different life.’ 
 

 It is with great regret and no small pride that we have 
accepted the resignation/announce the demise [CHOOSE 
ONE] of a long-time member of this community. Prof. 
Nelson breathed his last with the request to be transitioned 
from full-professor to Full Professor Emeritus, effective 
immediately. We cannot overemphasize the contributions 
Prof. Nelson has made to this community, and we will 
continue to enjoy his services and presence on campus as he 
enjoys his retirement. 
 Prof. Nelson came to us in 1975, fresh from completing his 
Masters degree at Univ. of Suffolk in the U.K. For his 
thesis, entitled ‘Hidden Structure of Marlowe’s Pericles: An 
Unnoted Allusion to DuBellay,’ he received the university’s 
‘Distinguished Medal for International Scholarship’ award, 
an award since retired, and initially awarded to all scholars 
having completed their degree in a foreign country. Prof. 
Nelson is the last recipient of this award in a long list of 
awardees, dating back to the founding of this university in 
1932. A special half-centennial memorial plaque still hangs 
in his office. It is somewhat obscured by the head of a goat. 
[DELETE THAT LAST] 
 Prof. Nelson was untiring in his devotion to students, 
having directed 8 dissertations over the past 40 very 
distinguished years. His scholarship spans now two 
centuries, and three queries were published in noted 
journals in the past decade.  
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 He has served tirelessly on the following committees 
[MD—please check your files. We have no records of this.] 
 His love of art and music are well known in the 
community, and he has been a contributing member of the 
Young Men’s Camerata, attending each weekly meeting 
since 1992 and helping direct the A Cappella men’s choir. 
He claims to be an Eagle Scout and a practicing Catholic 
[OK—DELETE THAT as well] 
 He will be much missed as a fixture on campus. 

 
Perhaps we should not reference his somewhat awkward 
relationship with the boys in the choir, particularly as his role in the 
‘emerging scholars’ program for local middle schools is subject to 
misinterpretation. I note a conflicting series of changes introduced 
into his annual activities reports, beginning at some point in 1985—
discrepancies never, it seems, noticed by any of your much esteemed 
predecessors, most of them with luck now dead. It would be fitting, I 
think, if you could provide in your response, some explanation of 
this and we could take appropriate action. 
 
The second Note is about RG, and it is somewhat more nuanced, as 
you may well imagine. 
 

 It is with a mixture of unbridled joy and relief that the 
university accepts the unconditional resignation of Prof. 
RG, [We are still attempting to work out the particulars of 
the restraining order we have asked for, which will keep him 
from within 500 yards of any building housing an agent of 
the administration, and we believe that applies equally to 
any area within a half-mile of campus] effective 
immediately. 
 Prof. Giacoff came to us in 2001, having served a 
distinguished career as Director of Humanities Center at 
Indiana College in Pennsylvania, a non-teaching, non-
research, non-active position ... [OK that is harsh. It is 
difficult to compose either words or oneself in these matters, 
with the language and tone of the fat POS still ringing in my 
ears] established to allow some ass-wipe scholar in some 
shit-hole in Indiana to extort ... [OK OK. I know. Just 
revise for tone and we’ll go from there]. Overpaid and 
overvoiced, Prof. G. proceeded to amass as many perks as 
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the university could offer or invent, complaining and railing 
all the while of abuse, lack of respect, and recording the 
highest number of official grievances of any professor in the 
history of the university, providing employment in the 
meantime for innumerable R.A.’s, normally assigned to 
conduct routine research for productive scholars. It is with 
great regret that we will no longer experience his cliché-
ridden invective in the morning mail—Prof. G having never 
quite mastered the intricacies of e-mail. 
 Over the course of three decades, which seem like 
millennia, [ADJUST FOR TONE] Prof. G. made a career 
of professional and personal predation of grad. students, 
assigning himself to innumerable committees, and sending 
countless students down the paths of academic oblivion, all 
fully convinced, as he was, of the injustices visited upon 
them. He will be as missed as much by the academic 
community of colleagues as he is by those of us in 
Administration ... 

 
Perhaps there are nuances of expression that might be more 
appropriate. Please revise. 
 
As always,  J 
 
 
 
... write poems not look at wine cellars ... uncomfortable having … 
 
 
Hey Prof. Dee 
 
Hi. I took your class. Last year?  I think it was three years ago.  My 
name is Mandolin. I cnt remember my grade. I think it was an A. I 
am applying for a summer internship selling Encyclopedias in South 
Carolina and they need my transcript. Please send a letter of 
recommendation. Here’s the questionnaire. It’s do Sunday. Hope 
this isn’t a bad time! You were my next to favorite teacher! !!!! I was 
a freshman. Do u need there address? 
 
Brenda 
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 ... You can hate me like I know you do but I’m taking your courses 
next year anyway because you have no idea what it’s like not to hear 
anyth- ... 
 
 
... 
So I guess he’ll be able to spend his millions in retirement on 
lawyers, asking for millions more. My best to Beth, poor suffering 
creature. How she put up with him is beyond me. Did I mention the 
million plus in retirement?? I have a vision of ... but God! who could 
think of such a thing, buried under that mountain of flesh? I have a 
file here, never showed it to you, student complaints, or not even 
that. Two years of a presumably passionate sexual relation with that 
fat piece of shit, and at the end of it, in tears, she confesses that she is 
still pure as the mountain snow! A fine way to maintain one’s virtue, 
I think. 
 
DELETE THIS NOTE! 
 
Schmalz 
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Sunday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
6 
 
 
Dear M— 
 
Greetings from somewhere far away! If you see that chi- .... 
 
Tom 
 
 
 
... calm ... soon ... 
 
Love,   J 
 
 
 
Hi. Oh gosh. Sorry I guess that recommendation is due today. Do 
you have the address? 
 
Gwendolyn 
 
 
To: Dean’s Office 
cc: MD 
 
Jesus Christ, Jerry, the last thing we need is another meeting with 
someone in a hooker costume and her over-protective dad sitting 
across a rosewood desk while she flashes us. All now in the hands of 
the board. Well, some of it anyway. If so, expect a reprimand.  
  
Frank 
 
Oh yes, and on that other small matter, just give me enough lead 
time to prepare the paperwork. Then I’ll make my reservations now 
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for a long vacation. I don’t care what it costs. When it’s not your 
money, you can pretty much spend like a crazy person, or drunken 
sailor, whatever that is supposed to mean. 
 
 

 
The Linguistics Dept. will be hosting a seminar on the Non-
Morphological Propositional Structure of Phatic Utterance on April 
17. GFS 202, Annex. RSVP  
 

 
Reply-All 
 

The Linguistics Dept. will be hosting a seminar on the Non-
Morphological Propositional Structure of Phatic Utterance 
on April 17. GFS 202, Annex. RSVP  
 

Can you please, for God’s sake, remove me from your mailing 
list or cease using the Reply-All function? 
 
 

The Linguistics Dept. will be hosting a seminar on 
the Non-Morphological Propositional Structure of 
Phatic Utterance on April 17. GFS 202, Annex. 
RSVP  

 
 

The Linguistics Dept. will be hosting a seminar on the Non-
Morphological Propositional Structure of Phatic Utterance on April 17. 
GFS 202, Annex. RSVP  

 
That sounds wonderful! Unfortunately, I cannot attend, because I 
will be giving a major keynote presentation at ... 
 

 
The Linguistics Dept. will be hosting a seminar on the Non-
Morphological Propositional Structure of Phatic Utterance on 
April 17. GFS 202, Annex. RSVP  

 
That sounds wonderful! Unfortunately, I will be giving a major keynote 
presentation at ... 
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For Christ’s Fucking Sake Will you please ... 
 
 
 
The Linguistics Dept. will ... 
 
 
 
Mary— 
 
I forward you the note from Provost. Please do not mention to him 
that I have done so. We will say for the record, we had a small chat 
about its substance. I assume the implications are clear. Please deal 
with the matter of RG directly. As for Nelson, ... 
 
Yours, Jerry 
 

FWD: Kandiewski, for Provost Smith 
To: J. Schmalz, Dean, Humanities 
 
In accordance with sub-section 12-A(d) of ... 

 
 
My once Chair— 
 
Sitting here, reflecting on life, piled in disarray, ... the movers, ... 
knowing ... salary inequities ... young Asi- .... 
 
 
Dear M 
 
 Any chance you could retrieve all those old notes and delete them? 
Can’t have some rumor floating about that we pulled the plug on 
him. 
 
And do deal with the dead goat ... 
 
