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After it happened, a woman told me it doesn’t have to fuck you over.

Her name was Betty.

We are all Betty.

This is for us.






IF SHE’S FEMALE, start between the legs. Dad taught me that, his hand on mine, the knife between us. Free the bottom of the colon. Be careful not to cut the intestines. The knife followed his words. The little black dog sat at our feet. Tie off the anus to prevent fecal matter from spilling out and damaging the meat. If she shits herself, she’s ruined.

I park my truck on the side road that leads to the avocado farm at the end of the street. It’s dark and it’s hot, and Dad has been dead for years, buried under a tree back east. Nathan smokes weed in my passenger seat, passes it to me as I stare at the house across the road and think about how I am ruined. Fires dance along mountain edges. The air is thick with drugs and ash in the SoCal summer. June Gloom they call it, even though it’s almost November. The heavy layer of damp, somehow both warm and cool, wet and dry, lingers over the town. Mixed with the ash, it forms a paste that sticks to your sticky parts—eyeballs, nostrils, mouth, and crotch. Or maybe it’s something else in the truck, something else that sticks. Something like love between us, or the absence of sex. What grows when two people have nothing apart from each other.

I smoke the joint down to the end, hold the last inch between my lips, and breathe deep. He takes the remaining white stub, wet with our shared saliva, rolls down the window, and flicks it. It lands on the road in front of us, far enough that we can see it. My hand lingers on the horn as I watch movement inside the house across the street. Shadows behind windows. Men behind glass.

I am thinking about deer, but we are talking about love. Nathan says he loves me because I let him see me, and he knows how hard that is. He appreciates that I let him in. I say I love him because he is not a dick, in a world full of dicks.

“That is a definition based on negation, Sarah,” he says. “You love me for what I am not, rather than for what I am. It is a comparison rooted in conceptions of the other, rather than a conception of the subject itself.”

I roll my eyes, and Nathan rolls another joint. “I love you because you are nice,” I say.

“I’m not nice.” He licks the edge of the paper.

“I love drugs. You do drugs. Ergo, I love you.”

“Post hoc fallacy.”

I look back at the house, at the shadows inside, dark movements in dark waters. “I love you because I trust you.”

He smiles. He admires the smooth, white shape of the blunt in the dark.

“I love you because you are good.”

He puts the joint into his mouth and leans back, scalp against the metal edges of my gun rack. He lights the end. He shakes his head.

I take it from his mouth, slip it into my own, and watch the red end glow in front of my nose. “I love you because you’re going to piss on that windowsill.”

He opens his eyes. He looks at me. “That windowsill is kind of high.” He opens the passenger door.

“I love you because you’ll try,” I stage-whisper around the joint in my mouth. On the ground in front of him, the previous one sparks, catches on something. It flickers, brighter than when Nathan flicked it. The man in the kitchen moves to the bedroom, the one near the bathroom. The man in the far bedroom, the bedroom I remember, is seated at a desk. A lamp shines like a halo behind his head.

Nathan crosses the street, slim limbs beneath Billy Idol hair, and reaches the shrub next to the window. Behind it, the man tilts his head. Perhaps he is reading, or writing. Preparing for his job talk. Nathan unzips his fly and waves, body tucked against the house, penis parallel to the earth.

I love you because you remind me of my father, I think but do not say.

I open the driver’s side and step down. Nathan turns his back to me. He pushes his pelvis forward and aims upward. The moon shines, light scattered among clouds and smoke. The delicate splatter of piss against plastic siding, not quite reaching the windowsill, tinkles and twinkles in the light and the dark and the heat. Not far away, a British prince lives with his American wife. Newlyweds make love above vineyards. Tenured faculty watch the ocean from private balconies.

I walk to the street and crouch above Nathan’s abandoned blunt. A fresh one dangles between my lips. On the ground, in front of the truck, the single ember sparks between my thighs. I think of bending down, growing a fire with my breath, filling it with my rage and my hate and watching it lunge across the street. I think of my father’s knives.

The ash continues to fall, not at all like snow. My breath catches and I cough, loud enough for Nathan to turn. The smoke clogs my eyes, and tears streak through the dust on my cheeks. I hold the blunt in my hand and pull my shirt above my mouth. Beneath me, the ember flickers and sputters and dies.

Nathan tucks his penis inside his jeans. He ducks and scurries toward me. He grins and points over his shoulder.

I love you because you believe me.

Ash in my throat. Ash on my skin. He reaches me and holds out his hand. I stand. We move back toward the truck, away from the shadows across the street. We laugh in the dark and the smoke and the hate.
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Nathan walks to the rear tire on the driver’s side and reaches inside the wheelhouse. He pulls down my spare keys.

“What are you doing?” I ask after another inhale, eyes squinting.

