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Notes from Maria Kessler

Publisher's Note

The man known in this story as Rowan Kessler was killed in a car accident a few years ago, leaving behind two sons in college and a loving wife. 

In clearing out his belongings, she discovered his journal. In places it was far more explicit than what is presented here. In places, even more disrespectful than what you will read here. In other places the document revealed so much heartbreak and soul searching in his life that his widow made the decision to redact those sections to allow him his privacy and dignity. The original notes have a lot more graphic content and a lot more anguish. Decisions were also made to keep some content away from surviving family members. 

My job was to stitch the redacted journal into final form and retain the original sense of Rowan’s sense of humor, his despair, courage, affability, determination, and (under it all) his basic decency, which he came to re-discover once he was well and truly out of Fundamentalism.

Apologies for the sexual content and language. It’s not normally what I publish, but some of it was necessary to tell his story. I have removed all graphic details. The book contains vulgar language. If you think that will damage your holiness, stop here. 

We both agreed that this story, at its heart, is Rowan’s search for a meaningful life. And for him, living a meaningful life meant a return to faith. But Rowan took a very winding course to get there. And believe it or not, some of his tangents are missing from this narrative. A lot of what he wrote is just plain funny, and as I am a graduate of Bob Jones University, his humor really resonated with me. And also his basic decency. I tried to keep narrative and humor as intact as possible in the story, trying to capture the essence of the writer.

Jeri Massi

February 2025 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface: 

[image: ]


Read these few pages if you are not familiar with Christian Fundamentalism

The Bizarre Culture of Christian Fundamentalism And Its Colleges

I’m the publisher. I laughed all the way through the first 20 or so pages of Rowan’s story. 

But the one objection to the book from test readers is that Non-Fundamentalists will not understand where Rowan and his friends are coming from: their point of reference, which is Christian Fundamentalism.

To understand Rowan’s journey, and how devastating it is in his culture to be shipped [expelled], mainstream readers need to understand Christian Fundamentalism.

The Group Properly Called Christian Fundamentalists

First, “Christian Fundamentalist” exists in the mainstream American mind as any short-haired guy waving around a Bible and yelling, and any woman wearing a dress that is reminiscent of a burlap sack. 

That means that Jehovah’s Witnesses are Fundamentalists; Holiness Pentecostals are Fundamentalists, A lot of Church of God people are Fundamentalists, etc. And in a general sense they are.

But, more specifically, there is a religious group that got ahead of mainstream nomenclature and defined itself as Christian Fundamentalist way back in around 1906. To these people, being called a Fundamentalist is not an insult or word of derision. No, indeed, I have heard some of them say that the media’s use of the word in identifying Islamic terrorists as Fundamentalists is part of Satan’s plan to confuse the public about their self-identified religion of Christian Fundamentalism, which they think is Christianity as practiced from Day One after Our Lord rose from the dead.

And the reason, in their opinion, that Satan is so busy confusing everybody about the term Fundamentalism is that these Christian Fundamentalists view themselves as the last bastion of the Faithful to Jesus Christ. Almost every week new reports come out in the media about Christian Fundamentalist pastors, lay clergy, deacons, or school teachers sexually molesting children. Christian Fundamentalist churches don’t do anything about it. Many blame the child victim.

But, such depravity notwithstanding, they believe that they are the last of the faithful. Christian Fundamentalism takes itself very seriously.

A Religion of Constant Quarrels and Self Importance

These Fundamentalists also squabble with other churches about which one of them is a true Fundamentalist. The sect called Christian Fundamentalism is nothing if not competitive for praise, usually praise of itself. So Christian Fundamentalists fight a lot among themselves and hold a lot of grudges.

Defining Terms and Who is Who

From this point forward, the term Fundamentalist in this book refers to that subset of people who self-identify as Fundamentalist, drawing their theological lineage all the way back to the Winona Lake Bible Conferences of the 1900s, which was where this confederation of like-minded churches was established. 

Bob Jones University and the Colleges That Followed

The first Christian Fundamentalist college was Bob Jones College, founded in 1927 in Florida. It later moved to Tennessee, and then to its current location in Greenville, SC. Somewhere in there, though still unaccredited, it started calling itself a university.