J 
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One of the things you don’t expect when you send your kid to the 
state system is to put him in the hands of one of those freaking 
brainwashing socialist parasites sucking at the government teat I 
send my fucking son to you and the next thing you know he’s back 
with a bunch of books he can’t read and playing video games and 
telling me he gets credit for all this shit and then too that I owe five 
thousand big ones because some fat ass administrator wants to set 
up a fucking institute helping illegal aliens stay out of the godamn 
prison system which in my opinion should be fucking full of English 
professors then we wouldn’t have this godamm problem in the first 
place of some idiot kid thinking he can just move back into the 
goddamn bedroom and wank his carrot all day like it was 1975 all 
over again and there wasn’t any fucking herpes or AIDS or you 
could spend your life having fucking sex with anyone you wanted 
like there was no god or bible or anything but a bunch of freaking 
books and communist professors smoking dope so cheap you could 
get it right off the street for nothing or by having some girl blow a 
low-life drug-dealer or something and trying to get in her pants all 
night but no because someone said you had to drink a goddamn 
case of beer or some such shit and someone pissed themselves and 
the next thing you fucking know you’ve knocked up some kid you 
barely know and then you have a job and a bunch of squalling kids 
of your own who treat you like a freaking slave no matter than you 
spend your goddamn life dragging them off to soccer practice and to 
some pedophile priest trying to hammer some mystical moral system 
into them instead of your local snake-handling evangelist who’s 
likely the only person in god’s fucking creation who’s standing 
between us and this lazy fucking kid and the goddamn collective 
some college administrator is trying to suck him into you’d think 
they’d all be up on the freaking farm picking strawberries or sugar 
cane or in some goddamn kibbutz we used to call them where 
everyone sits a-fucking-round and nobody is supposed to know who 
his goddamn parents are no matter that we work our asses until they 
are smooth as a fucking baby’s ass trying to grease the skids for some 
ungrateful fucking kid who would rather diddle with the tits of some 
lesbo professor in her thirties in a tight fucking skirt it used to be but 
likely now a set of Liz-fucking-Claiborne jeans and a thong and 
something unspeakable from Victoria fucking Secrets holding the 
cheeks of her ass apart you’d think she had something better to do 
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with the 3 or 4 hundred thousand dollars she gets paid to sit on her 
throbbing pussy looking for ways to debauch my fucking son who 
likely gets as much out of stroking her fucking chest as he does 
playing some fucking war game on the goddamn tv which I swear to 
God gets so goddamn loud you can’t even hear yourself fucking 
think if it’s possible to goddamn think at all after all the bull-shit 
indoctrination by a bunch of communists who couldn’t even do 
algebra for Crise sake can you imagine some engineer walking into 
class and saying check my fucking boobs out because I can’t read 
and proud fucking of it like some English professor can’t count the 
number of nuts in his package or nipples on his freaking chest and 
takes that as a point of goddamn pride why the last time I was there 
I thought the only goddamn thing you must be fucking instructing 
there is how to get laid five freaking times a day and if you want that 
you might as well hire a bunch of goddamn hookers rather than 
extort 50 fucking grand a year from some fucking single dad like me 
like I got nothing better to do than to close the freaking door on my 
wanking son thinking of some fucking socialist Woman’s Studies 
professor giving him a goddamn blow-job in class while everyone 
stands about talking about liberation or whatever the fuck it is you 
do with my goddamn money goddamn I could have spent every 
freaking weekend with a freaking hooker or flat-chested exotic 
dancer and wouldn’t have to put up with the goddamn lecturing 
about who the fuck knows what slasher film or whatever the fuck it 
is you teach instead of something worth paying for like in the 1950s 
I guess a bunch of veterans like they’re not going to put up with crap 
like that like my father half blown away on Normandy Beach you 
didn’t see him asking for freaking support groups or crap like that 
because getting shot at I tell you its something you finally get fucking 
used to and go about your freaking business without worrying about 
a bunch of half-naked fucking Stalinists trying to corrupt your very 
fucking children right under your fucking nose if that weren’t 
enough then sending the goddamn parents the bill and here you go 
you fucking sucker for all that time the real enemies spent trying to 
blow your ass off in the jungle here’s the goddamn bill for my 
sucking your son’s cock and making you clean the goddamn sheets 
like its not enough being a single fucking parent in these fucking 
times you have to put up with fucking diapers and crap that doesn’t 
change since the day they come out of the goddamn womb and 
what the fuck do you think they’re going to do when they find out 
there isn’t someone like me out there making life a fucking bowl of 
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fucking cherries but some commie chick with a razor blade who no 
longer wants to debauch you but maybe chop the whole fucking 
business off I tell you and then rifling through your goddamn wallet 
and stealing your last dime for the privilege of doing so I tell you I’m 
sick of the whole freaking thing and if you don’t get back and 
straighten this kids dick out I’m going to do it my fucking self. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
Cher Anne— 
 
Ah yes, my Sweet, I too have received the queries, and for the 
record, I know nothing. I have a feeling all is a fiction of one of our 
creative writers, constructing a desperate scenario for yet another of 
their unfinished novels.  
 
I would remark on the vanity of it all: poetry journals subsidized by 
the tuitions of those desperate to write for other poetry journals, and 
not a line read by anyone other than the editors. Yet there’s money 
to be made there, doubtless, and yes, I no more begrudge our 
fellows from dipping their ample snouts into the trough than I 
expect them to begrudge us. 
 
As I see the end near, it is time, I think, simply to tell the entire tale, 
as Rostand says. To begin not at the actual beginning, but rather 
simply to imagine one. I believe you were barely born—perhaps a 
young child, dandled on some knee, I believe the phrase is. 
Fortunate thigh! Some allusion there to Bacchus, I believe, as in the 
tale of Ariodante. Bear with me for a moment. It was all jacket and 
tie in those days, and bottles of scotch in the afternoon ... 
 
In the old days, such suits were rather frequent, as I recall ... 
 
I’ll tell you of other matters too, my dear, since time I believe is 
growing rather short. It is as if one could experience life ending, like 
that tedious ample book on your ample thighs, where you glance 
surreptitiously at the back cover approaching page by page, and 
think, suddenly, it can never arrive soon enough to suit you. 
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You may now know that I had dinner with that slip of a thing 
librarian, not five hours after her alleged disappearance and all the 
rigmarole of an investigation. Amusing it was, reaching across the 
table, and feeling her hand on my forearm. Delicate. Light. Like a 
bouquet, I suppose, although I’ve never quite known that. ‘That’s 
lovely,’ I said. ‘A real delight. ‘Til when to where thou wert / I 
came’ That’s Jonson, you know.’ She laughed. ‘Herrick,’ she said, 
mocking me. Then more grandly, ‘As Herrick, Son of Ben ...’ And 
we both laughed.  
 
I suppose you were aware of none of this. 
 
‘Where will you go?’ ‘Nowhere. It’s where I belong,’ she said. 
‘Simply for the weekend.’ She gave no details. Then confusion. Her 
own. Mine. Then I left. ‘I have a habit,’ she said. ‘Every time, when 
I’m about to leave, as I leave, I pop in to see Ruth. Do you know 
her? Beautiful, in a way you’ve never imagined beauty to be. I say 
goodbye. Old School, you’d say. Like yourself. God knows what she 
will think today.’ 
 
Lovely girl, Ruth Dark. Thomas believes he is unique in noting her 
virtues, physical and spiritual. I have no idea why. I met her at the 
opera with her daughter, who spoke unprepared in a series of 
startling sentences. Ruth stood by and smiled. You remember things 
like that. ‘If my daughter were to die, I would have no reason to 
live,’ she then said to me. 
 
We walked from the restaurant. I thought about Ruth, and her 
daughter, and what life would be like when the reason for living was 
gone. Oh, these truly were last things. You knew too, I suspect, what 
the truth was all along. 
 
Finally, my dear, I know fully well what is afoot concerning my own 
status. I suspect I shall play along, making myself as much of an 
irritant as possible.  
 
You too know that somewhere between that dandling on the old 
professor’s knee and the lapsing into the cynicism you must hide 
behind now, there were some periods between days and weeks when 
we too thought life would last forever. 
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It was cold. Spring. 1986. The end of things, but I looked at your 
face and could see for you it was just the beginning. Paths crossing, 
or not even that. Just meeting to diverge. That’s it.  
 
For that’s what it is. In the end. It’s all grief. As one of our 
colleagues so crassly puts it when he thinks I am not listening: We all 
get screwed in the end.  
 
Love, my sweet. 
Nelson 
 
 
 
Mary 
 
I think the enclosed is self-explanatory. Break out the damn 
champagne. I pass it on with the same sense of innocence with 
which it was passed on to me. What’s confidentiality among lovers 
and friends? It’s like being in a mental institution, I suppose. It’s as if 
my head were going to explode. Now if we could just get that bit 
about the stray corpses sorted out, we’d be fine. Frankly I’m ready 
for summer. 
 
Oh crap I just erased the attachment! 
 
 
Oh here: 
 

To DS 
FROM: Provost 
I’ll send this sub rosa, if you don’t mind. Can’t have this circulating in 
the public file. There’s still a chance the old reprobate will have a 
change of heart, hire a team of lawyers, and the next thing you know, 
you’ll be testifying about every time you scratched your ass in the office. 
This way, if asked, you just know nothing. Nothing. Maybe you ‘heard 
some things,’ somewhere. You know how office talk is? You can’t 
remember the source. Could have been ... I hate to say. That sort of 
thing. No one notices and eventually the lawyers go on to other lawyers 
and things just sort of work out. But basically, we got a deal. Who 
isn’t happy?  
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(But you have no clue what I’m talking about.) 
 
Frank 

Dear Francis— 
 
It’s been an exceptional few weeks. My dear Tiffany has 
recovered nicely. That is the main thing. I have been in 
constant consultation and we have decided it is best for her to 
finish the semester. I trust her performance will reflect the 
improvement in her state of mind. I have, in fact, had some 
discussions with the Registrar’s Office about that very thing, 
and am assured that guarantees are in place. I don’t know 
whether I have you to thank for that, but sometimes, all is of a 
piece. 
 
If you know what I mean. 
 
I took a tour of the new site yesterday, and I agree with you 
that it is a marvelous choice. The landscape, fields. I am 
delighted that the rather boring and predictable lines of a 
soccer field can be offset by the radical nature of the design of 
the facility. Thanks for letting the maintenance fees go. It’s the 
sort of unpredictable expense I can do without. And thanks too 
for not ‘going by the book.’ Got that thrown in my face once: 
$x for a room; $y for an auditorium; $z per square foot of 
building space. What the hell is all this among friends? 
Frank, I’ve known you for years. Since my eldest enrolled 
back when you were pounding the pavement in Development.  
 