He looks at his hand. “I want to drive.”

“I drove here.” I exhale. “Keys are still in the ignition.”

He laughs. I snort. He puts the spares back.

I hand him the blunt and walk to the passenger side. “Try not to kill us.”

“I don’t know anyone else who keeps her extra keys attached to her car.” He climbs in, one hand on the wheel, one on the door. He holds the cigarette between his lips on the right side of his mouth, exhaling on the left. He’s tried to teach me how to do this, but I’m less ambidextrous with my lips.

“Which is precisely why it works.” The joy of being a New Englander in California. You have so many practical skills in a state with none. “And it’s not a car.”

Nathan is from rich-bitch L.A. His parents make drugs. Sackler-adjacent, he likes to say. The opioid epidemic is the family business, but he prefers to teach coeds Intro to Zen in the second-most-expensive ZIP code in the country. His sister, Jessica, lives in Manhattan Beach. She’s not in the business, either, I don’t think. Maybe she fits it in around yoga and Hollywood parties, the ones in the big houses with the frozen faces. She invites us to them, up in the hills behind the gates, past the driveways that look like highways. Last time, Nathan and I stole an actor’s E while Jessica flirted with him on a balcony next to the Hollywood sign. She left with a superhero. We left with his baggie and an Uber. I asked Nathan why we steal drugs when we could use his friends-and-family discount plan. He reminded me he takes nothing from his parents.

Jessica tolerates me because I’m the only friend her brother has, both of us former monastics. L.A. loves that about me. Tell a SoCal beefcake you study Buddhism and your chances of getting laid go up 30 percent. Tell the heiress at the smoothie bar you lived in a North Indian nunnery and suddenly you’re worth talking to. They think I spent a month at a yoga center in Big Sur. They think I’m reading Deepak Chopra and Eckhart Tolle. They think I meditate. Pilates, someone explained to me once, is very Buddhist.

Nathan meditates, I tell them, you should talk to him. He lived in a Catholic monastery in the Dolomites. And he’s a vegan. I suspect he does yoga, too, but he knows what I think about that shit. Catholics are perverts, people tell me, Buddhists are enlightened. Nathan has maintained vows of celibacy for over a decade, I used to argue, and my research focuses on violence within Buddhist traditions. (Nathan thinks I should title it When Buddhists Kill, bleach my hair, and make a career at Fox News.) SoCal doesn’t want to hear that. In the land of whipped cream and garbage, image is everything. Buddhism is such a vibe, Catholicism not so much. So they explain our research to us, and Nathan and I steal their drugs.

He turns on the windshield wipers. The ash moves in streaks across the glass. I reach for the ice scraper in the door pocket and remember I am not in Maine. No one has one of those out here.

“When are you going to get this fixed?” He whacks the gun rack behind his head.

“Next year. When Colette has signed off on my dissertation and we have tenure-track jobs with matching houses in matching towns. A platonic spousal hire.”

“Home ownership.” He turns the key. The engine coughs. “Retirement plan.”

Ash drifts across the house in front of us. I tuck my face inside my T-shirt. “I can’t believe that pigfucker got an interview, and now a campus visit.”

He pats my leg. “At least someone pissed on his house.”

We leave the cover of the avocado trees. The shadows inside the house move in slow circles. I lift a middle finger to the window, and we drive down the silent street. Nathan’s phone begins to jingle. The Golden Girls theme song. He hands it to me. I enter his password and open his messages.

“Jessica says you forgot your book at her place.”

We join the freeway. The roads are crowded. The line that used to be green on digital maps now reads red from Mexico through San Diego, L.A., past us. It’s not green until we’re all the way up the stretch of brown mountains to your right, ocean to your left, toward Neverland Ranch, horse farms, retired tech bros. The occasional recovering attorney. We drive in silence. Nathan takes his exit and turns at the stop sign with “cunt” spray-painted across the bottom. Every week, someone washes it off. Every week, someone repaints it. Another stop sign, another road, and Nathan pulls into the driveway of the house behind which his studio is built. Suburbs of pleasant 3 and 2’s that sell for over $3 million, each with a 250-square-foot studio in the back that the trust-fund-less, or the trust-fund-rejecting, rent for $4,500 a month.

He parks. He leaves the beams and wipers on.

I want to go inside and black out on a room-temperature handle of whatever he’s got. We’ll open our email and read Dear Applicant rejections and the perfunctory messages about another dead kid, OD’d on the beach, driving off the on ramp, from the Dean’s office. Both come with token condolences. Both express well wishes. The only difference is, the job rejections share the numbers: 800 applicants, 1,100 applicants. The dead-kid announcements don’t. Every time a new name pops up—thoughts and prayers and a link to the Counseling Center—it is treated like we didn’t get this email the week before. You’d think, at some point, the powers that be would address the suicides—“tragic loss”—across campus, just as you’d think, at some point, the powers that be would acknowledge there are no jobs, there is no funding, and $150,000 in student debt is not a compelling argument for why we should be hired outside of the ivory tower. Something needs to be done, you’d think they’d say, something more than hopes and prayers and the continued production of the overeducated and the underqualified.