And for the record, I attended Bob Jones University, and at the time I liked it and was grateful for it. As recent discoveries of a massive network of sexual abuse of children and campus rapes of co-eds in various Fundamentalist colleges (including BJU) have come to light, I have changed my mind. Indeed, from 2001 through about 2014, I was one of the first people who offered steady, consistent documentation of cases of child sex abuse by Fundamentalist preachers. But back to the timeline:

Soon, Bob Jones University had competitors: Tennessee Temple was the first, then Hyles-Anderson College (Indiana), and then Pensacola Christian College (Florida). The nicest thing I can say about them is that they are all nuts. And depraved. It’s well hidden at BJU, but their decades of rejecting black students and further decades of forbidding interracial dating (and examining “mixed race” students in Dean of Student Jim Berg’s office to determine to which race the student would be assigned) tells you all that you need to know about their demand that Southern Tradition had to trump the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

At Fundamentalist schools, the preachers will tell you they believe in Christian Liberty, for the Bible teaches it. Then you get a huge list of stuff you are not allowed to do. Your entire life is regulated: how late you can sleep, how soon you have to go to bed, when and under what conditions you are allowed to leave campus. And yes, there is paperwork that follows you everywhere.

The Dress Code

And the dress code is extensive. For decades, wearing slacks for women was outright prohibited at most of the schools but BJU permitted it in the dorms. And now that their enrollment is falling, they are permitting it on front campus. No doubt with all kinds of restrictions, but it’s permitted.

Hair color is/was regulated. Hair styles are regulated. Men must have short hair, even though we know full well that the Lord Jesus had hair that was shaggy at best. When I was in school, no Fundamentalist college permitted beards on men, again in spite of the fact that the Bible notes that Jesus had a beard, as did all men in His culture. 

When I was at BJU in the 1980’s, the “preppy” look was in, and this caused a lot of controversy, about whether a guy could wear a pink shirt or a lime green shirt instead of the more “masculine,” colors. In Fundamentalism’s behavioristic world, some shirts are gay. Some glasses are gay. Some hairstyles are gay. So being adorned with any of them is paying homage to gay culture, and there have been hints that enough of dressing like that might just make you gay. Of course Fundamentalists will deny believing that, but then why do they regulate it so much?

The week before my first year at my Fundamentalist college, my high school and church friend, Beth, told me that the day before she left to start at BJU, she was getting a perm. A really, truly, curly perm. 

I’m not the soul of style, but when I looked at her round face, bright, bright round blue eyes, button nose, and rosebud lips, I really wondered if a curly perm was a good idea. She became very indignant with me, and I apologized, but I did wonder afterward if that hairstyle would look good on her. 

So she went her way to go to BJU, and I went mine, and on my second day there, I traced her to her dorm room, curly perm and all. And it was as I had feared. If her hair had been green or pink, she would have looked exactly like a clown. Even with brown hair, the resemblance was astounding. 

I fell onto a chair laughing. In fact, I laughed so hard that I cried. But she was crying for real. Our other friends from home crowded in, and once they got over laughing, they came up with all kinds of suggestions to get the perm to relax.

But she was adamant. She found a young woman on her hall who was licensed to cut hair and was also a first year student, in spite of being in her mid-twenties. Not knowing any of the rules, the hair stylist abruptly shore my friend of her wooly, clown-like hair, razoring off every offending curl. She got my friend’s hair down to about a half inch longer than a crew cut.

My friend got into trouble for it. Her hair was “too butch.” She explained the situation, but for a while she walked a tightrope of facing multiple demerits (all Fundamentalist colleges use demerits. Some actually have financial penalties.) She solemnly promised to let it grow longer to be more approved as feminine. But every time a new curl popped up, she’d have the girl up the hall razor it out. The dorm supervisor grilled her over every sign of change, but my friend always insisted that she was still growing it out. 

Again, everything is the school’s business. Everything.

Mercifully for her, my friend left after one semester.

At some Fundamentalist colleges, shoes for women are regulated, with restrictions on open-toed shoes and open heel. At Hyles-Anderson College, women’s exercise is women’s calisthenics (done in skirts), and absolutely no sports for women are permitted. Indeed, women at Hyles-Anderson were not allowed to eat a banana in front of a man in the ordinary way. They had to eat it with a knife and fork, lest they excite him.

In all Fundamentalist schools, women have to get permission to leave campus, sometimes with other restrictions like having to be in a group. Men normally just sign out. 

