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e don't have funerals on campus for these 

kids; the lawyers won't let us. We have “grief 

counseling.” It's a pretty bad day when you have to beg for 

one around here. 

 

❖ 

 

“It's Dean Freeman,” she said, interrupting. “Line 1.” 

He never called. She rarely interrupted when I was with a 

family, if ever. That meant that I had to interrupt, too.  

“I'm so sorry, I have to take this...” 

“Pete... It's Min. He's gone.” I could hear it in his 

voice. He meant that gone. The words were rehearsed, I 

could tell. Or I wasn't the first person he told. Who has seen 

this enough that those words could be so robotic? Other 

words, mostly instructions, followed, but those were the gut 

punch. 

Dean Freeman... He never was one for a delicate 

touch. She did tell him I was with a family, too. Either he 

W 
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was afraid of what he was feeling, or he was just crossing 

something off the day's agenda.  

10:14 a.m., dead student, suicide, call advisor.  

10:16, email faculty.  

As deep down as I could have hoped, he felt 

something near what I was feeling. 

People tell me I'm good at what I do. I often wonder 

why they say so. I like to think that it's that thing inside... 

The one that made me think, in that moment, that the 

family I was with would have wanted me to cancel on 

whoever sat in their place if I got the same call for their son. 

“Student emergency” is what we called it. I wish I could have 

told them it wasn't one of those times when we stretched the 

term. The tears in my eyes must have spoken clear enough. 

They were only in town for the weekend, too. We'd have to 

finish over the phone. 

I'll never forget when I met this kid. International 

student orientation was an afterthought at best. They put out 

some sticky mess of a General So-and-So's chicken for lunch. 

I remember, in fact, the exact moment when I first saw him. 

With a plate full of that and some Philadelphia maki in his 

lap, he said “I'm excited to try this American food.” He 

meant no offense. That was the way everything was with 

him, even if he said the wrong words. He usually said the 

wrong words. 

These kids were “full pays,” though...international 

students. At least that's what Admissions called them. But, 

man, Min was full of something else. His classmates were all 

brighter, and that's not a knock. Not on this one. There were 
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students in that group that were ahead of some of our 

faculty. We always recruited well overseas. Min was plenty 

bright, and he had passion. He had gusto. It was like 

everything was some miracle; like everything was an upgrade. 

You could see it in his eyes, the way he talked, the things 

that reminded him of his home, some of the funniest 

questions a kid could ask... He used to say that the sky was so 

big here. 

This was a school, with a gym and a theater; we had 

a day care; there were ice cream socials in the res halls, late 

night breakfast on reading days; there was an anime club. We 

shouldn't have had to have protocol for this. 

Twenty eight. I'm only twenty eight... Four years out 

of grad school and Min's not my first. Think about that. 

Think of all of the advisors at all of the colleges who can say 

the same thing. But he was unlike any other. For one, and 

being as removed as humanly possible, there was the matter 

of his status. Min was Korean, from Japan. His father was a 

salaryman. They were rooted there, like the Zainichi, he 

would say, whatever that meant. I suppose it meant he didn't 

really fit in there, either. Anyway, there were parents more 

than six thousand miles away from a dead son and some mid-

level administrator was supposed to relay that message. As 

much as I liked him, I was pretty happy to find out that it 

wasn't going to be me. The thing is, the way these Deans 

have to work, if there wasn't some checklist about this, there 

would be now. 

The other thing, the one that I wasn't professionally 

or emotionally prepared for, hasn't stopped choking me up. 
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I'll let you read his note, I still can't: 

 

Mr. Cahill, 

 

It would be an honor if you would escort me to my 

funeral. Please tell my parents what you can. They 

never believed in me, but I think, when you meet 

them, you will understand. 

 

You said you always wanted to go... 