Maybe we’ll break out the Special K and the Van Damme and lie on the floor watching someone solve the world’s problems by kicking really high. We try to limit ourselves to once a week, both for the drugs and the movies, but it’s hard when everything sucks.

“I submit to Philippe next week.” He sighs. “I wonder who in the department will kill me out of spite.”

I try not to smile. I don’t worry about the safety of straight white guys in straight white towns. I open my mouth beneath my shirt, listen to the swish of the wiper blades. I think of Rapist, tall and thin and nervous in a way that inspires both sympathy and alarm. Seated at his desk, the shadowy figure behind his window, preparing for a job talk. Or his roommate, Flopsy, his indignation and his rage, entitlement like body spray, doing dishes in the kitchen. Both so different from Nathan, his steady eyes and strong hands.

“You’re doing OK, right?” I ask, and he laughs. Nathan and I are in Religious Studies, but our fieldwork relies on sociological methodology. That’s a fancy way of saying you know how to ask questions. Open-ended: How are you? No lead. The subject comes up with their own response, the data collected is less influenced by the scholar’s own biases. Closed-ended: You’re doing OK, right? Lead. The subject is encouraged to answer in a prescribed manner, thereby invalidating the data. We promised each other only open-ended questions. Sometimes we slip.

He shrugs. “What about you?” Open-ended.

“I’m fine.”

“Even though he’s—”

“Submitted? Prepping for an Ivy League fellowship?” Closed-ended. I rub my finger across the skin of his forearm, watching a streak of gray follow its path. “I guess I should have expected this.”

Ash falls in soft flakes across the truck beams. It does not look like falling snow, but West Coasters don’t know that. They’ve never been where I’ve been. They think their ashy skies and brown hills are beautiful. He reaches for my hand.

“I’m so angry.” I breathe in. The burn of the fires catches in my throat. “I can’t remember what not-angry feels like.”

His hand is warm in mine. He squeezes.

“And everybody knows, and nobody does anything.” The ash comes in through the vents, swirls in front of my eyes. “I’ll never understand that.”

We don’t do it because we want to, Dad said when I was nine, and blood matted the fur and pooled in the grass. We do it because we need to.

What if we didn’t need to? I asked, cheeks cold in the frost. What if we just wanted to?

Nathan slides across the center seat and puts both arms around me. I don’t know if I love him in spite of his celibacy or because of it. It’s such a shame, someone said once, that you two can never really be together. I didn’t know how to respond then. I don’t know how to respond now. Sometimes I wonder if we love each other because fucking never got in the way.

I rest my head in the crook of his neck, press my cheek against his shoulder. He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “You wanna spend the night? Jessica sent me two bottles of mezcal.”

My phone beeps. Tinder’s familiar jingle. “Is she off the wagon again?”

“No, but people send her stuff.” Another chirp. “Is that Brad?”

I shrug.

“Wasn’t there a Craig last week? Or Greg?”

“What is this sudden interest in my sex life?”

“You never talk about your boyfriends. We talk about everything else. Why not this?”

“I don’t have boyfriends.”

“Whatever you call them. Since you got back from fieldwork, there’s been a noticeable uptick.”

“Want me to forward you my Excel sheet?”

“Sarah—”

“I could upload it to Dropbox. You could get real-time updates.” My phone jingles again. I hand it to him. “Would you like to answer?”

He sighs. “Besides whoever that is, what are you doing this weekend?”

“I’ve got another postdoc application, and my forty-second attempt to get Colette to discuss my revisions.”

“Is she still forbidding you from submitting to your committee?”

“Says I need her sign-off before I can have theirs.”

“Just make sure she does sign off. How many of her students have quit in the last five years?”

“All of them.” I poke him in the side. “But not me.”

He closes his eyes and leans his head back. He swallows. His throat undulates in the dark of the truck. “God, I hate teaching.” He opens the door to a blast of ash.

“Want to go for a run tomorrow?” I move to the driver’s side. “I’ll tell you all about my hookup.”

He touches my cheek. “Tomorrow’s Friday. Fridays at Four, right?”

“How about five-thirty?”

He keeps his hand on my cheek. “Call me if you start thinking about that fucker.”

I roll my eyes.

He taps my nose, then reaches for the door. “You call me. Whenever. Whyever.”

He goes into his house.