Student Loan Jobs

At most Fundamentalist colleges, at least into the early 2000’s, student workers took on the brunt of maintenance and ancillary services. It was how we paid off college debt. Work loan students at BJU could be treated unfairly, and some were, including me at times, but I worked for a good man in the Public Safety Department. I sometimes got hassled by disgruntled faculty, most often because some other person in Public Safety gave them a traffic ticket (Girls in PS did not give tickets. Maybe the administration thought it would make us lesbians—I honestly don’t recall the reason) but I learned to put up with verbal abuse from a few faculty members. Most did not behave that way.

However, I have heard horror stories from people who attended Pensacola Christian College (PCC). The whole place sounds like a tower of tyranny to me: Students overworked, short-changed on sleep, and called in to the Finance Office if they got behind on their debt. 

A survivor of PCC’s publishing arm, Beka books, told a group of us one day that in the art department when she worked there, a student worker was assigned to sit and watch the artists and make sure they didn’t converse except as necessary, and even then not for too long.

I was a graduate by then, working at BJU Press, still one of the greatest jobs I ever had in spite of the weirdness of the place. We were always pushing desks together to have parties, and it was probably one of the happiest work places I have ever been in. I was paid less than a burger flipper at McDonald’s, but it was a lot of fun, until I had to leave to get a job that could support me. 

And yes, when that happened, I had Dan Olinger, already some sort of middle manager (or maybe he just thought he was), descend on me like a bald bat out of hell, rebuking me for leaving. He’s still at BJU, as far as I know, bowing to the powers that be. Or probably retired by now. And there was never any point in complaining to anybody that Dan cornered me and yelled at me. Guys ruled. 

Nothing Belongs Exclusively to You

But that’s how Fundamentalist schools (and publishing houses) are. Nothing is privately yours. Nothing personal to you is personal to those in authority. I got reamed out by Dr. Guenter Salter for sending a book manuscript to a Christian publisher. This was three or four years before BJU Press started publishing novels. And even then, it was none of his business. One of my writing teachers had told him. (And she apologized later to me.) And I knew better than to complain about his verbal abuse, because women who complain about men in authority in any Fundamentalist school or church might just be rebellious. And that label sticks in Fundamentalist schools. 

And we were told, in classes and in chapel, that people sexually abused as children would grow up to become sexual abusers. Yes that happened. I heard it in class from Dr. Walter Fremont, and again in chapel. Again, nothing personal was personally yours, not even your suffering. The authority over you always claimed the right to weigh in on it. 

Darrell Dow of Stuff Fundies Like fame (now defunct, alas) wrote a few brief, sad memoirs about the student music ensembles at PCC and how badly they were bullied into line. PCC sent out those ensembles as a recruitment strategy, and they had to be perfect in representing PCC. Nobody complained about the bullying. PCC (Pensacola Christian College) is where Rowan attended. 

Bullies, Sexual Abuse, and Lies

And that’s what the reader should know going into Rowan’s journal. In Fundamentalist colleges, you get bullied. All to honor Jesus, of course. This is one reason I want to put this book before the eyes of the public, even though in a lot of ways, the culture may be mystifying to mainstream readers who have never heard of this style of Christian Fundamentalism.

You should know: Christian Fundamentalism abuses people, definitely. The more I read Rowan’s journal, funny as some parts of it are, and sad as some parts of it are, the more I see that he was a guy who got beaten down emotionally and spiritually.

And Rowan does some pretty indecent stuff, but he never considers any person, including any woman, inferior to himself. And Rowan never lies to stay in control of people. 

Fundamentalism is all about power and sex. That’s one reason that it’s so full of sexual abusers of children. But Rowan, even at his most debauched, is still a pretty gentle person.
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Tuesday, April 2
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I got expelled this morning. Eight weeks before I graduate. I’m not sure what to do. I’m in a parking lot out on the highway trying to decide. The school called my parents, so I don’t have to break the news to anybody.
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10:00 am
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Two hours later. I’m still sort of reeling. Shipped. I was given strict orders not to speak to my roommates (now former roommates) as I collected my crap. I left behind the books, the nauseating cassettes of Pensacola Christian College produced music, and my pillow. My roommates just stood there, staring at me when I wasn’t looking and staring at the floor if I met their eyes by accident, not sure what to say, not sure what I’d done. None of us are especially devoted to PCC. We talk about girls more than anything else. But when you get shipped out of the blue, the big question on everybody’s mind is are you gay?