 

Minho 

 

His note came to me by way of an email later that 

morning. Someone had to retype that. Fuck... Chief took the 

real note from his room in a plastic baggy. “What a scene,” 

they said. And that was all they said. I'm not sure I wanted to 

know how it happened. In fact, I didn't. I could have known, 

but he was too good. I wanted no part of what was in that 

room doing its worst to the way I was supposed to 

remember him to his family. Jesus Christ, I still can't believe 

he had me considering going. 

That's me, by the way, in the letter from Min, if that 

wasn't obvious. Peter Cahill. “Mr. Peter,” he called me. I don't 

think he understood why that made me chuckle. A little 

about me... I'm a bit soft spoken, but I can project in a 

classroom. Public speaking is one of my strengths, but I 

always lose sleep the night before. Let's see... I love samurai 

movies. Sushi. I hate coffee. I've never done drugs. Drugs 



5 

 

scare me. So do bees. When someone sits in the handicapped 

spot on an otherwise perfectly empty train, I want to say 

something, but I usually don't. I did once. Turns out, she had 

MS. Imagine the egg on my face. What else? I talk too much, 

though I'm terribly shy. Sometimes, I can be a bit of a one-

upper. Those last two things are because I'm from a big 

family. I'm slightly overweight, but not hugely, and I'm tall 

enough that I can usually hide it well. My hair is kept short 

so I don't have to worry about it in the morning, and my 

beard is kept year round so I don't have to shave. I don't wear 

dress shirts and I hate ties. I'm always neat and presentable, 

but am built for, in a word, comfort. All told, this makes me 

an unlikely sort of advisor, I guess. At least for that place. 

I would say that my office was pretty cool. I guess it 

would have to be, given the amount of time I spent there. It 

was all part of the plan. Some of the other advisors were 

so...professional. Students don't want that. They want to talk 

to the guy with Star Wars toys on his desk; the guy with the 

tattoos and an earring; the one who knows what they're 

listening to; who always spends the extra few minutes asking 

what they’re up to for lunch. Min always asked, I mean every 

time he came in, if I knew that the painting on my wall was 

Japanese. The Great Wave off Kanagawa, by Hokusai. I did 

know. Every time I heard the story about his summer trips to 

the sea with his family, it was for the first time. He really 

liked the sea, and he always told me that he wished he could 

swim. Min never left my office without bowing. I really had 

always wanted to go. 
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So I'm a college advisor. Like...academic counseling. 

Sometimes it really is like therapy. But not really real 

therapy, you know. Sometimes it's pretty prescriptive: 

picking classes, signing forms, fielding calls, making referrals. 

Other times students tell you that they can't stand their 

roommate's boyfriend, or they come out to you because of 

the Safe Zone sticker on your door. Advisors are the first 

people blamed and the last people thanked on campus. To 

be one, you need a good thick hide and the patience of a 

saint. Every now and then, a kid - we don't call them kids, 

we call them students, but this was the kind of day for 

exceptions - comes along and reminds you why you love 

your job. 

This wasn't ever the plan. I was an Engineering major 

at a college that was less prestigious than my high school 

History teacher thought. Turns out, their program was just 

fine, and I did just fine, Engineering just wasn't for me in the 

end. 

It's “ok” to change your major. Any high school 

senior that knows what they want for the rest of their life 

and then sticks with it is either playing things too safe or is 

following in someone else's footsteps. The last thing that Min 

wanted was to be an International Business major. Guess 

who was paying the bills. Guess who drilled into him that he 

would never write manga, like he wanted, or become a sushi 

chef, open a kendo school, or design video games. 

The one part of my job that I hate, other than 

playing politics, is answering the phone. One ring means it’s 

an internal call. Those I don't mind. Two rings means it’s an 
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off campus call. You never know how angry the parent on 

the other end is going to be. It's weird, but we are - by “we” I 

mean advisors - usually better with angry parents in person. 

The confrontation makes me nervous. So does saying no, or 

disappointing someone that put their student in my hands. 

Every call that came in that day, I let go to voicemail. I hated 

that little red light. What would I say to them? Would it be a 

mother distraught? A powerful, business-man of a father 

who would want answers? To make someone pay? I only 

knew what he told me of his father. He sounded like a very 

stern man. They never called that day. 