Does celibacy help with stress?

Maybe I should try it

It’s the right choice for me

you’d struggle

rude

is it better than drugs?

Not even close

the drugs do help

you help

♥






“OK, GUYS.” I sit cross-legged on the table at the front of the classroom, a five-pound bag of candy beside me. “Who can summarize the reading?”

A senior raises his hand. I toss him a Snickers. “Buddha and five hundred merchants are on a boat. But there’s another guy on the boat.” He glances at his laptop. “ ‘A doer of dark deeds.’ This guy sees all the wealthy people, and decides to murder them and steal their stuff.”

“Great. What happens next?”

Freshman in the front row. Twix bar. “Buddha has a dream, and in this dream all his Buddha buddies tell him this bad guy is on board. He knows this guy plans to kill everyone, but everyone is stuck on the boat. There are no bodyguards, no jail cell, no way to stop him.”

I nod. “So—what’s Buddha’s dilemma?”

Freshman blinks. “He doesn’t know what to do.”

“OK.” I hop down and approach the chalkboard. “But, according to this text, Buddha has three specific thoughts, each corresponding to a unique concern. Who remembers the first one?”

A hand in the back. “He thinks there’s no way to stop the guy.” Skittles.

“Yup, and why is that a problem?” I walk between the desks and place my hand on the shoulder of a tall, slim student scrolling through TikTok.

“Uh . . .” Phone fumbles. “Because people will die?”

“OK, and—”

“No!” A freshman interrupts me. “Buddha is worried that, if the bad guy kills everybody, he’ll go to hell. That’s his first concern.”

I pivot and high-five the freshman. Three Musketeers. “Yes! And why does Buddha care about people going to hell?”

“Suffering.” In the front row, turned sideways in his chair. “Hell is full of suffering, and Buddha doesn’t want anyone to suffer.” M&M’s.

“Even a murderer?” Phone asks. Front Row nods.

“Awesome.” I walk to the front and write “murder → hell → suffering” on the board. “What is Buddha’s second thought?”

Hilary, doe-eyed, shaved head, next to the window. “He thinks, if he tells all the rich guys that this other guy wants to kill them, then they’ll kill him.” Snickers.

I nod. “And why’s that a problem?”

“Suffering!” Front Row again, voice raised, bouncing in his chair. “If the rich guys kill the bad guy, then they’d go to hell and they’d suffer, too.” He holds out his hand. Twix.

“Exactly.” I circle my board notes, turn back to the class. “What is Buddha’s final thought?”

A Chinese student in designer sweatpants: “Buddha thinks he could kill the bad man. Then neither the bad man nor the rich men would go to hell. And none of them would suffer.”

“Excellent.” Thumbs-up and a bag of Skittles. “What is the corresponding concern with this final thought?”

“Nothing.” A redhead in the back, tattoos across her collarbones. “To prevent everyone else’s suffering, Buddha doesn’t mind going to hell.” Baby Ruth.

“Wait a minute.” Phone looks up. “Buddha kills a guy?”

“Sometimes the reading is interesting.” I toss him peanut M&M’s. “Maybe you should try it.”

Phone shrugs.

“To minimize suffering!” Front Row shouts and points to the board. “He’s not just killing people for fun.”

“He took one for the team,” Neck Tattoo adds.

I sit on the table. “So why are we reading a story about Buddha killing somebody?”

Silence.

“What does this story teach us about the relationship between Buddhism and violence?”

Freshman: “Last week, we talked about motivation, how the reason you do something in Buddhism is more important than what you actually do. This story is about that, right? Buddha killed the bad guy to prevent anyone else on the boat from going to hell, so, even though his actions are bad, his motivations are good.”

Thumbs-up. Sour Patch Kids. “Anyone else?”

Bikini Top in the back: “Everybody talks about Buddhism like it’s all peace and love, but this story shows that’s not always the case.” Milky Way.

I swing my legs. “Why does that matter?”

“Maybe sometimes what everybody thinks is true isn’t actually true.”

“Yes!” I hop off the desk and lob the remaining candy to the rest of the students. “Obviously, you’re here to learn things to pass your exams.” I point to Neck Tattoo. “But, sometimes, you also learn something useful.”

“Like how Group Think sucks.” Baseball Cap.

“Hell yes, it does.” I slap my hands on the table. “Think for yourselves, guys. That’s the lesson of this class.” Front Row snaps his fingers. “And the relationship between motivation and karmic consequences in the later Mahayana tradition. Because that’s definitely a question on the exam.” Freshman nods. Phone is back to texting. The click of keys on keyboards, the crinkle of wrappers. There are no bells in this annex, or windows with a view of the clock tower.