There is some paper-work I understand. This is lawyerly 
stuff. The sort of thing we do to our employees when we let 
them go. You start spreading rumors of the packages they got 
and the next thing you know you’ll have Unions up your ass 
in spades. You know how it is. Same problem there. Still 
haven’t seen a damn professor in the whole moralistic bunch 
who has actually stayed on past seventy, and you tell me there 
are dozens who claim they will die in office.  
 
So I’ve got my room, and wing and all that crap. Good. Just 
make sure the letters are in large caps, so that that moron Phil 
doesn’t lord it over me in the next Trustees meeting. Screw 
him. If he wants it so bad, let him sire his own damn 
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daughters. Ha ha. That’s funny! Don’t you think? 
 
Just a couple of sidenotes. Shake that department up, would 
you? You’ve got a bunch of old farts that need to go. The last 
time I went through there I had some fat piece of pompous shit 
lecture me for forty minutes on the light switches and the 
sanctity of the classroom. I’ll show that fat fuck what a 
classroom is. You know who I mean. Going through that 
list—retirement parties and gifts. Can’t tell you how thrilled I 
was to see his name. My eldest once gave the whole scoop. 
Some perorating bag of shit leaning back in his desk, chewing 
on a goddamn pencil. One of those Phil must have convinced 
you to bring in in the old days. And thank God the Old Days 
are gone.  
 
Fire the whole goddamn bunch. God will know his own! 
That’s what we learned in History class years ago. Back 
when historians actually taught something.  
 
We’ll be doing some cruising in the Caymans next year. Why 
not come along for a week. I’ve got some great shit I can share 
with you. And some sweet *** if it comes to that! They say 
money can’t buy happiness, but if it’s a great roll in the hay 
you want, you’re in like Flynn. 
 
Now don’t blush on me, Frank. You weren’t born yesterday, 
and don’t tell me you’re socking it away at home all the time. 
Born free, I always say. Let the games begin. 
 
Banks 

 
Does the old ass-scratcher actually believe he is propagating a 
whorehouse? I guess we know the answer. Every time I try to get the 
metaphor right—‘meretricious’, that’s the word. Only thing I learned in 
Latin: meretrix. That was it, and suddenly ‘Oh yes, sir. Like 
‘meretricious’!’ I get it. Always thought it had something to do with 
merit. Meritocracy. All that bullshit we end up spouting. To the kids, 
everyone else. Sometimes I wonder whether all these memos and 
proclamations concerning future excellence do anything but employ a 
bunch of hack writers in the office. Excellence in Teaching. Excellence 
in Research. Excellence in Service. Jesus Christ it’s like Lake Fucking 
Wobegon or maybe it’s some damn fiction to keep us all alive. 
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And get on that Library case, will you? Frankly, I think the whole thing 
is going to blow over and we’re going to have some half-debauched 
employee limp back to her post in exhaustion, wondering what the fuss 
was all about. Like the whole thing was some end-of-the-semester plot 
device to keep everyone interested that just fell apart in some post-modern 
sneer by the universe. But there’s always some paranoid committee 
member with nothing better to do than keep these things alive. Like if 
you think your readers are losing interest all you have to do is invent 
three or four affairs and throw in a dying dog for good measure. Thank 
God for summer! 
 
He wished, but not with hope, when suddenly beyond his hope, ... 
Milton, isn’t it? You see? They think we are just a bunch of self-serving 
boobs. Not true. 
 
Do Not Save This Letter, for God’s sake! 
 
Provost Clandestine [Smith] 

 
 
Is there anything lovelier than a college campus with no colleagues? 
No staff? And especially no students? One down, twenty-four 
thousand, nine hundred ninety-nine to go. 
 
Cheers, Tom 
 
I guess this is in poor taste.  How come it was ok the last three times 
I used it? 
 
 
 
 
WTF do you mean you’re nervous you haven’t heard from me?? Do 
I have to detail every time some little snot runs his hand over my 
chest? After a while, it just gets weird you wanting to know 
everything! 
 
Abbie 
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Dear M— 
 
Well, there it is. You can just put your daughter’s ass out there, and 
the next thing you know, your own name is carved an inch deep in 
the lintel of some pompous building that has nothing whatsoever to 
do with any of the reasons we presumably went into this business.  
 
This is what is meant by making a problem go away. Or turning a 
liability into a virtue. ‘All is for to selle.’ Shake- ... No wait. I can still 
hear it. ‘Sell-uh.’ Two syllables. Must be Chaucer. Wife of Bath, no? 
Still something functioning up there. 
 
You know, in the early days, I sometimes took lunch with Frank, 
and we would talk like that and miss half our afternoon meetings. 
Could have made something of it, I think. Even his heart is in the 
right place. But you’re right. Once you go over to the other side, my 
side that is, things are never the same. And finally they redid the 
Faculty Club with all those glaring lights, and I swear to God every 
time I go there now, there’s some skunk of a professor taking notes 
on where I’m sitting and who I’m eating with. It’s like when I began 
in this business. In those days, there were kids in the room, scowling. 
You know, I can still name half of them, tell you what they were 
wearing, the way they sat. And as I watched them, I suddenly 
realized it didn’t make a damn bit of difference whether I was 25 or 
125.  
 
It’s the same look you gave me when I took this job. It was as if I 
were going away, only you said nothing. I could see it in your face. 
It. Whatever it was, even though I couldn’t define it, and you gave 
not a trace away. Something. We will never be in the place again, I 
thought, over dramatically. As if by thinking it, I could push it off 
another year, a decade, one more life or two. And maybe we would 
be reborn and get a chance again.  
 
It’s as if life were all botched up. Fixable in some way. 
 
The other day, you know, Nelson came by. There’s something 
refreshing about a guy who can still carry a half-empty bottle of 
sherry about and whisk it out in the middle of a conversation about 
sabbaticals. Poor bastard. Can’t help the affection I feel for the old 
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coot. Hardly fair. Oh my God, I’m quoting again!  
 
Must be the poet in me.  
 
So next week is the end, is it? What will I do without you? 
 
Jerry 
 
 
 
To: MAD 

 
Jerry— 
 

I believe the case of the Library Assistant’s disappearance 
would be easily solved, were it not for the examples of the 
most egregious administrative incompetence I have experienced 
in my 30 years ... 

 
How did this note get in here? Isn’t this from two weeks ago?  You 
don’t suppose he somehow got ... 
 
M 

Dearest— 
 
BURN THIS NOTE. Burn this note and burn that old fuck 
with it. What does he think he’s going to do? Run into some 
office over here perorating and farting and belching and 
somehow we will all run out and do his bidding? Go to the 
damn police? Do you suppose the fat piece of crap even knows 
where the police station is? And as much as he can sometimes 
fool an 18-year-old, just what sort of impression do you think 
he might have on a 40-year-old career gun-toting cop with a 
mustache. I assume the old porker just watches too much tv. 
Listen to him: ‘If you don’t follow up on this, I will sit on 
you.’ 
 
I’m telling you, I had to read through that paranoid crap five 
times before I had a clue what he was talking about, and even 
then, only after a ten-minute investigation on Wikipedia. 
Cutting through all that, do you have any idea what he’s up 
to? I assume you haven’t talked to him, since to assume 
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otherwise is to grant him a certain measure of dignity. And 
that would be a first. 
 
‘THIRTY YEARS, I’ve toiled ...’ Let’s hope we can see to it 
that that is in the past. I’m curious, though. Send me an 
alibi—just what they call air-tight. Then we can have the old 
fuck canned for spreading rumors. But I’ll need it all in 
writing. Use the univ. account. 

 
Wait. What the fuck is going on? Do you know that old dithering 
bastard came into my office and told me the same damn story three 
times, twice with exactly the same details, and even presumably 
spontaneous digressions? 
 
Is this going on constantly? I suppose we could use documentation. 
 
Dean S 
 
 

 
I know nothing about this.  
 
M 
 
 
 
So what are we supposed to do? Send out a 
questionnaire: ‘Say, do you ever hear the old guy 
repeat himself?’ And if they say yes, then what? 
 
Back when I still had a real job, I used to remind 
my kids what they used to do in high school. 
Remember that? One day you realize the teacher is 
saying exactly what he said the day before, and as if 
conspiring, you let the poor bastard go on for a half-
hour—same turns of phrase, same spontaneous 
asides. As if you’ve won some great battle in the war 
of your own education. I would tell them if they ever 
do that with me, the whole class flunks everything 
for the week. 
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And then I would tell them again. 
 
And then I went over to the other side. 
 
J 
 

 
Dear Jerry— 
 
You know I love that story. 
 
M 

 
 
M— 
 
But this may be a bit more serious. The old fart is not just repeating the 
same damn lecture year after year and day after day—I agree—who 
among us would ’scape the hanging? This is in my own damn office. 
Oh crap. What am I going to say? It’s one damn thing to fuck up your 
students, but when you start jerking the chain of a dean, that’s another 
matter! 
 
See? It doesn’t quite work. That’s why I ask. 
 
J 
 

 
OK. I’ll do what I can. Isn’t he near enough to retirement so 
that a little nudge might be enough? 
 
m 
 
 
md— 
 
The fact fuck has told me to my face he’s going to die in office. 
 
js 
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j— 
 
fact? Oh I see. You meant fat. Come on now. That’s 
ungenerous. 
 
m 
 
 
What? Calling him a piece of shit? 
 
j 
 
 
j 
 
You called him a fat fuck. 
 
m 
 
 
And? 
 
 
Well he’s not fat. 
 
 
He’s not? 
 
 
What on earth are you talking about? 
 
 
 
Isn’t it obvious? How many fat fuck blowhards do you have 
over there? 
 
 
 
Huh? 
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Huh what? 
 
 
Wait. Are we fighting? I hate fighting.  
 
 
Sorry. Me too. 
 
 
 I hate fighting with you especially. I don’t have the heart for 
it. 
 