The phone rang off the hook for the rest of that 

afternoon, which was a blur. People were in and out, too, but 

mostly they called. They only had a few minutes because 

they were running to a meeting. Most of them knew that I 

was close with him, so they felt like they were calling with 

condolences. As his main case worker, I fielded all of the 

questions about his academic records and his 

accommodations. I was also called by the Dean of Students, 

who had called General Counsel, the risk managers, and the 

Counseling Center first. He wanted my notes and to know if 

there were any signs that I should have reported. I told you 

the advisor gets blamed. He filled me in on some other 

details. Sort of. I could read between the lines. 

The hardest part was seeing his friends. By that, I 

mean the hardest part was holding it together so the ones 

that knew him well could unload. Sure, grief counseling 

brings out some rubberneckers, but most of these kids were 

sincere. What do you say to a person who's just lost someone 
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truly important in their life? When was someone going to say 

it to me? 

When I said we don't have funerals for these kids, I 

didn't mean international students. I also didn't mean 

students who use a wheelchair, or students secure in their 

sexual identity. I meant students who have completed 

suicide. I hate that saying. It sounds so...clinical. The reason 

that we don't do that is to avoid public voicing of things you 

hear when sick grandparents die. “At least he's not suffering 

anymore...” That is music to the ears of someone who is 

having ideation. A student thinking of attempting is most 

vulnerable in the few days following a peer's completion. I 

hate that I know that. We had to manage Min's services with 

care. But I felt like I owed him something big. He deserved 

more. I was going to Japan after all, to fulfill his final wishes, 

and to see to a memorial that someone with a heart that big 

rightfully deserved.
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t was raining when I left my office. I got fast food on the 

way home. For once, I didn't mind getting wet walking to 

the car. It was always nuggets and fries when it was a bad 

day, and a large coke. I can't have coke after, say, noon. The 

caffeine keeps me up. Some days more than others, that just 

doesn't matter. 

I've never been a big drinker, and the ride home 

covered too many miles on the interstate to start any earlier, 

but it was whiskey when I walked in. I poured it, anyways. 

The motivation to lift it up and over my lips wasn't quite 

there. There I stood, all un-tucked and frazzled, waiting for 

someone to ask. 

We had a fight about something earlier. Something 

small. Small and stupid. She hadn't returned my texts since. 

This wasn't something I wanted to share by text anyways. I 

was ready to turn this into another fight. 

“What's your problem?” she said.  

I don't blame her, and I didn't then. I would have 

asked her the same question, the same way. We are terribly 

I 
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in love. Sometimes couples fight. That was her first pawn in 

a match for which I was readying, with practiced openings, 

through fifty miles of traffic and rain. 

What I wanted to do was break down. I'm not a 

crying man, but this one hit me hard. There's this thing inside 

me, though, that won't show it, even to her.  

“Why do you have to be nasty? I had an awful 

fucking day, thanks for asking. This isn't what I should have 

to come home to.” And we were right back at it. I wasn't 

proud of myself for that. 

I didn't tell her. Actually, I stormed out. I told her I 

was “going to the store,” and to “eat without me.” That's how 

she knew I was really pissed. Dinner was always sort of 

sacred. Growing up, my father didn't let us leave the table 

until everyone had eaten. We couldn't even touch our forks 

until Mom sat. Everything happened at and around the table. 

That always sort of stuck, and I've always made a big deal of 

it. Judging by the sand between my teeth after I slammed the 

door, though, I must have really been mad. It wasn't her I 

was mad at. 

I walked, in the rain, around the corner and down 

the hill. There wasn't anything we needed, but I just felt like 

I had to buy something. I couldn't for the life of me tell you 

what I bought, but I remember just sort of staring at the 

hardware section of the local sundries and having the old-

timer behind the counter ask if I needed any help.  

“More than you know, buddy,” I remember saying, 

under my breath, of course.  
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“How's that?”  