Gassing up the Tank about 80 miles out from campus. I’m still not sure what to do. I wandered around a Wal-Mart for a while, buying crap I don’t need.
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Noon
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Bought a map to help me get where I want to go. It still bothers me that my roommates were wondering if I’m gay. Like it’s something that might be contagious. 

Homo eroticism is all over Christian Fundamentalism, but if anybody actually gives it a try overtly, they are immediately cast out. Even the tight censorship at Pensacola Christian College hasn’t been able to hide the stories about Dave Hyles, notorious former youth pastor at First Baptist Church of Hammond. Baptist pastors rape girls and get second chances. They beat their wives and are welcomed back to their pulpits. But if two adult men say they love each other, suddenly sin cannot be tolerated. And it’s the sin everybody suspects everybody else of committing. I just don’t think it’s really all that common. 

Not me, though. I’m horny for the female of the species all the time and finally met a town girl for lunch, got seen by the daughter of a faculty member, was immediately reported even though we were only eating chicken nuggets, and was called in to explain myself. And suddenly, even though I could have gotten by with it, could have talked my way out of it. Even though our numbskull Dean of Students [NAME REDACTED – Ed] was even expecting to let me off with a reprimand, I stopped wanting to save myself. I hate PCC. Whatever I’m supposed to do with my life, it’s not this.

I started out just telling him the truth: I met a pretty girl at the drugstore last week and arranged to meet her for lunch. But he kept asking me to tell him again. I had a roommate who once got into BIG trouble because he got caught with a Cheech and Chong CD. The only thing that saved him from getting shipped was that he was on ensemble. But he told me about how they kept asking him over and over where he got it and how he got it onto campus. You tell them the truth, but they want to hear it again and again until you get so tired you say something stupid or confuse some details, and then they pounce on you. That’s how you get shipped, if they want to ship you.

So after the third or fourth time he asked me what she and I were doing, I started adding little pieces. From “we were having chicken nuggets” to “we were having chicken nuggets before going to a motel.” After a few more rounds of having to repeat the story (and by now the Dean of Men was in there as well, and some staffer was taking notes), I’d ratcheted it up to casual sex, kinky sex, and drug dealing.

“Yeah, we were planning to go to a motel,” I lied. “We’ve been meeting since last semester for sex every week or so.” Our Dean of Students, who is incredibly stupid, believed me. “Every kind of sex. All four kinds.” I don’t know how many kinds of sex there are, but four sounded right. I felt like my virginity was shining like rays out my eyes and ears. But I guess not. Or he was too stupid to see it. Or he’s a bigger virgin than I am.

He is a stupid man. All kinds of pipelines bring vodka, porn, and pot brownies onto the campus. Forbidden trips to nearby beaches are common. There’s a world within the world of PCC, like if you put a vodka soaked snow globe on the pulpit in chapel: never really examined but just as much a part of the place as the pulpit.

My whole life started spinning before my eyes as I indicted myself to his open mouthed, slack-jawed face. What to tell my folks. What to say to the people at my home church. What to do about a college education, which for some reason, to me, is even more necessary than baptism by immersion. I just pushed through the spinning whirlwind of consequences about to crash onto my head.

I kept lying. “She sells pot to her friends at the high school, and we’ve gotten high a few times.” I don’t know how to smoke pot. I don’t know how to smoke anything. I’ve never smoked anything. But one thing was sure. Stupid Dean doesn’t know either. He believed everything I said. “We were supposed to try LSD last Hallowe’en, to try to see Satan, you know, like a vision. But she couldn’t get any LSD. So we had Doritos instead. Taco flavor.” He believed that, too. I kept my voice calm, like I was reporting the stock index, and my dispassion gave everything the ring of veracity for a man who is lied to every day of his life and never catches on. I was no different. 

I was summarily expelled and escorted around the numerous buildings to pick up my stuff and scrape the PCC sticker off my car and clear my account. And then, finally, leave. They called my parents, but I was not allowed to get on the line.

I was given strict instructions to drive straight home: a 13 hour jaunt due north from Pensacola’s sunny coast. I just nodded and agreed to everything, but right then it dawned on me that Stupid Dean has no power over me anymore. I breathed my first free breath of fresh air while still standing on that immaculate but stinking campus. The whirlwind stopped spinning around me, and I began to see crystal blue sky through it. Freedom. My Freedom. My life. I’ve been scared since it happened, at moments ready to crap my pants, but I keep thinking of sudden possibilities.