 
I’m sorry. I just lost it. 
 
 
You forgive me? 
 
 
You’re always forgiven.  Wait ... 
 
 
What? 
 
 
This sucks. It’s so damn difficult being official and 
‘concerned’ all the time. 
 
 
Tell me about it. 
 
 
 
It’s the ‘concerned’ that annoys me most. ‘Concerned.’ Like 
sometimes I feel like saying: ‘You know what? I just don’t 
give a shit about a thing you’re talking about.’ 
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Whoa!  who are we talking about now?  
 
 
You mean us? Good God no! 
 
 
Yes. Us! Oh wait. No. I see what you mean.  
 
 
I’m lost. 
 
 
Not ‘about’ us!  I meant the fact of us talking. Who’s that 
‘fat fuck’, as you so eloquently style him? 
 
 
Giacoff, for God’s sake. 
 
 
Good grief. Not Nelson? 
 
 
Nelson? Nelson is a fat fuck? How so? 
 
 
Who said that?  
 
 
Oh my God. Will it never end? Lord no. Not him. Jesus. 
 
 
! 
 
 
Coffee? I’m free at 1. I think. Make it 1:15. 
 
 

I’ll wait. The Shoppe. 
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Please be advised that according to Union regulations, the disposal 
of dead goats is not within the parameters of the job-description of 
any of our employees. 
 
Facilities Management. 
 
 
 
Did my brother come by? RU free? He wnts to meet. You can tell 
its him by his name ... 
 
 
 
 
 ... Romas! Sweet and fresh like y- ... 
 
 
 
Congratulations, I ...  
 
 
 
... will support ... tenure file ... 
 
 
 
Hey, babes! Forgot to turn in grades. Forms are in my ... 
 
 
 
If that little d.- ... 
 
 
 
 
Oh I ... 
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Dear __________ 
 
Thank you for your recent follow-up which we have read with 
interest. Could you please send us two sample chapters or the 
equivalent? Also, could you draft up a brief marketing statement? 
 
Sincerely,  ... 
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Monday 
 

To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
5 
 
 

 
Ha ha, babe! One week to go. I’m sure you’ll miss it as much as 
we’ll all miss you.  
 
T. 
 
Now don’t take that wrong! 
 
 
 
Dear Prof. Dow— 
 
Still haven’t found the wallet, although I did find a set of old keys 
and if I get to the faculty parking lot in the next week or two, I might 
have grounds for blackmailing you. I guess I wasn’t aware of this 
particular job requirement. I get it now. You won’t mind if I inform 
HR?  
 
I had a half-hour discussion with my union rep. and the Provost. He 
asks that I not tell you any of this. It had to do with the retention of 
files in your e-mail system. I checked and there are a few things that 
might interest you, or interest someone about to prosecute you. It 
was like pulling the familiar motifs out of a piece of music and 
instead of distributing them throughout the piece, just playing them 
together as if every piece of music were by John Cage. Have I lost 
you yet? I think it was my coming in late that is the problem. You all 
have your histories; I have my historicizing. When Prof. Self threw 
me down on the couch, I just said, oh the hell with it. May as well 
start my own right here and now.  
 
I need next week off.  
 
—Lisa 
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We’ll negotiate the week after that. 
 
 
Hey Prof. Drew— 
 
Cd you give me a list of courses for next fall? I’m short a couple of 
units and I need to start grad school in the spring. 
 
[Name Withheld] 
 
 
... 
 
 
So they faked it all, those old master philosophers did—numbers, 
mathematics, music, even language itself, pretending there was 
something behind the words, some reality the words referred to, 
then creating this preposterous lie about the words being inadequate 
to those realities, when the truth was quite the reverse—that the 
only reality was the sound of the words and the machinations of the 
listener. 
 
I should be unpacking. I should be driving through the dark, 
perhaps, playing the same track over and over again, as I used to do 
once until the music became intolerable and I was finally free of it.  
 
Instead, I am caught in all these mysteries which are of no concern 
to me. Do I too need an alibi? Is that what life has come to? The 
construction of alibis where truth and fiction are at odds, and 
coherence itself the worst sort of self-damnation? In the end, it’s all 
used condoms and police tape. 
 
You’ve forgotten me. I can sense it. 
 
D 
 
P.S.: I hate to bring this up at this time, but have you gotten my 
severance package arranged? 
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... 
 
I still dont have my grade. Cn you help? You remember I took the 
course with the teacher with the nice figure who thinks sometimes 
Im my brother in the circumcision study? 
 
Jason 
 
My phone works now but i cant give you my number 
 
 
 
 
... I ... 
 
 
... tenure ... 
 
 
 
 
... can’t come to class.  My parents just put my dog down, and I 
have to go home for the funeral.  She was a white ... 
 
 
 
Dear M’s— 
 
I’m SOOOOOO oh God :)! I can’t wait. Four more months. Then 
its here :0 Awesome. 
 
There’s one little thing :( Maybe not so little :/ OK. It’s time to be 
straight ________. Get it? The line? ______ ? There. Like the line is 
strait? Oh gosh! 
 
I talked to Tom. Nuff said. 
 
Or not nuff at all. OK. Not nuff. Nuff has nothing to do with it. 
Nuffing. Ha! I like that. Sounds like muff. I used to make that joke 
all the time until someone told me what muff meant. Gosh! Who 



 

 163 

would have guessed! : o. Like who can go around nowadays calling 
their cat a pussy. Not me. That’s for sure. These kids today. Or 
maybe it’s not kids at all. I’ve always said I’m too sheltered. Kind. 
Sorry. But I need to focus. I always need to focus. :b ... OK. Enough 
of that too. That’s what you’re always saying. Focus. Focus. That’s 
what ... But it’s not. I’m confusing this with Tom. OK. Why I’m 
writing you is about Tom. 
 
It was 1990. What was I supposed to do? Then, I mean. It’s not 
1990 now. But you of course know that. How could you not? 
 
OK?  
 
—Eeeds. 
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Tuesday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
4 and if it weren’t for the fucking standards of fucking professional 
decorum and ... 
 
 
 
Dear MD— 
 
I have made an offer on a nice house, overlooking the river, or what 
was once a wandering river I suppose. One can drive to the bluffs as 
I do and imagine the drop-off not to be into the river valley but 
rather into the ocean itself, and one almost expects to see the sunset 
reflected off the sea surface.  
 
If you could expedite the payments due me on my moving to L.A. 
three years ago, that would be a great help. Also, there was some 
talk about a balloon payment due on my housing subsidies there, 
but I do not consider those worthy of response. 
 
I am writing because I have met the most extraordinary graduate 
student here. Ms. Li’s work is extremely promising and would make 
an excellent fit with your department perhaps as a post-doc next 
year? I believe this might be the basis of a long-term relationship 
between the two institutions, and I look forward to your response. 
 
D 
 
And of course, I will need you to assign grades to my seminar 
students. I have instructed them to send their final papers directly to 
you. 
 
 
 
 
... It was so dashing. Wait. What does that mean? :o I meant to say 
fast, quick. ;) Then I got it all confused with that other thing—
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Tom—dashing Tom. Two different words! See? Like when you say 
a guy is dashing? But then, no one really says that anymore, do 
they? ! You wouldn’t have said that. I know. You always say the 
right things. Like the words just form themselves instead of you 
saying them. Like that. So maybe I should say ‘hot,’ since this is still 
about Tom, or maybe you’d just roll your eyes in that way %{). Like 
that. No one who teaches is really hot. And certainly not dashing. 
Not in the sense you read in the novels. Of course not. And it always 
applies to guys anyways. What does THAT mean??!!!! Sometimes 
I’m just so queer! 
 
I remember someone said the future would just unfold, like a flower 
I guess. Unfold. Although whenever I hear that, I always think of 
female parts. Oh gosh! I’m sorry. |(  Like looking at a Georgia 
O’Keefe painting. My goodness! What are they called. Like petals. 
Only they’re not called that. You know. Folds. How do you blush on 
the keyboard? 
 
You’re giving a paper. You. I mean not now, not in the past either. I 
mean me. You means me, see? You have to think about it. Like it’s 
really happening even though it’s not. At a conference. Or maybe 
you’re in class. OK. You look up, and what do you see? Here we go. 
This is what I meant to say. And you’re like talking and then the 
words are all like coming from a different place. Like maybe what 
did that novelist say? ‘inscribed’—that was a big word back in the 
old days—carved on your heart <3 and your pen / follows only it’s 
not a pen because you’re speaking :D and who uses a pen anymore? 
I feel like crying sometimes. I mean at random ... 
 
And I just hope I have one of those nodders Tom used to talk about. 
You know, the one in the audience who nods at everything you say? 
They’re like those who read a book page-by-age and chapter and 
don’t bother to understand a thing.  
  
Remember Vince? He did that. All the time. Every meeting. And 
his nodding got more intense with the higher rank of the speaker. 
All I remember about it all is laughing and blushing when Tom said 
his nodding got so rhythmic it was like he was trying to ... (OMG! 
Blush!) Those were the days. Really. You could say stuff like that. 
He makes me laugh. 
 



 

 166 

And so I fell in love with him. Like high school. Going to bed 
shaking and crying because some boy wouldn’t kiss me or all he 
wanted to do was take my shirt off. Then suddenly you’re old. Or 
not old. Oh gosh. I’m sorry. Do you remember being in love? At 
your age? I guess I can’t explain it.  
 