“No, I'm fine, thank you. Just this,” I said. 

What felt like an hour had only really been about 

twenty minutes. That was too soon, so I slipped into the 

Laundromat to watch the machines spin. 

When you get to that point where you've brooded 

long enough, you start to feel bad for yourself, and hungry. 

That was a good time to grovel back I guess, but the last 

thing I wanted was any more confrontation. 

Whoever says marriage is fifty/fifty is full of shit. On 

a good day, it's sixty/forty, and we traded off. I needed her to 

be at about seventy that night. A good marriage is when you 

don't have to ask. The table was set and dinner was waiting, 

with her. She could read me like a book. 

“Why don't you change.” It wasn't really a question. 

“Do you mind if I make you a dish?” she asked. It smelled 

awesome, and she could tell on my face, I think, that I was 

sorry. By then it was well after eight o’clock. 

The first half of dinner was quiet, aside from forks 

and ceramic clanking, and drinks being drunk and refilled.  

“Do you wanna talk about it?” she asked. It wasn't 

pushy or spiteful, or I'm ending this fight on the high road. 

She asked in the way that only this woman could have asked: 

straight through the bullshit and to the heart of a man she 

loved. I blinked slowly and gathered a breath. 

“Do you remember me telling you about that kid 

from Japan?” I asked, leading, and sullen.  



12 

 

“Oh no!” She said. “The one in the wheelchair? What 

happened?!” Those exact words that I offered were alone not 

enough. But when two people have a history, things are 

repeated. Every other time I lost a student, I prefaced it that 

same way. And I spoke of him often. She knew I was hurting. 

“Was it another accident?” 

To date, Min was the fifth of my students to have 

passed on. No educator should have to tell that tale. The first 

was on the baseball field during his homecoming game. It 

was “Fall Ball” still, but they had the team scrimmaging 

alumni. There were even some parents on the field. A line 

drive hit the kid in chest. They said he was gone before he 

hit the dirt. They say those things so that parents and 

teammates don't think they suffer. Actually, in that case, I 

believe they were probably right. What a nightmare. 

Another was a student that I was so proud of. He 

was almost dismissed academically after his first semester. I 

helped him figure out an appeal, and we put together a plan 

for starting the next semester on the right foot. It was the 

same tutoring and study schedule we'd put together for 

anyone. This kid took it to heart, though. About a month 

into the spring term, he came to tell me that he really took it 

to heart and that he was sober for the first time since the 

seventh grade. Seventh grade! Can you believe that? A week 

and a half later he was home for the weekend to see some 

buddies that didn't end up going off to college. His buddy 

was driving. They hit a telephone pole. My student was 

ejected and his buddy, the driver, blew a one nine. The kid 
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driving walked away without a scratch. The autopsy said that 

my student was clean. He lost his license the year before, so 

he didn't want to chance driving. 

A third was from a rough neighborhood. He wanted 

to play football, but he wasn't big enough for the squad. He 

was stabbed at a party off campus. I don't know all of the 

details. 

The last one, other than Min, also took his own life. 

He took some cocktail of pills, left a note, and that was it. 

I guess you could call a few of them “accidents.” 

Every single one of them was terrible. Every single one of 

them made me rethink my career. At the end of the day, 

what kept me going was the feeling that I did alright by these 

kids, and that maybe I could keep it from happening again. 

But none of them hurt as much as Min. 

“No, it wasn't another accident.” 

“How do you know?” she asked. 

“He left me a note.” 

“Did you say he left you a note?” 

I had printed the email. Actually, I only printed his 

words. The other stuff got cut. I didn't want to remember his 

words sandwiched in bureaucracy. It was folded, on a piece 

of printer paper, and it was heavy in my pocket. I folded it 

with care, but it picked up some wrinkles, particularly at the 

corners, probably from the keys in my pocket. I couldn't 

believe I was about to show her. It felt so wrong. Maybe it 

felt like I was showing some kind of confidential case 

evidence. We advisors were bred not to share that kind of 
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information. No, that wasn't it, though. At least a part of it 

was that it was immensely personal, and I wasn't always 

comfortable sharing the deepest stuff. I had actually given 

thought to going. It sounded insane. I was vulnerable, and I 

didn't want her judging me for that. 