Among all my stuff collected and crammed into my car, I have one piece of contraband safely tucked into my shirt pocket. Janelle’s latest letter. That’s what is on my mind. I can bypass the whole going home in shame thing and just go someplace else. If Dad is going to throw a tantrum and maybe punch me like he did that day after I graduated high school, at least I can put it on my timetable. I’m not going to go home to take a beating. I’m going to find Janelle. 
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1:45 pm
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Janelle’s last name has one vowel different from my last name. So we were seated next to each other in the larger classes at PCC since freshman year. We have a pals relationship, neither one willing to date the other, given our sort of permanent relationship in the PCC eco-system. By unspoken consent, we have always kept it amicable. We like being pals. When she was still a student, we sent each other notes all the time, making fun of chapel messages and commenting on life as we saw it.

She graduated a semester early, last January. Letters from her have come every few weeks, detailing how great it is to be out of PCC. She and four other grads are renting a house in the rolling hills of North Carolina, working at a call center and living the good life. I finally made my decision. The hell with getting punched out by Major Dad. I pointed my car to North Carolina.

Once I made that decision, I felt better. Even though I still had half a tank, I found a gas station, filled up the reliable old Mercedes, and bought my first six pack of beer.

Shipped from PCC, three and a half years of college education trashed 8 weeks before graduation. Might as well drink. I drove for a couple hours and pulled over when I saw a lone picnic table by the side of the road on 29. It was a remote, but nice little lay-by. I had to use my car key to pry up the cap on the bottle, and I took my first sip. Then I worried about driving drunk. How much was too much?

Then I wondered what the hell I had done. The numb shock of getting shipped started to wear off. I don’t understand why I did it. I could have just played along, mouthed a few words, told Stupid Dean the actual truth: The meeting with the town girl was our first meeting. Sex had not been on the table, only chicken nuggets. She was a pretty girl. I only wanted to talk to her. 

I took my first swig of the beer. Bitter, slightly sweet, and cool, even after sitting in the car. Yet it warmed up my gut and worked a few fumes up to my sinuses. 

What had I done? Whenever I go home, the Major’s going to beat the hell out of me. 

Then I wondered how I looked,, with a beer in my hand, leaning against the olive green, 1975 Mercedes. Everybody calls it the Tank. My dad rebuilt the engine for me. Four years ago. A gift because I was going off to PCC. And maybe because he was ashamed that he had punched me into a wall. Dad. The Major. I pushed him out of my head. 

I set the bottle on the hood. Maybe I cut a world weary figure in my cotton and polyester slacks and white collared shirt. I pulled the shirt tail out. How long does it take to lose the PCC look and look like a typical 21 year old man? My jeans are somewhere in the car.

I can’t go home. I know that. It’s like a surrender. Besides, he just might kill me. I took another swig of the beer. Lots more fumes came up to my sinuses. I’ve decided that I like beer but don’t really know how to drink it or what to expect from it. Can you get too drunk to drive on just one beer?

Route 29 is lonely on this stretch. A battered old farm truck came rattling up the road, and the driver pulled into the lay-by, close enough to talk to me. An older white guy poked his head out of the driver’s side window. “You all right son? Broke down?”

“No, just restin’. Thanks!”

“You mind if we use that picnic table?” he asked. “If you ain’t usin’ it?”

“Sure.” I nodded at it. A younger (but older than me) black guy popped out of the other aside of the truck. He ran to the truck bed and pulled out a cooler. “Y’want some lunch?” he asked me.

I’ve spoken to a black person about three times in my entire life. I was caught off guard that a white guy and a black guy were driving up 29 together. And it wasn’t strange to the black guy to talk to me.

“I could eat,” I told them. The older man, the white man, was bringing out a jerry jug. “We got water,” he said.

“Do you want some beer?” I asked.

They both looked at each other and said sure. I plucked two bottles from the six pack on the front seat. We all went to the picnic table and sat down. The older man pulled bread and baloney and cheese and pickles out of the cooler. Then fried chicken and a small cream cake. “The wife packs us a lunch,” he said as he set it out. “Way more than we can eat. Sure tastes good after all that drivin’. Where ya goin’ young man?”

“North Carolina. Looking to get a job at a call center up there.”