And we just lay out there in the grass and I think there was even fog, 
or perhaps I’m imagining it. I put my hand ... Oh gosh! I can still 
feel it. Man hips are funny. Not like a woman’s hips all soft and 
curvy. But hard, angular, and you can almost feel them relax into 
you every time you touch them or shift around maybe you’ll touch 
his ... OMG! ... like some high school kid losing ... I’m not sure I 
even like that. ... Or if it was then or if it just made me think about 
things, so distracted I didn’t realize some boy had his hand up my 
shirt. Maybe someday I’ll be old and I’ll say: ‘Put some meat on 
those bones. Man hips!’ And no, I mean ‘And no! Don’t call me a 
lesbian.’ I’m not. Or whatever. You know what I mean.  
 
Women don’t have that gay thing. We don’t dream about two men 
kissing each other the way Tom says men get all excited when they 
think of two girls together. Oh I go on! :O I think it’s something that 
new office girl put in my tea. Is it ok to drive? 
 
Until they get old, that is. Which sucks. Have you had an old lover? 
I don’t count H. I mean sure he’s old now, but that’s not fair. And I 
don’t mean you’re old, because you’re really not. I mean suddenly 
the little boy has become an old man and there’s nothing you can do 
about it. And it’s like being in the car again, with some scared 
sixteen-year-old, neither of you knowing what’s going to happen 
next. I guess maybe it’s not like that at all. Maybe it’s the opposite. 
Maybe everything is the opposite.  
 
Opposite Day was always my favorite day in school. Or I mean, it 
was my LEAST favorite day ... Get it? Opposite Day?  
 
That’s what I felt in Tom one day, I felt him getting old and I guess 
that was the end. When that routine of his became his, not mine, 
and not ours, and it was his special thing we had to follow, Oh my 
gosh I can’t believe I’m telling you this, and if you tried to take that 
thing out of his control, instead of gales of laughter and a roll in the 
hay or on the sofa or on the bed or in the back yard with all the 
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neighbors watching, #(*%&#&!&^!, it was all different—all 
mechanical, like, you had to do this then that then the other thing 
here or we’ll never get the job done. Like 1 then 2 then 3 or maybe 
A then B then C ... but I guess you get it. For him it ... oh my 
goodness I can’t say! ... and if you got it wrong, why then it was just 
sleep. It’s a guy thing. Old guy thing, I guess. That’s why we’ll never 
get old. Not like men. In that sense, I guess, we were just born old. :) 
Now that’s a cool way of looking at it!  
  
So we just went on, keeping everything out of his control, and it all 
ended up here, and that’s when he took his thingie back, and I don’t 
mean his thingie in that sense, you know! Gosh no! but the thing he 
did, as it were, and that’s when I met you. And I guess it was a year, 
or it may have been a year or two later, when we were lying in bed, 
and on impulse, I reached over and ... well I can’t say ... and instead 
of ‘What are you doing?’ and ‘Hey, that’s mine!’ I could feel him go 
all cold inside. Like what’s that word, flass- ... Like of his soul itself. 
Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound all metaphysical. Anyway, I realized 
darn, it’s his, and this is mine, and it was at that moment he began 
to close his eyes. And when he closed his eyes, he could no longer 
see the tears on my cheek. 
 
Remember those days? All giddy and trying to talk about what 
lovers do and scared likely we’d find out we were talking about the 
same guys in the same small town? Who knows what guys do? I’d 
find myself saying that the best were like, oh, just a string of cliches 
like: kind, loving, considerate, great listeners ... But who knows what 
that means? Or what guys were supposed to be like? It was like 
something I’d seen on tv or read in some glossy magazine, waiting 
for the cashier at the grocery store. Maybe the best ones were the 
others. Mean. They were the best, at least so I’ve heard, so into 
themselves they would do anything to ... well, you know! True? 
Maybe. 
 
I’m still like that sixteen-year-old in the check-out line, pretending to 
be an adult. But I know the types. There were days he used to look 
right at me. Not close his eyes like in the movies. Everyone does that 
in the movies—like I’m not here; this isn’t me. What a stupid 
thing—if you don’t like girls, go do something else. No. It wasn’t 
that. He wasn’t being honest or looking through my soul. It was just 
the moment. At that moment, he was making l- ... Gosh! I mean it 
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was me. Not those other girl-friends. And the moment he went all 
**** in his soul, that’s when he began to get romantic, and close his 
eyes, and make little sounds he’d never made before. Like all that 
stuff you see in the movies. Once they close their eyes, or turn the 
lights down low, or act like heroes in the movies, you’ve lost them. 
And I suppose then there’s one routine for Sallie, and another 
thingie for Gertrude, and a third for Dolly. Something like the old 
days when we fought over whose thingie it was going to be—his or 
mine. It was another routine blurring into ours. Bringing one of 
these others home. Maybe some twenty-year-old, for gosh sake, who 
knew no more than what she’d read in some silly romance. Close 
your eyes and make those little noises. Or maybe it was some older 
woman—maybe you for all I know, although I know it wasn’t you, 
and if it was, I’d forgive you anyway. 
 
But that’s why this is hard for me. It’s all so screwy. Like you try to 
be funny and even me, you know I’m not as much of a ditz as I 
seem to be. I just want everyone to smile, or be happy or clown 
around like a kid and you do that and suddenly you find nothing is 
funny, that you can’t even fake it and everything becomes shit again 
... so there! I’ve said it! ...like it always was.  
 
—Edie 
 
Why shouldn’t it be Eedie? Then it would spell better. Like it 
sounds. Oh yes. I’ll be back in November. Could you have all the 
files and things ready? 
 
 
 
Hey girl!  
 
Screw those frat boy wankers! I’m just not in the mood. Remember 
that place on 2nd street? I was having some sh.t-storm with a guy 
who ... Can’t remember who. No no, not that little red-faced butt 
mole. He’s no trouble! Good thing no one will read this besides you! 
Their problem, not mine. Nothing is really cli-..., oh crap, literal for 
Crise sake.  That’s why they pay us so much, or at least why they 
pay you so much (how much? Come on!). We know when no 
actually means no. 
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I figured a good solution to how dull it was around here was to find 
some place to go where you could just bump into people who 
wouldn’t bore you to death or want you to take care of them forever 
and just get smashed and if luck had it, drag some 20-year-old off to 
the sack for the evening. You know the feeling? Oh right: someone 
in your position you have to pretend you don’t. I don’t mean being 
chair and all; I was thinking about being married. Yuch. How do 
you stand it? I mean, even if you love the guy, at some point you 
need to get out and just let go! Like get some air into your lungs, if 
you know what I mean. Whatever. H. is cool. I don’t imagine you 
could have done better. Oh crap. I didn’t mean it that way. No 
offence. I understand—I get it: the nice dinners at home and falling 
asleep to the large-screen tv ... 
 
Have you ever seen couples getting it on right in the living room 
floor during a party? I figured you guys, meaning anyone your age, 
just did that sort of thing all the time. Sorry to bring the subject of 
age up. It happened to me only once—in some smelly old living 
room that seemed like the entryway of a trailer and maybe it was. 
Who knows what happened back then. I expected it to be arousing. 
But it was just interesting. That’s what I would say about it. It’s 
interesting. How pathetic! So I’m watching two kids go at it like 
animals and I’m thinking I might as well have been in the zoo or 
watching the Nature channel. 
 
And there she is. No, not rolling on the floor in front of me 
generating all that so-called ‘interest’. I mean the bar, where I was, 
looking for someone to make me forget about how tedious life can 
be. Remember those meetings you called a couple of years ago, 
when she used to come around and flounce around in that old-
fashioned white blouse? Looking all innocent like she didn’t even 
notice how her body bounced around as she talked about databases 
and opportunities for faculty and her office door always open? 
(Damn what I’d give for one administrator or boss who just looked 
me in the eye and said ‘As far as I’m concerned, you slut, any time 
you’re in the hallway, my damn door is locked! ... or about to be’). 
So I’m sitting over some disgusting drink invented by guys who 
think women have no taste and I realize she’s beside me with that 
same blouse half open at the neck. I sat beside her. ‘I know you.’ 
She was embarrassed. So hell, I just blurted out with it, just to goof 
on her: ‘I’m here to get laid by the youngest human I can find in the 
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room.’ She looked at me in what appeared to be shock. ‘I’m twenty-
five,’ she said.  
 
Too late. I let it go. We spent the rest of the evening laughing and 
listening to some strange Appalachian pick-up band, and when the 
drooling hipsters came over to check out their chances of fondling 
us, we just laughed at them. They just assumed we were lesbians. 
How else could you explain not wanting to jump into the sack with a 
dork in a hat? 
 
So I’m just saying. I found out all kinds of stuff. Like some cop or 
shrink or colleague who listens to you for ten minutes, and after 
you’ve spilled your soul, or at least, everything you can think of that 
might be the truth, the idiot asks you out on a date.  
 