When I pulled it from my pocket, it was a rash 

reminder that the day was not just a dream. I unfolded it 

myself to look one last time. It brought my eyes to mist. 

The words didn't fill more than a small section of the 

page. She flipped it over to see for sure that the rest wasn't 

on the back.  

“How did it happen?” she asked, not wanting to 

address what she'd read. Actually, it was a bit of a relief. 

Maybe it was so absurd that there was no way it wasn’t just 

some desperate offer on the table.  

“They didn't tell me.”  

“Any idea why?” She meant why he did it. I just sort 

of pursed my lips and shook my head. If I could see myself 

there, staring, I could only describe the look I gave as vacant. 

She knew. She gave me my space, but not before a familial 

embrace on her way by. We left the dishes on the table that 

night. 

 

❖ 

 

Midnight passed before I could settle myself to bed. 

She wasn’t awake long; she was getting tired. The sheets were 

crisp. I must have woken her trying to find the cool side of 
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the pillow. She didn't wake all the way, but just enough to 

nuzzle up and tell me she was sorry. Her belly was warm. I 

felt my boy kick, and I could tell that she was smiling. 

“Daddy, you can't go to Japan,” she said, making her voice 

small, but still heavy with sleep. “Maybe someday,” in her 

own soft voice. “Maybe someday.” 

I didn't have the heart to tell her.
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hen I left in the morning, she was still asleep. 

The ride in was an anxious one. Normally, I 

would have been calling up my schedule and checking emails 

on my phone in the backup at the clover leaf, but I couldn't 

be bothered. Talk radio was humming in the background, 

but I couldn't get my mind off of Min. I had slept on it, 

barely, but I really wanted to go. A burning desire about 

making that trip was eating me alive. It was against every bit 

of my training, every rule the college had, and not to mention 

everything going on at home. I couldn't leave her to go there, 

could I? 

I went the long way around, by his res hall. There 

were remnants of a candle vigil all over the parking spaces in 

front. The handicapped spot was covered over in chalk. His 

friends filled it with Totoros and chibis, R's, I's, and P's, 

rainbows, a few kanji, and other ways they wanted to 

remember him. Sometimes I was overly aware of the little 

details, like, wasn't it rude that they colored the handicapped 

spot? But when I thought it through, that was the one that 

W 
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usually wasn't occupied, so I guess it worked. They meant 

well. I could tell which ones his close friends drew. They 

were the most colorful. He would say that he wanted to 

show me more of his drawings someday, but “School comes 

first, Mr. Peter.” From what I understand, at least from the 

anime club secretary, he was getting pretty good. Even what I 

saw early on was impressive. I used to hear about how rich 

his family must have been. Not because of how well dressed 

he was, or how many PlayStation games he had, but because 

he had almost every color Copic. 

 

❖ 

 

The Campus Center was quiet. It was still before the 

first class of the morning. Ron was running the vacuum 

downstairs. He had his headphones in, but he always made a 

point to wave. I didn't see Min at the cafe yesterday morning. 

He was usually there, but not always. At the time, I guess I 

didn't think anything of it. That morning, it was painful that 

he wasn't there. The normal lady at the coffee stall was, 

though. She must have just found out. I tried to wave, and 

share a sorry glance, but she ran off into the back room in 

tears. That was the kind of day it was going to be. 

 

❖ 
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The red light was on. It was taunting me. So small, 

but it was screaming like a siren. The whole room seemed to 

glow red before I flipped on the overhead incandescents. 

With a snap of a switch and high little hum, I shed light on a 

lot of reminders, like the Hokusai, the project piles I couldn't 

get moved yesterday, my little samurai sword letter opener - 

a gift from him - and that damned red light. 