“Papers are due before Thanksgiving. You’ve got three weeks, but I’m posting extra office hours, if anyone needs help or wants an early start.” They pack their bags. I write my phone number on the board. “If anyone has a situation they need to discuss with me, reach out.”

Out of the classroom, down the hallway, and across the parking lot. Some rush to their next classes, their jobs, their cars. Others stroll toward the boba-tea stall, the beach, the fitness center. There are two sides of UCST’s campus. One has the official buildings, big beige blocks of Humanities, the glass and metal of Engineering and Accounting. The other has frat houses, sororities, three-bedroom apartments shared by nine students. Lecture halls for professors and coffee shops for adjuncts. Both sides share palm trees beneath a darkened sky and burritos priced at $25 each.

I walk through the bicycle tunnel that separates the two halves. It is lined with graffiti and protest posters. On one end, a list of indignations and reasons to rage, peppered with a-cappella and improv shows. Flyers taped on flyers, what you should boycott and where you should party. Tonight, there’s a Halloween special, something for charity. On the other end, a list of names in black marker—students dead that year, the year before, the year before. Top to bottom. Various commentary. Miss you. love you. Some earnest and terrible poetry.

The university ignores the a-cappella announcements but covers up the dead kids. They post their obligatory acknowledgments online, the email with a link to the Counseling Center. They never mention them again. And they literally cover them up. Every few weeks, some poor bastard in a uniform comes down here with a bucket and a brush and whitewashes the alcohol poisonings, the overdoses, an occasional meningitis. Washes it all away. Within a few days, the dead rise from their milky graves. Names, notes, poems rewritten. I read a few as I walk past. My students tell me about their debt, their family obligations, how, at the age of eighteen, they’re medicated for anxiety, already on a path of financial burden. I can’t get a job that pays without a degree, they say, but getting a degree means I can only get jobs that will pay off my debt. I teach Buddhist Studies and my kids major in Engineering and Accounting. They tell me they hate Engineering and Accounting. No wonder the list is long.

The tunnel leads from the parking garage, away from Global Studies and Music, into the Women’s Center, a wide, cement building with advertisements for self-defense training and postcards of self-care methods. Punching men and eating vegetables. Today, someone has cut out a pumpkin from notebook paper, colored it in orange highlighter, and taped it to the front door. Bowls of candy-colored condoms adorn the welcome desk.

Through the entrance and the computer room, a left at the floor-to-ceiling glass windows, sign my name and open the metal double doors with the “Meeting in Progress” sign. Chairs in a circle. No desks. No windows. A small coffee table in the center with pens, notepads, and three boxes of tissues. Young women.

I sit.

Two therapists. Welcome breathing exercises. Sometimes a question. Sometimes a breakdown. Always an hour. Always Fridays at Four.

It’s not a club anyone wants to be a member of, but it is a club plenty of people join. Group therapy is free, but you have to qualify—at least six months’ work with an individual therapist on campus. Student Health Services provides eight free one-on-one sessions, after which enrolled students pay $75 per one-hour meeting. Student Health Services has nine full-time therapists, six of whom focus specifically on sexual assault. Scheduling an appointment requires a wait time of several months, qualification through the university insurance policy, referrals from the university primary-care physicians, and questionnaires—in person, over email—before and after appointments. I qualified in September, three years after the rape, after the one-on-ones with a nice lady in a small office in Student Health Services. I sat next to her dying plant, its withered leaves draped across my shoulders. She cleared her throat every time I mentioned my aptitude for anonymous sex. She recommended group therapy after I met my quota of individual sessions. Or maybe she was uncomfortable with my word choice and wanted to get rid of me. Perhaps you could refer to them as your colleagues, she suggested one sunny afternoon, instead of that other “c” word.

The University of California, Santa Teresa, handles suicide with emails and sexual violence with paperwork. By the time we qualify for group therapy, it’s been years since our attacks. Maybe months, if parents threatened to sue. By the time we qualify for group therapy, we’ve been through police procedurals, the Academic Discipline Committee, the laughing and the eye rolling and the vigorous nods. You’re OK, right? Dumb slut. He’s such a great guy. By the time we qualify for group therapy, we are picking the meat off the bones.

But we’re here now. At the front of the line.

There’s a new girl today. A sophomore. She introduces herself and cries. Another, one of the freshmen who got in early, stares blankly ahead. She’s been on campus less than two months.

“Title IX found him guilty.” Sophomore shakes her head. “Responsible. That’s the word they use. They found him responsible.”

“That’s great,” Therapist 1 says.

“He has to leave campus for a semester. So I don’t have to see him.”

We nod. Crumbs from the banquet table.

“He won’t be back until spring, but has two weeks to collect his stuff. I still have to see him for a while.” She shrugs, fingers twisting the hem of her shirt. “I quit my job so I can load up on classes. It means more loans, but if I can skip senior year, then I’ll only have to be around him next quarter and next year.”