Did you know she had two names? And two identities? It will take a 
half hour to get this out of her, and I suppose it was that remark she 
mis-read about me mistaking her for a 20-year-old. So she tells me 
over her third drink: ‘Call me Rebecca.’ And it was strange because 
I really didn’t know her real name, or couldn’t come up with it. ‘I’m 
Rebecca, and guess what. I teach junior high school. ...’ ‘Wait. Oh I 
get it. You mean now you’re Rebecca. Now, in the story.’ ‘Me. 
Rebecca. I teach at [Name Withheld], in the next town, so that no 
one knows me here. I live with my nephew—he’s fifteen—just old 
enough to take care of himself. I never need to go home to him. I 
cruise these bars every week. Or maybe every weekend.’ ‘Wait. Are 
you telling me this? Or is this what you’re telling them?’ ‘I don’t 
even need to change. I just shake out my library hair or the hair I 
put up teaching grammar school and here I am all dressed for it. 
And sometimes, I even put on these glasses.’ Then she takes out a 
pair of what look like reading glasses. ‘1.00. No magnification. What 
do you think? I put them on a chain and they bounce off my chest.’ 
‘You look like a high school teacher ...’ ‘Middle school.’ ‘Middle 
school teacher, desperately alone.’ ‘Exactly. What’s the name of the 
band?’ ‘I don’t know. I heard it but all I know is I’ve never heard of 
them before.’ ‘Do you think they made it up?’ ‘The name? Everyone 
makes up the name of their band?’ ‘No no. I mean the band itself. 
Like it’s some pick-up group, just here today, and instead of simply 
jamming, they call themselves Flower Pink Grapejuice ...’ ‘Like us?’ 
‘Like us. We’re the Andrews sisters.’ 
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Me, I don’t have a fake name or identity. If someone asks me, I just 
tell them the truth. ‘I’m Prof. DeShank. I teach at [Name 
Withheld], and if you go there, you’re likely to have me for an 
English class. You better be good in every possible way or I’m going 
to flunk your ass.’ What difference does it make? ‘Oh sh.t; I go 
there,’ one kid once said to me. Maybe he said ‘f.cking go there,’ 
trying to sound cool or at ease. ‘Why?’ I said. ‘Huh?’ he said, losing 
it. ‘I mean for what purpose? To find some chick who won’t think 
you’re a jerk? or just so that in the future you can apply for a job?’ 
He looked at me like he didn’t understand a thing I was saying. I 
think he wandered off to get a beer and never came back.  
 
That’s what I like about them. Stupidity is the coolest damn thing. If 
I wanted smart, I would have stayed in law school, or I’d go to 
conferences with a lot of scientists. They have no clue all wrapped 
up in their formulae and particles. I suspect at ‘crucial moments,’ 
they think about the Higgs boson just like frat boys think about 
football. I love when you feel them struggling, and if you try to catch 
their eyes or touch their face, they freak out and ... well, you know. 
 
She had other names too. Rebecca I mean. And moved among 
them as if she were some cliché of fiction moving through the 
different identities and histories assigned to her. Track that down. 
Or maybe the whole thing was an elaborate tale and the real goof 
was going in there pretending to have a bunch of fake identities and 
it was me who was the chump in all this. If you’re a high school 
teacher during the week, and work in a library on weekends, who 
knows but you might be a gas station attendant or work at CVS or 
maybe you’re all done up like one of the princesses they hire at 
Enterprise Rent-a-Car, you know, in the polyester suits, maybe a 
half-size too small so their baby-fat is just busting out of them. 
Make-up so thick you could eat it. I have to tell you, ridiculous as 
they are, I get excited each time I rent a car. They’re all the things 
we train our students not to be. And I wouldn’t be at all surprised to 
set foot in some bar or karaoke place some day and damned if our 
Rebecca wouldn’t be there too, all done up exactly like one of them, 
in a ridiculously undersized skirt, and paint so thick on her skin you 
have to break it up with a jackhammer. 
 
So OK. If anyone asks me, I’ll just say I barely know her. Maybe I 
saw her in the library one day. Maybe rolling on the floor with one 
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of our unnamed colleagues. And maybe I used to make love with 
her with a double-ended dildo, but who keeps track of these things? 
 
Maybe that’s what I’ll tell the sex-crazed administrators. Don’t 
know. Maybe I’ll leave my chains and whips home. 
 
Abbie 
 
 
 
 
... compensation structure ... affront to ... lawyers ... not about me 
rather ... standards ... 
 
 
 
Dear ‘Professor’ Dow— 
 
Remember that talk I gave to your department to discuss resources 
at the library? I was sent. I guess your members don’t use books as 
much as they used to. But they do like to fondle the staff—nothing 
much has changed in that area. Sorry to be cynical. When I got 
here, I actually believed that humanists and librarians might be 
allies of sorts. In bookish and bibliographical ways rather than 
bodily ones. 
 
My boss, Sophie, hasn’t lapsed into this sort of cynicism. She claims 
that faculty are really interested in intellectual and spiritual matters. 
Or even pedagogic rather than pedophilic ones. The things they 
write about, or claim they write about, and the things they claim to 
talk about at conferences. Like what they say on tv when they’re 
interviewed. I don’t know what she means, since my contact with 
faculty is a different kind of contact. I’ve been to those conferences. I 
went to them as wide-eyed and naive as I went to your department, 
all excited about some new database we had bought for them. 
Those feelings don’t last long if you’re in the trenches, and the lovely 
fawn-flocked Sophie?—she is no longer in the trenches. She has 
learned to see you the way you see yourselves, and I suppose that’s 
for the best. Furthermore, she’s my boss so she must be correct on 
all matters under her control.  
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I don’t blame her. She’s a lovely person, in all the senses of 
loveliness. We even had a routine about her, those of us who worked 
for her, always providing her with Homeric epithets. So instead of 
‘Sophie,’ it was always ‘the apple-breasted Sophie,’ or maybe the 
‘doe-eyed Sophie,’ or the ‘honey-breathed Sophie,’ and things of 
that nature. When it got too suggestive, I just stopped participating, 
Ha ha! Like life? But you can imagine. ‘The dewy-thighed Sophie.’ 
Like that. Anyone with imagination can write their own. Maybe 
that’s why we all ended up in universities. Or was it something else 
altogether ... 
 
Guys like your colleague—it’s always the same routine. They pass 
you in the aisle. Then again. Like the weird character who crosses 
the screen for the third time in the Fellini movie? The ones who are 
working, the scholars I mean, getting notes, references, whatever it is 
they do—they just sit there. Right in the aisles, picking books out 
one-by-on and usually sitting down on the floor to skim through 
them. Oblivious for real, or working like hell to be that way. What’s 
the difference? It’s as if they were lost, and sometimes I just want to 
go up to them and assault them right in the aisle. So different from 
the ones skulking about, pretending. Like who wants to hook up 
with a guy who is so delusional he imagines he’s too subtle for you to 
notice what he’s up to? I know. You can’t be a scholar if all you do is 
play at acquiring the appearances of one: the Look of High 
Seriousness, the furrowed brows ... Pretending to be distracted by 
your Great Work rather than doing your real work. The artifice of 
absent-mindedness? The worst cliché of all—playing at being a 
professor rather than truly professing? I could never get into it, so I 
ended up here. And now I get it—their view of women. Think of it, 
just imagine: some fat, dumb, self-involved professor—who wouldn’t 
want a piece of that? 
 
So now he’s come by the third time, and it’s as if he were waiting for 
me to ask him like some damn store clerk confronting a shop-lifter 
‘Can I help you?’ And then I see oh hell the bastard is going to try to 
touch me and there’s not a damn thing I can do short of screaming 
like a banshee (is that what it is?) and calling him an asshole in front 
of some work-study book-runner. It’s like being in junior high school 
all over again. Did all those puberty-stricken boys imagine they are 
being discreet? Do they think we were insensate? ‘Oh excuse me, I 
apologize for brushing against you for the third time in the past ten 
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minutes.’ This guy, he’s not on the way to civics class: ‘I was looking 
for something on Aristotle.’ 
 
He’s trying to pretend I don’t notice he’s trying to get a proper view 
angle. Maybe I’ll kneel down to the lowest shelf. Bend over. 
Something. I can’t imagine. I can toy with a guy like that. Look 
down. Put on my glasses. Adjust my shirt exactly where his eyes are 
focused. Do the ‘librarian thing’ or whatever they must think that is. 
Glasses, brush my hair. Anything, and his eyes get big and suddenly 
the accidental glances my way are doubling tripling. He’s trying to 
think of how to get me in the way and put both those creepy hands 
on my shoulder. Or maybe come out with some stupid double-
entendre like you haven’t heard crap like that all your life. 
 
It’s kind of a rule I have: this can go on as long as there is no 
physical contact. Like there wasn’t enough of that when we were 
fourteen? But suddenly, the creep is right behind me, and he’s trying 
to pretend there’s no space there and maybe our hips can touch, but 
I look at him like ‘What the fuck, a-hole’ and he moves off. He 
knows. He knows he’s gone too far. And I recognize him. Someone 
in History, I think, but it’s not as if there’s only one of them. And 
he’s now no better than some perv off the street who always hangs 
around and imagines everyone will one day accept him. We had a 
guy like that here. Used to come in from God knows where and go 
straight to the computers in the reference room. Look at 
pornography and no one had what it took to confront him. Like that 
old guy at the Huntington, no longer right in the head, who used to 
go in with pink leotards, a leopard-print top and a turban, and no 
one on the staff had the stones to admit: ‘This guy is whacked.’ To 
pretend everything is fine, I guess, is easier than to confront the 
bizarreries of reality. That’s when IT started issuing passwords and 
thank god he went elsewhere. Maybe to the Huntington. Maybe 
he’s hanging out with you. 
 
We used to place bets. What time would they would show up. Just 
like we had a pool about those private carrels you guys used to have 
to conduct your daily affairs in. You think no one noticed? That’s 
how we tolerated all of you and your escapades. And sometimes we 
checked the circulation records as well. Just to see.  Just to make 
sure. I know it’s unethical, but who cares about that these days. 
None of them ever took a book out. That’s what did it. Then they 
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too started getting the epithets: The ‘sex-starved servant of Bacchus,’ 
‘the nipple-gazing minotaur.’  
 
Maybe they were entranced by the round-breasted, peach-scented 
Sophie herself. When you’re near the person you love, you’d think 
you’d be fixed on them, but that’s not how it works. It’s as if your 
emotions expand and take in everyone. You. Me. Everyone. When 
I’m in love, that’s when I’m most vulnerable, but men—they are all 
too stupid to realize it, always looking for failed marriages and 
relationships rather than perfect ones, and what they get is a whiney, 
clingy, disreputable piece of garbage hanging on to them. If only 
they knew. It’s the lovers—the happy ones—they’re the best. They’ll 
make hash out of you, and you’ll have erotic memories to last the 
rest of your life. 
 