The last thing I wanted to hear was one of his 

parents on a voicemail. What would I say to them? Could I 

even call them back right away with the time difference? I'm 

not very good at those conversations. I don't ever want to be 

very good at those conversations. Even though my heart was 

broken, and pounding, I had to check. I could have crawled 

inside of myself. I'm not sure why I would have preferred to 

travel halfway around the world, to a place I've never been, 

that speaks a language I don't know, to have that 

conversation in person, but I was terrified for them to call. 

The first message was a hang up. Deniability. Second, 

Donna from the Dean's Office. Freeman's called a meeting 

and we were to “make every effort to attend.” That meant to 

cancel anything else and be there, though he probably 

wouldn't. The meeting was scheduled to take place in 20 

minutes. There was probably a calendar invite, but I didn't 

even bother turning on my computer. 

“Suzanne, would you please cancel my 8:30 and 9:30 

appointments? If I end up taking longer, I'll email you.” She 

wasn't in yet, so I left it on a sticky in the middle of her 

monitor. If she texted, I would have sent her one, but she 
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turns her computer on before the coffee machine, or that's 

where I would have posted it. We knew because she told us 

almost every morning which ones took longer to get going. 

She's a sweetheart. I wish I could have gotten them to 

replace her computer. 

Seeing everyone move about the quad, coffee in 

hand, bags slung on one shoulder, like nothing happened was 

eerie. I knew that the whole world wasn't going to stop, but I 

wondered if they even knew. And if they did, would he be 

more to them than the “Asian kid in the wheelchair.” 

The meeting that morning was about branding a 

campus response. It should have happened yesterday. Around 

the table were all of the key players. Except for Freeman. 

Someone from his office executed the agenda and he would 

be given minutes. In all honesty, he didn't need to be there, 

but it would have been a welcome gesture. More than 

anyone else in that room, I felt that it was my student they 

were talking about. Sometimes it's hard not to take things 

personally. For instance, the Bursar was clear that no refund 

monies would be paid. That was damn near the first order of 

business. The Dean of Student's Office had already handled 

outreach to the family and was going to work with 

whomever was in possession of the body to coordinate 

shipping him back. That's another saying that didn't sit right. 

It sounded so mechanical. Who gets into that line of work? 

Residence Life was in the room. They were supposed 

to key the shipping company in so his belongings could be 

packed and sent home. If it was just a drive away, I would 
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have almost felt compelled to offer and take it all myself. 

Imagine what any one of them would have said if they knew 

what I was thinking. 

Counseling was there for a brief training on how we 

should be grief counseling. Good thing, because I met with 

his dozen or so closest classmates and friends already. I 

wonder who talked to the roommate who found him... 

Min was Buddhist. His parents, from what I learned 

in that meeting, are Christian. Interesting. The Director of 

Interfaith knew him well. She speculated on a Christian 

burial back home, for what it was worth to that group, and 

knew that wouldn't have been what he wanted. She would 

hold a small prayer meeting. That was all. Her center had 

special permission to burn candles and incense in a campus 

building, during certain hours. Those and some flowers 

would accompany a small picture during one of the coming 

activities periods. It didn't feel like enough. 

Those people were passing around marching orders, 

tidying up a list of loose ends so that the campus could move 

forward. It certainly needed to be done. I wanted to scream. 

We aren't supposed to get attached. Maybe it was the son of 

my own on the horizon, or maybe he was from a place that 

intrigued me, or that he was the last person I'd ever expect... 

Whatever it was, he had me. If I said two words in there, 

they were “thank you,” on the way out. When I left that 

room, though, I was resolved, and if I gained anything, it was 

a timeline. I could only speculate on services. Unfortunately, 



21 

 

those dates were between the coming registration and final 

exams. 

In the world of advising, as far as time off goes, those 

are what we call “blackout days.” You hold group advising 

sessions with the flu, review program audits through 

migraines and bloody noses, proctor exams on your 

anniversary. You probably won't believe me, but I knew an 

advisor, once, who was asked to move their wedding date. 