He nodded. “Well good luck.” We all just tucked in. I started to feel better.

They were driving back from selling fish in one of the many little towns just off of 29. Street corner sellers. The guys you see at red lights, hawking shrimp and crabs.

I’d never sat with men who ate and didn’t talk, but once they passed the food around and started eating in earnest, they had nothing else to say. They were hungry, and they enjoyed their food, and they really liked the beer and interrupted their eating to tell me so, thanking me a few times. Other than that, there was no conversation. It was a cheerful, happy, noisy kind of silence, as they ate. I liked eating with them. Honest men. PCC was still hanging on me like a dead man’s raincoat. It came on me all at once that I don’t know what kindness is. I’ve never put in a hard day or night or week’s work and then sat next to my dad or uncle or neighbor just happily eating and resting and being glad. Never.

They were still eating, but after I finished my sandwich, I stretched out my arms and effected a sigh of contentment.

“I better get on my way. I couldn’t pass up eating with you, but I hope to get to NC by dark. Thanks for the food,” I said

The older man looked up right away and started putting bread and baloney and cheese together. “Well here young man. Don’t go away empty handed. You take a sanwidge with ya.”

After the gas and beer, I had no money beyond some singles and a little change. So I said thanks. I went to the car, retrieved two more bottles, and left them with my temporary friends. The older man passed over a thick sandwich wrapped in wax paper from the last of the cheese, and a piece of the cake on a paper saucer. We all said thanks, and I got into the old Mercedes, started up, and drove away. 

Ten minutes down the road, I had to pull over again for a quick pee. Beer doesn’t wait for very long. So I’m getting this down before I drive the next part of the journey. I want to remember this. Maybe because I don’t know why I said what I said to get shipped, and maybe because I want to remember striking out on my own. And maybe I’m just bragging. After almost four years of PCC, I’m out. And it’s because I had enough.

Otherwise, the beer doesn’t seem to have a real effect on me. I’m misspelling more words and making a mess of the paper as I correct them. But otherwise OK. A lesson there: drink it slow, wait around. Take it easy. That’s the whole point of beer. 

The Big Unknown drifts around the periphery of my mind, but I feel calmer. Nice people, shared food, the bright sun, the endless ribbon of the highway: for right now I am OK. And whatever the folks have been told, especially the Major, they’re out of reach. I better get back on the road.
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4:30 pm

[image: ]


Drove another few hours. I found the off ramp and navigated the Tank up increasingly steep waves of narrow highway. Tiny towns sprang up around me, flourished in blossoms of brick buildings, McDonalds’ arches, and K Marts, and then faded away as the Tank rumbled onward. Just as I began to worry about fuel, I found the turn-off: another ribbon of highway. After a few more miles, I found a narrow asphalt road with no marks on it.

I had the foresight to pull over onto the edge of a field and eat the sandwich and cake and then lazily swig the last bottle of beer. The air now is cool outside the car. It’s been a warm day for so early in the spring, and the coolness feels good. The Tank has manual window cranks, and I’ve got them rolled down in the front seats.

I’m getting the hang of beer. Take it slow. Enjoy it. Ruminate. I contemplated cigarettes. Maybe it’s time to start smoking. That will really piss off the Major. But Mom will immediately worry that I’ll get cancer. So I rejected the idea. I like my lungs too much. I don’t want to be too fussy, but I believe all that health stuff on the billboards. 

I’m sitting here under an enormous blue sky. I need to get going. But the air has this serenity in it. The sun is receding ahead of me, too low to put any glare on the windshield. Everything feels fresh. A skunk just walked out from the tangle of straw and old soybean vines at the edge of the road. Unperturbed by my presence, he waddled across the road and disappeared in the undergrowth on the other side. I exhaled by blowing out through both my nose and mouth. Serenity over. Time to go. 
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Evening
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I gave the skunk a minute to get well and truly immersed in the undergrowth and then I cautiously started the Tank and pulled back onto the road. Almost immediately, I spotted a long, double-rutted drive sprinkled with gravel. I followed it. The tires spun a little in mud and then gained traction as the Tank climbed a short rise. And then the white farmhouse, rambling, worn, but with a fairly new roof, was before me. People were arranged on the porch, sitting on the rail or leaning against the house. There was no porch furniture. 