Too bad no one managed to seduce the fertile-hipped Sophie. To be 
the lover of the soft-lipped Sophie, that would be a matter of 
distinction. Instead, each of them is just a leering jerk in the 
bookstacks, maybe suffering from some fantasy like we’re all in awe 
of some dipshit professor who fondles book covers. Like all he has to 
do is make some esoteric remark about a call-number and he gets a 
shoulderful of boob from a book-runner. 
 
I need to get rid of it. I need to go to the gym and roll around on the 
mats and destroy the pressure I still feel on my flesh. I open the 
window. I’m suffocating. Can’t breathe. And that’s why I took off. 
For the mountains. For a crappy motel room somewhere out in the 
desert—not some post-card picture of one with the flashing sign, but 
the three-dimensional one with all the smells of the disinfectant 
washing away whatever unimaginable scumbag was there before 
you, where they don’t know me from the worst low-life hooker in 
the desert and figure I’m just running out on an abusing meth-head 
husband or boyfriend, or maybe I can’t pay my rent, or some such 
bullshit, when the truth is, I’m just sitting there staring out the 
window and sleeping it off. Sleeping off guys trying to feel me up at 
work. I wouldn’t even watch tv, and maybe if I had, things would 
have been different. 
 
So I’m back.  
 
I don’t need to tell you. I’ve got security guards and assistant deans 
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and fifty messages waiting, and yellow tape on my office door, and 
half the people I see are tearful and pretending God has changed 
the frigging course of the universe and the other half are scared 
freaking shit because they think some zombie attack is underway. 
 
Then for some reason I ran into that fat shit of a colleague of yours 
on the walkway and I had to listen to a whole lot of crap about 
injustices of the past. Then it all got confused with some sycophant 
student he had years ago in the mid-West and damned if it didn’t 
become clear that the old fart had me completely confused with 
someone else. 
 
Am I supposed to leave a freaking sign? ‘Dear ample-bosomed 
Sophie—In case you do not see me leave the building, as far as I 
know, I have not been the victim of a violent crime. My body is not 
hidden in a shallow grave. All sexual activities are those I’ve 
initiated. I’ve had better, but no complaints. Please do not start any 
investigations.’ Is that the note you want me to leave? 
 
You see? that’s how history works.  
 
—K. Flagrante 
 
Check out that walkway. You will still find me there. 3PM. It was 
the exact time we met twelve years ago. I was eighteen. I’m there 
each week. On Thursdays.  
 
 
 
 
My Dear M— 
 
Why, dearest, I have just received the most extraordinary missives 
that nice young man, Smith, whom I believe to be provost. There is 
also a handsome, rather heavy-set woman whose name and 
signature I believe I recognize who is likely his assistant. It is so 
difficult to keep track of the new girls in the office now that every 
Tom, Dick, and Harry (if I may stoop to the common register) has 
learned to type. I myself learned as a boy—on my Underwood 4—a 
marvel of modern machinery. And still quite functional, I find, but 
used only for the most formal of occasions. Have you tried to find a 
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ribbon for them? Not the easiest of tasks. Or carbons? Thank 
goodness for the office copy machine! Blessedly, my most productive 
writing days are likely behind me. 
 
And the librarian!! Have you heard? News of this nature often gets 
buried, as the poet saith. I recall just such a tragedy in ’72, I believe 
it was, the last of the years of political unrest. Quite a figure, I cut 
then, a model for a younger generation of activists, grown old too, I 
think, long in the tooth as Shelley would have it, and now all on the 
rubbish heap of time. In those days it was difficult to hear the voice 
of reason, such cacophony there was!, speaking courageously in 
favor of moderation, much like Aschenbach in the old tale by 
Fontane. Poor bugger. On the ash heap himself, I imagine.  
 
But I digress.  
 
It was 1965 or perhaps 1982. They came up the rise, now by the 
new chemistry building. ‘Professor Nelson,’ they cried out, and as I 
neared them, I recall it was not a universal voice but a single one. 
‘Professor Nelson, are you coming with us?’ ‘Why Susan,’ I said. ‘It 
was only this afternoon, I believe. Were we not over by Sevens Hall? 
I love the grass this time of year. Fresh mowed, still in the bloom of 
youth.’ ‘But we’re not talking about grass, Nelson.’ She was a slip of 
a thing in my memory, barely to shoulder height. She was wearing 
the ubiquitous denim, with a cut that comes back in waves, year 
after year, then fades like memory itself. A shirt, tied off at the waist, 
and her arm is around me. She playfully removes my tie, tosses it 
aside, and all I hear is the din of voices as all but one, my darling 
Susan, turn away from me, and it is that turning away that makes 
me one with them.  
 
But I knew, as they perhaps did not, that I was never one of them, 
my dear. And that is what recalls for me the library incident and the 
poor girl in a heap in the stacks somewhere. It is all over the papers 
and I suppose it will eventually make the internet as well. Ah those 
days of political unrest. Perhaps I still hear that poor girl calling me. 
‘Nelson; Professor Nelson. Join us.’ And then she too is gone. 
Tragedy. I shall write about it one day.  
 
In his letter, our Provost speaks of the future, and as I skimmed 
through it, paragraph by paragraph, I came to the most unnerving 
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conclusion that the future discussed was not ours, his, nor even of 
the institution itself. I experienced the tragically Promethean 
revelation that the future was my own, that the entire subject of the 
incident was myself, as if I had been thrown into an audience, with 
myself on stage, with that Pirandellian aesthetic distance wiped 
away, or perhaps the better metaphor is built up right before me. 
 
My dearest, you have never known me to stand on ceremony, speak 
at cross-purposes, talk around the bush, or anything of that nature. 
When called, of course, I shall go. Without incident. Without regret. 
Without inquiring into particulars. But I believe I will need to hear 
that from your lips, my dear, and not in the bad typing of some 
administrative assistant, handsome, straight-backed, and well-
proportioned though she well may be. 
 
We were walking that day on a fine spring morning. And it must 
have been the time of those tragic shootings off in Indiana 
somewhere. I recall thinking at the time we were still play-acting. 
That political strife, resistance in all its sense, and life itself was mere 
drama.  
 
She took my arm. What was the point of the obstreperous chanting, 
the shrieking of slogans, the linking of arms with those who would 
never be one with you? There was a gulf, impassable, like the void, 
like the chasm over which Satan passes in Book IV, off to the 
floating world. And we lay in the protective crook of the old building 
by the library, listening to the students pass—singing, and chanting, 
and hurling obscenities.  
 
I have often imagined it was you yourself who settled into my arms 
that day. You yourself in the chanting and the faint acrid scent of 
the tear gas. A cloud descending on us, as if on Jupiter and 
Xanthippe herself. You bury your face against my shoulder. ‘Can 
you breathe?’ I asked. ‘I don’t need to breathe,’ you said. ‘I have all 
the air I need right here.’ ‘Our breath,’ I said stupidly, desperately 
trying to keep the conversation alive, although following so little of 
it, even then. ‘Whatever that is,’ you said. ‘You talked to us as if we 
were children. Were you taught to speak that way? And when I 
laughed at you, your eyes met mine, as if in horror. And then you 
relaxed and smiled. I realized,’ you said then, ‘that everything you 
did was a game you were playing. And that’s when I began to look 
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on you differently.’ ‘How so?’ ‘Like this,’ she said, or was it you 
yourself. And we lay together in the noise I no longer heard settling 
around her. 
 
I will miss that girl, or at least, my memory of her. That slip of a 
thing, as I used to call her then, my attention fixed on the curve of 
her cheek, which of course was not hers at all, but the curve of the 
cheek of all the young men and women of that age. The day I 
received my promotion, which at the time seemed so crucial, albeit 
in those days routine, that was the day she finally left me for good. 
As if none of it had been real at all, neither hiding in the alley from 
the politics swarming about us, or speaking of the future, or holding 
forth on the subjects that seemed to important in those days, as if 
everyone or anyone at all were listening. 
 
I assume you have a copy of the offending letter. So you know, my 
dear, there is still the matter of the sherry I offered you. And you will 
have to be quick about it all, I fear. 
 
I shall be waiting. 
 
—Nelson 
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Wednesday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
3 
 
 
 
How’s that Banks affair going? I hate it when things wrap up. 
Always feel like I just want to run away and this spring, I finally did. 
 
Couple of new neighbors just moved in! Holy crap! Do they have 
laws in motel complexes? Or do renters (like English faculty) 
transcend the ordinary principles of morality that apply to lower 
forms of civic life? I can surely fucking hope! 
 
T 
 
Did you sign my grade sheets for me? No rush. I think the deadline 
is Friday. 
 