To think time off for travel would be approved, one would 

be sorely mistaken. And a “college delegate” wasn't on the 

Dean's list. That meeting washed our hands of him, but I 

wasn't ready to let him go alone. 

 

❖ 

 

Thankfully I had Suzanne cancel that second 

meeting, and through a happy accident, my student 

appointment before lunch called to reschedule. For the rest 

of my morning, I looked back and forth between airfare and 

savings, rental cars and credit cards, hotels and due dates. It 

was going to take either a miracle, a lie, or someone at home 

that was as crazy as I was feeling, as understanding as the 

woman I married, and as forgiving as I ever needed her to be. 

 

❖ 
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It was Wednesday. There was an aisle seat on the 

Saturday flight to San Francisco International Airport with 

my name on it.
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ast food, again, and I put my hands on as big an 

iced tea as I could order. I should have been 

more excited, but I was nervous. Snacks helped. She was 

going to kill me, and rightfully so. What the hell was I 

thinking? By then, I was surprised she hadn't called already. 

She checks the statement, surely she would have noticed that 

much missing. I should have talked to her about this first. I 

probably should have talked to my boss about it first, too. 

What the hell was I thinking?! 

There was a Yoshida Brothers disc in the center 

console; one of their traditional albums; Hishou. I love the 

fusion stuff, too, but I felt that just their two shamisen were 

more fitting for where my mind was wondering. If for 

nothing else, it was calming. I was invested, now, with real 

money. That was the cresting over the first big arch on the 

old wooden coaster. The rest of the turns and twists ahead 

were going to happen, whatever they may have been. To 

their performance of Japanese standards, I tried to account 

for them all. 

F 
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Most importantly, I was going to have to have the 

conversation at home. That was the first big plunge. I don't 

like that weightless feeling. This thing was either going to 

crash at the bottom, or be sent soaring. The uncertainty of 

which was almost too much to handle after the last clack. 

Somewhere along the way, things may get looped over and 

turned upside down at work, there would undoubtedly be 

the fun, adventurous bit in the middle, leading up to the gut 

wrenching flat spin to finish things off in the end. One other 

thing I didn't share about myself: I hate roller coasters. 

It was becoming very real. I started to blot in some 

of the other small details, things by no manner would be easy 

to make happen. For one, I didn't even have a passport. If I 

learned anything from the second Karate Kid movie - that 

one was my favorite one, by the way - it was when Mr. 

Miyagi was able to get a passport with a next day plane 

ticket. That meant more money, but the thing I was sweating 

was the time off to go to wherever it is you got a rush 

passport. I'd need to get a picture taken, too, unless they did 

that all there. 

Our street was on a sleepy corner of a shady old 

neighborhood. Most of the houses were two or three family 

homes, and most were filled with relatives. I would bet that 

the neighbors three doors down heard the gravel crunch 

under my tires when I pulled in that evening. She knew I was 

home. That was a conversation I wasn't looking forward to 

having. I didn't run right in. It would have been a beautiful 

night to sit outside, but I just stayed in the car. For how 
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many minutes, I don't remember, but dinner was probably 

getting cold. 

She was a good cook, but mostly a quick one. A lot 

of meals were a'la minute, and they were usually fantastic, 

but the air was roasted with fatty bits and crispy skin, slow 

roasted potatoes, and about the finest of things to walk in 

and smell: gravy. She was apologizing for the fight and the 

table was set with wine glasses and candles and I felt like a 

shit. Isn't it always the case, when you walk in on your 

defenses, thinking you've done wrong, knowing you've spent 

nursery money to chase a dream, that you're met with an 

unearned sweetness? 

“Hey,” she said. “I'm glad you're home. It's almost 

ready.” She was leaned in and basting, or pricking the skin 

over a fleshy part to take a final temp. My head started 

hurting. “Do you want to pour wine? How was your day?” 