A scarlet and blue sunset flamed the sky behind it. I could see myself enjoying that for the next few months, if Janelle can just get me a job at the call center. As I pulled in at the end of the double rutted drive, I saw her detach herself from the group.

“Rowan!” she called as I exited the car.

“Hi Janelle!” I made my voice sound free and easy. Sure, I just got kicked out of PCC, where every minute of my life was controlled to the last degree, until I cracked up and got myself ejected. But I’m fine. Fine.

She looked like a sprite as she ran towards me. Oh my gosh. Women. I could touch her now. My fantasies up until now had always been about women in magazines and billboards, but with Janelle running right towards me, smiling, something awful was about to happen. I looked upward and thought of dead kittens. I thought really hard about dead kittens.

“Wow it’s great to see you!” she exclaimed, slipping her arms around my neck and actually kissing my cheek.

“Oh my gosh,” I said. 

“Come on, don’t worry about it. The call center is hiring. Come meet the roomies!”

The worst passed. She bounced ahead of me, and that was almost as nice as watching her run towards me, but not quite as imminent. 

The steps to the porch were single long planks, the light blue paint worn off by years of foot treads. They sagged as I followed her. Every plank on the porch sagged. It was almost like being on a trampoline. She introduced Martha, Susannah, Jonathan, and Eric. They wore jeans, except Martha was in shorts. Eric and Susannah had beer in hand. Eric saw my glance.

“Want a beer?” he asked, and they all grinned like it was a joke.

“Sure!” 

That cut the snickering. He disappeared inside the house and returned with a can of Schlitz. 

“Do you want something to eat Rowen?” Janelle asked. “Come inside.”

The faded and scratched hardwood floor inside the house was more stable than that on the porch. Braided rugs were strewn around. Eric and Jonathan threw themselves onto a sagging, aged couch, and Martha curled up on an overstuffed chair, her knees to her chin. She looked weirdly disassociated from us. She would come and go from the conversation. I didn’t know if she was preoccupied or a little crazy. Or maybe high.

Susannah and I sat on wooden rocking chairs. I felt like I was answering an inquisition. Not unusual among PCC students. But it was genial.

“So what’d you do to get shipped?” Eric asked. I had their attention now, even Martha’s. She fixed huge, dispassionate eyes on me.

“I met a town girl off campus for lunch.”

“A PCC girl?”

“No. Just a townie.”

“Cool!” Eric exclaimed, taking a sip of his beer. I followed his example, feigning unconcern.

“Just lunch?” Jon asked.

I nodded. 

“And they shipped you?” Susannah was astounded. Girls get shipped for meeting guys in town, but usually guys just get permanently campused. 

“I didn’t play it right. I screwed up. I made it sound worse than it was.”

“Are you going to call her?” Janelle asked, returning from the kitchen with a plate of cold fried chicken, courtesy of the Colonel, I assumed. 

“Call who?” I asked.

All of them burst out laughing.

“The girl, you idiot!” she handed me the plate and pretended to pull my hair on the top of my head.

“No. It was just a lunch. Nothing serious. I called you instead, remember?”

She sat on the couch between Jon and Eric. “Any port in a storm,” she said cheerfully. “We’ll look after you, Rowe.” She handed me a sheet of paper.

“Hell, my brother never even knew why they shipped him,” Eric said. “’Bad attitude. What the hell does that mean? And he was the biggest suck-up on campus. He drank every cup of Kool-Aid that Horton​[1] poured.”

“He pissed off Somebody,” Martha said. “They do that with their little favorites.” Then her eyes almost rolled in her head and she seemed to drift away again.

I glanced at everybody else one by one, but none of them seemed to know that Martha was not totally plugged in.

I glanced at the paper Janelle had passed to me. It was a list of expenses: room rent, power, water, and something called “common.” “This looks great, but I don’t even have any money,” I told her. “I can’t even get home, now. I could call my parents if you let me use your phone.”

“Don’t worry about it. We’ll go talk to Dick tomorrow morning. You just came from PCC. You must have a suit and tie.”

“Two or three.”

Eric and Jon let out loud laughs of appreciation. “And plenty of white shirts,” Jon said.

“Until you get paid, you can sleep on the sofa, and I’ll pay your share for food. You’re my guest,” Janelle said. “We get paid every two weeks, so if you start tomorrow, you’ll have a pay check in a month. Then every two weeks after that.”

“It’s a help center,” Jon told me. “So no sales calls.” He smiled.
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