 
 
 
 ... So right past the straw bales I tried to grow peppers in Tim comes with 
the back-hoe, or bulldozer or whatever men call those things he used to dig the 
graves of both Mom and Dad I keep clean in the back field and you can hear 
chains and a lot of curse words and admonitions and occasional laughter, since 
the whole thing was ridiculous and no one died or even got hurt and there were no 
fluids leaking out of the car spoiling our organic fantasies of life in the 
uncorrupted woods and fields and once this was all over, the only cost would be 
maybe a half-gallon of diesel oil and you’ve got to run the tractor anyway, and 
Blaine leaning on his walker which he should have done the rest of the day 
anyway. And watching that tractor back out having gotten the car out of the ditch 
at last, I hear a roar and see a great black cloud of diesel smoke and Tim backs it 
right into the clothes drying pole it took me a whole afternoon to set up and that’s 
why you’ll see it leaning like that and thank god there were no clothes drying or 
trying to and damned if I don’t have to now wait two or three weeks until some 
mechanically minded man or engineer takes a good long look at that clothes line 
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and figures out in unintelligible detail how it can be fixed and why and all the 
engineering and logic of the thing and maybe another three or four weeks until he 
gets around to doing something about it which of course won’t have a thing to do 
with or any relation whatsoever to all the engineering schemes he came up with in 
the first place, and it will all be so badly jury-rigged or Jerry-rigged they call it 
that it will be a damn embarrassment and I’ll spend probably two days wages 
getting a new one at some crappy store and another $50 to a tenant or brother or 
lover or whatever to set it up right so it looks like something in a catalogue or 
weekly flyer with happy people imprinted on the pages or Better Homes and 
Gardens or something, if it still exists which most things no longer do, I guess. If 
it weren’t, that is, for some woman out there with calloused hands and a broken 
wheelbarrow which only needs two spot welds, I’m told (whatever they are) to fix 
but I’d rather wait for a sale at Renys lugging wood because she can’t afford the 
free meal to give some man to do the same job. 
 Mom spent months in the rest home. The only good thing to come of it 
besides the monarchs we released over her grave at the funeral was that she 
wouldn’t have to experience the death of her youngest son, the misery of which 
neither she, nor I, nor the weeks of surgery could do anything other than prolong.  
 The fog rolls over the compound in early spring. 
 
 
 
 
Thanks! 
 
I appreciate the support. If you want, order the book directly from 
amazon and perhaps a few dozen copies to distribute to the entire 
department. If you use the department funds, I’m sure you can 
order a box express. I’ll sign a copy for you. If you need it now, I’ll 
lend you one of my author copies and you can just replace it when 
yours arrives. 
 
Con amistad 
William 
 
 
 
 
Dear Ms— 
 
Sorry to use your private e-mail on this. I hope to God you took my 



 

 182 

advice and kept the two accounts separate. Don’t use a ‘forward.’ 
Trust me, it doesn’t work 
 
In any case, this is just to let you know that I have managed to rid us 
of the bastard, because if that belligerent a-hole comes into my office 
one more time with a rant about his grievances, there may be a 
homicide charge against me.  
 
I have the list all made out, each with a manila folder of 
documentation: dereliction of duties, incompetence, violence in the 
workplace, sexual harassment of students and staff. But it’s likely the 
handwritten complaints about him pleasuring himself in class that 
will do the trick. 
 
Maybe I didn’t tough it out quite as much as was necessary, 
claiming instead there were unfortunate ailments and the like. The 
official ‘package’ somewhat more generous than I would have 
hoped, lamenting the sudden issues of ‘health’ and wishing him the 
best, but at least it keeps the ass-scratching blowhard from 
darkening my door again or filling my e-mail with inconsequential 
crap about lawyers and grievances and illiteracy rates and the 
decline of civilization. 
 
Why not have the department give him a parting gift or a get-well 
card and be finally done with it? I’ll pay—just send me the receipt. 
 
You may have to cover his exams for the rest of the semester, and if 
you can’t find anyone to do that, tell them I’ll sweeten it with a 
stipend. Don’t tell them how much. When they get the $500 at the 
end of the semester, let them complain about it then. We’ll skim a 
couple of bills off the top. It will be summer and no one in the office 
will give a rat’s ass, and besides, your chairmanship will be up. 
 
Anyway, this last note is not for general consumption. It seems there 
was a young undergraduate who frequented his office, several offices 
in fact. Now you’d think the goat-fondling fool would have realized 
if you’re planning on hitting on some nice eighteen-year-old, you 
should have a look at the board of overseers’ names or major donors 
to the uni-fucking-versity and if there’s any coincidence there, back 
off. You get my drift? Ha ha! The paunchy bastard apparently 
couldn’t ... well, let’s not get into too much detail here. Suffice it to 
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say, the poor innocent thing remained virgo intacta during the whole 
sordid episode (kids these days!), (wait, I’ve told you this story before, 
haven’t I?) despite her tearful confession to the entire goddamn 
room of overseers, trustees, and as far as I can tell their families as 
well, all taped by her loving father, and played at rather excruciating 
volume until that lovely AA of yours with the great heels—you know 
who I mean—complained directly of the distraction. Can you 
imagine? And I’m afraid I amassed a bit too much detail on the 
nature of certain, shall we say, accoutrements of certain members, 
shall we say, of your, shall we say, staff? And I assume I need go no 
further. But at this point, I can say nothing without sounding 
obscene so I will just suck it up, and retreat to my decanal hole. 
 
Cheers, 
 
Schmalz 
 
P.S. There are a couple of other things we need to discuss. I’ll call. 
 
 
 
 
To: Dean Schmalz 
Cc: Chair Dow 
 
Back in the old days, you wouldn’t find me namby-pambying 
around if crap like this came up. He would have been gone in an 
instant. All this PC garbage. Never become a Provost. That’s my 
advice. 
 
Frank 
 
By the way, have you ever heard the King’s College Choir at 
Cambridge? A marvel of tone and harmony. (Ha ha! Gotcha). 
 
 
 
... in lieu of comments ... breasts …or maybe I should just take this 
up with the Student Support Se- ... 
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Dear Dept. 
 
Pleased as I am by your generosity and thoughtfulness in 
acknowledging my years of service, I cannot imagine what possible 
use I can have for a goddamn fucking palm-pilot. 
 
Ron 
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Thursday 
 
 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
2 
 
 
M: 
 
You did get rid of the goat, no? Please for God’s sake tell me you 
did. 
 
Jerry 
 
 
 
 
... Sweet. Not hot. ... organic ...  
 
 
 
 
... Ha ha. You don’t want to know where I am right now, girl, but I 
can tell you, listening to the snores of some pimply- ... 
 
 
 
 
... Scrivener ... under your supervision, I believe, and thus ... 
responsibility ...  legal exposure ... 
 
 
 
 
... I know like because I’m deaf you hate me like my mother never 
loved me either bec. she wanted some blind kid instead and ... 
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... :) :) ... 
 
 
 
M 
 
Holy shit, this is it, no? Better get my application for a year-long 
study leave in quick, right? ... Just kidding! 
 
T 
 
 
 
...  She was so sweet, and then Oh my God the Vet just took this 
really long needle and I started crying and ... 
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Friday 

 
To:  engl-l@[NameWithheld].edu 
From. MADow 
 
1! Hali-freaking-lujah-what-could-possibly- ... 
 
 
 
 
I’m off next week. Gone for the summer. I’d been meaning to 
mention it, but there was no convenient time. When I was younger, 
I remember my once lover (love of my life, I called her then!) grow 
cold, only it was never anything she said. Just a series of irritants that 
came up—gas prices, the wrong grocery bill, a broken appliance—
that is, things we had never once discussed in the past. The 
inconsequences of life seemed suddenly overwhelming, and I finally 
realized after weeks of this that she was just baiting me into a bad 
and baseless argument. And then, of course, I saw it was the end of 
things. That love never permits life to go wrong in such trivial ways. 
 
I felt myself reliving that, even plotting it, with you, it seemed. Some 
memo you sent, a point of procedure. Suddenly an irritant, as it had 
never been before. And I suppose I should have known then what 
now seems so clear to me and I am sure to you as well. 
 
This is simply the end for us. There is no other way I can say it. I 
would say I am sorry but if I were truly sorry I would have no need 
to send this note at all.  
 
I doubt this comes as a surprise to you. I know nonetheless that 
everything I say will be the wrong thing. There can be no right thing 
to say. 
 
J 
 
 
... tenure file ... 
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Mlove— 
 
Last day! Can’t wait for you to come home in something other than 
a state of exhaustion, and maybe you’ll have time for the important 
things in life. Like knowing I am watching you write rather than 
answer long-winded e-mails from a bunch of dullards. Remember 
the thrill you used to get years ago, finding an idea—an idea! 
Remember? Maybe in a book or an article when it seemed as if 
things like that could matter. The image I keep getting isn’t that 
romantic walk on the beach, where we stood arm in arm thinking 
we should perhaps feel more than we did—the trite and cliché-
ridden nature of it all then getting in the way of the real emotions. 
Instead it is simply a passing street light. I am driving. The light is 
red and I look at the traffic left and right. You are talking about the 
lugubrious end of a chapter in Dickens. Who would have thought of 
such a thing? Right there in traffic? It was the happiest moment of 
my life. 
 
I’ll have dinner waiting. Pick up the best bottle of wine you can. 
 
Love, 
H 
 
 
 
... East A- ... 
 
 
... Committee on ...  
 
 
... hug ... 
 
 
... :) ... 
 
 
Sorry. I ... 
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... gluten ... 
 
 
... I ... not ... me ... nonetheless ... 
 
 
... extra credit ... 
 
 
... goat ... 
 
 
 
We have read your chapters with interest. We regret that we will be 
unable to pursue your project. (1) You do not define a narrative arc; 
(2) the characters seem unround and you do not give credit to the 
many many good people among your associates, our reviewers 
among them; (3) we do not understand the main themes; (4) the 
dialog seems forced and (5) the musical references unclear. Finally, 
(6) the visual imagery is undeveloped. Please be assured that this is 
no reflection on the quality of your work. 
 
We wish you ... 
 
 
Dear Technical Services— 
 
If you cannot perform the simplest of tasks, fixing the date on my 
account, I will have you put on report. I have spent too many of the 
three weeks I have been in this institution fighting the incompetence 
of my own colleagues to have to submit to that of yours. 
 
Giacoff 
Head, Humanities Center 
 
 
... I got a A. Or I will. Its cuz that thing I do. Or not me. My 
brother! He lasts a really long time like making himself think of 
something else. Cz if you talk a lot and think of other things you can 
last a really really long time. 