We nod.

“They’re preparing take-home exams for him. He’ll finish fall quarter remotely. He gets full credit and everything.”

We nod.

“Someone told me that the punishment isn’t counted on his transcripts, so it just looks like a leave of absence. I took a leave of absence, too. I guess our transcripts look the same.”

We nod.

“But Title IX says he’s guilty—well, responsible. I guess that’s something.” She looks up. She is small and freckled and reminds me of a girl I knew in eighth grade.

This is a success story.

“I called Title IX.” Senior. Blond hair dyed blue at the tips, raped by her friend. “Wanted to know what the deal was. What was happening with my case. They said they were overloaded.” She glances at the therapists. “They actually told me the numbers—two hundred and twenty-six new cases since the summer. Only six being investigated. Can they say that to me? Am I allowed to know that?”

The therapists maintain eye contact, shoulders down and spines straight. I admire their body language. The skill in not giving anything away.

“I’m not sure,” Therapist 2 says. It’s a lie, but it helps. The goal is to help.

“What’s happening with all the others?” A Ph.D. in Chemistry leans forward, the only other graduate student in our group. Shaved head, tattoos. Her lab partner raped her at a conference. He was found on the beach, face blue, blood alcohol off the charts. His name is in the tunnel.

“Nothing’s happening,” I say. “Whoever files a report gets an email with an attachment titled ‘Resources for Impacted Parties.’ ”

A woman across the circle, raped at a party while her friends played beer pong downstairs, nods. “That’s what I got. Never opened it.”

“It’s a list of phone numbers,” another woman says, this one large, lanky, sprawling across her chair, drugged by her boyfriend and raped by his friends. “Couple of websites.”

“I’m still waiting to hear back.” The other freshman, raped during her first week on campus, three days after her parents dropped her off.

We are silent. She’s not hearing back. Well, apart from the email.

“If they don’t do anything, does that mean they think he’s innocent?” She looks at each of us, hoping.

“It means they have declined to pursue further investigation,” Therapist 1 says. “And found him not responsible.”

“So who is?”

If a tree falls in the woods.

“Who did you report to?” I ask.

“I don’t remember.”

“KKKathy?” Lanky asks. “Middle-aged blonde with Hitler hair?”

“That chick.” Chemistry leans forward. “Before I’d even sat down, she gave me that ‘office of record, nothing is confidential’ speech. Then I watch her pull out that old phone on her desk and read her password off a notepad to log on. Jesus. At least make a hacker work for it.”

Another new girl, a junior, wipes her eyes, takes a deep breath.

“I didn’t file,” she says, words soft. “I know people who have and nothing happened, or, well, you know how people act.” She pauses. “Plus, he got one of those First Generation Scholarships. The newspaper did an interview.”

We nod.

“My mom says I need to. She says I should report it, but when I do, I should lie. Tell the police I wasn’t drunk.” She crosses her arms and tucks her hands under her armpits. “My dad won’t talk about it, but Mom told all my aunts and uncles. No one has called me. Isn’t that weird? Like, if I had gotten in a car accident, they would ask how I’m doing. But this happens, and . . .”

“When I told my mom what happened, she said she was going to the police,” Lanky says. “She yelled at me when I said I didn’t want her to do that. She said if I didn’t report him and he raped somebody else, it would be my fault.”

“Jesus Christ,” Chemistry and I say in unison.

“Well”—Lanky sits up—“not those exact words. More like, ‘What if he does it again?’ ” She laughs. “Of course he’s going to do it again. My report won’t stop that.”

We nod.

“I filed,” I say, arms crossed, ankles crossed, “after I left campus for fieldwork. I had a Zoom interview with KKKathy. She made a joke that the ceiling light behind my head was shining like a halo. Said it made me look more innocent.”

“She’s a kkkunt.”

“I read my rapist’s statement,” says a small girl in the corner. “He said I was mentally unstable.” She stares at the coffee table in the center of the room. “He said he only had a one-night stand with me because he heard I was promiscuous, so he thought it was an OK thing to do, because he doesn’t normally have one-night stands.

“He threatened to sue me, to sue the school. There was a note in the file from his father. He works at some big law firm.” She smiles. “You can guess what it said.”

Chemistry picks at the edge of her sleeve. “Litigation is just another way to fuck someone, so if you’re a rapist I guess that makes sense.”

“I didn’t know we could read our rapists’ statements,” Sophomore says.

“If you filed with Title IX, you are entitled to read the report when the investigation is finished,” Therapist 1 says.

“You guys who filed, do you wish you didn’t?” Junior, no longer crying, asks.

Nods. Shrugs. One head shake. The usual responses.

Paper trail.

Harassment.

No point.

Worse than the rape.

Therapist 2 mentions the time. Another breathing exercise. We pack our items. Some leave quickly. Others are slow. Therapist 1 smiles as we head out the door. Therapist 2 moves the tables back to the center of the room.

They remove the “Meeting in Progress” sign and hand it to the student volunteer in the computer lab. We walk past the bowls of condoms, the self-defense posters. Someone holds open a door. We step into the heat and the haze and the gray. I watch the Fridays at Four crowd disperse. Toward the library, under reconstruction, with the windows overlooking the sunset. Toward the tunnel with the layers of dead kids, black ink on white wall. Miss you. love you. From a distance, we all look the same.
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Early-evening sun drifts past, changes the smoke from gray to orange and yellow. Seasonally appropriate. Six months ago, a fire broke out fifty miles south. Nothing to see here, the Chancellor wrote in the university’s proprietary font. Everything is fine.

The assumption was, it would all be over by the end of spring. Summer. Fall quarter would be smoke free. Tomorrow is November and students still walk around campus with T-shirts pulled over their mouths, the closest thing to a turtleneck most of these kids have ever worn. Some are in costume for tonight—sexy kitten, sexy pumpkin, sparkly vampire twink—all with hands covering their mouths.

It’s five-thirty, and Nathan’s driveway is quiet. Jared, the furry little man who lives in the main house, complains if it isn’t. When our paths cross, he holds his hands in front of his waist, elbows bent, as if protecting his belly. When I speak to him, one hand rises to his face, twirling the side of his mustache, fingers pinching and petting, lips pursed, eyes on mine. I avoid Jared.

I park on the road.

You ready?

I roll my shoulders and press against the faded headrest. The gun rack pokes against my temple.

I’m outside

I stretch my hands across the steering wheel. The sun is setting, and the orange and the gray turn darker, almost the colors of my childhood, autumn leaves under heavy boots. Dad, the little black dog, the woods. Almost. Dances of red line the mountain ridges. The birds are gone, flown elsewhere to breathe. I cut the engine, leave my keys in the ignition, and climb down. I prop one heel on a front tire and bend forward.

Don’t make me come in there!

I switch legs.

A garbage truck rumbles. A parent tells a child to put on their seatbelt. I turn my head. Two princesses and one tiny dinosaur climb into an SUV, pumpkin buckets in hand. I glance at my sneakers, two years old, the cushioning shot. I reason that, because they’re beach shoes and sand is soft, I’m not doing too much damage to my joints.

My battery is at 80 percent after being unplugged for three minutes. I check my email. Two responses to my ad offering essay-writing services. Both from UCST emails, one from one of my students from last year. He doesn’t know who he’s messaging. I respond and double my price. I open my texts. Nothing from Nathan.

Fine. I’ll drag your ass outside myself

I stick my phone in my sports bra and grab my keys from the ignition. The dinosaur waves as his car drives past. I walk up the driveway, past the entrance to the main house, where Jared and his mustache live, and around the back.

I reach my hand up and over the gate, lift the latch, and push through. The ground dips down on this side of the house, the line of concrete foundation rising to hip height. It creates a tunnel between the fencing and the side of the attachment in which Nathan lives. It’s also a dead end, the backyard protected from renters with a sheet of vinyl siding slumped against the neighbors’ chicken coop.

I enter the tunnel. Past the recycling bins and an empty tub of kitty litter. Past Nathan’s bike. Past the side entrance to the main house, which Nathan uses to do laundry.

Nathan’s place is one room with its own entrance. His bed is against the wall. There’s one window on one side, just above my head, a microwave, mini-fridge, and plug-in single burner on the other. There is a tiny bathroom, walls and floor constructed from a single piece of plastic. The showerhead hangs above the toilet, a six-inch sink, and the drain in the floor. It reminds me of an upright coffin. No room to shave your legs, but you can puke and shit and wash your hair at the same time.

I reach my hand overhead and knock on the window.

“Nathan!” I hiss, mindful of Jared and his love of silence.

Nothing.

Yo!

“Nathan!”

Children scream and shout on the street behind me. I dial. It rings. His voicemail answers. “Hey, it’s me. If you think that is a grammatically correct statement, don’t bother leaving a message.” Beep.

“You can’t be bothered to pick up when I am standing outside your house?”

The dump truck passes on the other side of the fence. More giggles. The voice of an anxious parent. The sky is darker than it should be at quarter to six. I pull my shirt above my nose. Running in this is a joke, but it’s perfect weather for Ellen Ripley and blow.

I turn back to his window, the sill above my head. It is open an inch. I stand on my tiptoes, tilt my head back, and speak toward the ledge. “If you are out somewhere else and didn’t bother to tell me, you are officially a dick.”

A cloud passes. The tunnel darkens, and goose bumps lift on my skin. The grate of the garbage truck down the road, screech of brakes, clank of a metal trash can inside its automated grip. A parent shouts to get back in the car. A child cries.

I dial again. Another sound, not the dump truck, not a trick-or-treater, comes from the other side of the window. I press my phone, still ringing, to my chest.

Thank you for being a friend.

“Nathan,” I say. Full volume. I knock again. I stretch my arm and push the window open as far as I can, a few inches at most.

Traveled down a road and back again.

“Nathan.” Louder this time, and I wave my hand overhead, just inside the window.

I grab the curtain and jerk it. The metal rings scrape across the rod.

His phone stops. His voicemail picks up. Nathan speaks into my breasts.

“Hey, it’s me. If you think that is a grammatically correct statement—”

I hang up. I go around to the front of his house. I knock. I knock again. I pound my fist against the door.

Jared comes out in an oversized bathrobe, one finger on his mustache, the other tucked across his belly. He looks like an otter cosplaying Tony Soprano.

“Is Nathan home?”

He shrugs. At the end of the driveway, Pikachu holds hands with Princess Leia. Superman picks his nose.

“Is that a yes or a no?”

“I haven’t seen him,” Jared murmurs, eyes on me, finger on mustache. I honestly can’t tell if he’s in a costume or not.

“He’s not answering his door.”

“Maybe he’s asleep.” He pets his face.

“Can you let me in?”

Not even a nod or a shake of the head. This fucking guy.

“Nice outfit.” I go back around the side of the building. I grab the kitty-litter tub and flip it over. I place it underneath the window and hop up, my fingers on the sill.

“Nathan.” I shove the window farther up and swat at the stained curtains, the ones I spilled wine on when I was here for my birthday last year, trying to convince him Ecstasy had no effect on me.

Well, you just spilled wine down my curtain, so I think it does, he said at the time.

I’m dyeing it, I responded. The curtain is dying. I laughed and rubbed my face against the fabric, the way everyone does when they’re high on E, until he moved me away from the curtains and brought me a glass of water.

I lean forward. The kitty-litter box sags beneath my weight. I jump, shoving the window as high as it will go. A line of pale skin. I jump again. One arm. Bare. Outstretched and straight. Reaching toward me, palm up. Fingers curled.

The kitty-litter box gives way. My chin slams against the metal windowsill, and I land on my ass, lip bleeding, my lower legs inside the broken container.

Jared has followed me. He stands inside the gate.

“Unlock the door.” I kick the kitty-litter box off my legs, broken plastic slicing through my skin. Jared stares. “Jesus Christ, dude, unlock the fucking door!” I scramble up.

“I have to find the key,” he says, at an almost normal volume.

“Then go find it!”

“It’ll take a minute.”

I shove past him and run to Nathan’s front door. I grab the handle, pound on the wood, slam my shoulder against it.

“Call the police!” I shout over my shoulder, looking on either side of me for something to smash the door with, wishing I could kick it down like an eighties action hero. Halfway up the driveway, a middle-aged man in khakis hurries a donut and a dragon back toward the road.

Jared stands behind me; his lip bounces beneath his fingers, flashes of teeth and receding gum line.

“Call 911, you fucking moron. He’s in there!” I grab the recycling bin, big and navy blue, and drag it through the gate. I flip it on its side; cat-food cans and soda bottles spill at my feet. I hoist myself up to the window, one foot on the bin, one on the siding.

The plastic cracks beneath me, but it’s high enough that I can grab the sill and bring my upper body over the edge. Ass up, legs dangling, I worm myself forward until I tip. I tear the front of my shorts, scrape my thighs against the ledge, and land in a lump on the carpet.

His hand reaches toward me. Palm up. Fingers curled. The studio is small enough that I can see the details of his fingernails, a semicircle of faded blue. Not unlike the color he painted his toenails last year, when his sister gave him a bottle of nail polish she didn’t like and he refused to waste it.

Anything that helps me be less of a typical dude, he said, as he finished his nails and turned toward mine. He held my hand, colored my ten tiny surfaces.

I reach for him, one finger touching one finger, like that painting, the one he saw as a child, when his parents were invited to the Vatican.

The ash follows me. The smoke follows me. Everything is cold.
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A few feet separate the window from the bedside table, from the bed. The line of his arm is a horizon to my eyes, broken by a rubber band around the biceps, a needle in the crease of the elbow. I’ve never seen him naked before. Shirtless on the beach a few times, sure. The tops of his thighs, surprisingly white, when we stretch after a run.

Nathan’s scrotum greets me as I crawl forward, his hair an unexpected shade of red. I was
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