Her doctor said that she could have a little wine every now 

and then. Everything in moderation, she’d say. Every time I 

poured a bit for her, no more than a splash, I remembered 

that. Moderation. What a way to live...  

“Sure, but just a taste for you two,” I said, accepting a 

kiss I didn't feel I had coming to me. “And my day was... 

Interesting. We need to talk.” 

We need to talk. Are there four words more clichéd? 

But I said them. And I meant them. She didn't react. At least 

not in a way that suggested she knew what I just sank into 

my flight of fancy. I couldn't have honestly answered if I was 
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going for me or for Min. Not then anyways, though I'm 

certain about that answer now.  

We were having a lot of “we need to talk’s,” what 

with the baby coming. For one, day care, at least the place 

near my office, cost more than rent. We didn't have an extra 

“more than rent” lying about. If we did, it was only one or 

two, certainly not monthly. She asked me every week what I 

thought was going to be best for her schedule. We had family 

near, and they could help, but I was avoiding having any sort 

of real and grown up conversations about real and grown up 

changes we were going to be making in a few weeks' time. 

For all she knew, I was ready to start those conversations. I 

suppose I should've been. Maybe this seems like some grand 

metaphor for running from all of that, but I really did buy 

the tickets... 

I stepped into the ring like I'd seen my father do, 

with a “head-of-the-household” charge. Not overly bullish, 

and not underly, like testing new ice with a toe to see if the 

pond was walkable, but with enough muscle to say here I 

am, these are my britches, and they're quite big. This is what 

I said: “I needed to spend some money.” Like it was my 

decision to make; the man's decision. My voice rang of and 

we're not talking lunch for the office, or even a set of snow 

tires. I put enough punch in there with hopes of not having 

to justify against such examples. I wore it as comfortably as a 

wet undershirt.  

“How much?” she asked, maneuvering pots to the 

sink so she could heave the roaster up to the counter. I 
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should have offered to do the lifting, if for nothing more than 

leverage against the bomb I was dropping. My head wasn't on 

right, I guess. 

She took it better, or maybe it was worse, in 

hindsight, than I expected. There wasn't any throwing, and 

that was a good thing. That was the first thing I was worried 

about. There wasn't shouting, either; there was internalizing. 

Then there was a very well measured “on what?” 

I like to think through these conversations before 

they happen. One or two of at least eleven different 

arguments I had in my head on the highway were built on a 

defense to those two words. In none of them did I backpedal 

like I did for real. She knew me so well, and I could see she 

was reading me again. That's where I get myself into trouble. 

“Min,” I said, sheepishly, almost shaping his name 

into a question. Who was I to stand behind him like that? I 

swallowed hard and I went in for a bigger bite. She was 

waiting. “I told you about what happened. And I told you 

about his letter,” I said, conducting, as best I could. But here 

comes the lie. “I did a lot of soul searching about this, and I 

talked to the Dean, well, my Dean, you know the one, she's 

the one we met in the elevator the last time you came down 

for lunch... Anyways, she thinks that the college should send 

a representative. We would do the same for a domestic 

student. Do you remember I went for Ryan?” He was the one 

from the car accident. 

“Wait, you're not planning on going, are you?” I think 

that was just rhetoric. After all, I led with how much I 
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already spent. Well, I didn't say exactly how much, more 

implied how much.  

“I have to,” I said. I really didn't want to shoulder any 

blame, and pointing to the bosses was a low hanging fruit.  

“Can you carve this, please?” She always asked me to 

carve the bird.  

Actually, I take pride in splitting down the breast, 

keeping the crispy skin on each slice, which is as much a 

product of good honing as it is good cutting, and sectioning 

down the wings and legs. This bird was particularly juicy, and 

the lemons and thyme under the breastbones smelled enough 

to make my mouth water. We didn't say much else that 

wasn't chicken related until we sat. 

Parsnips were just out at the farmer's market down 

the street, and they were roasted just perfect, all sticky and 

browning. She cooked the potatoes nearly as well as her 

mother did. That's not a slight; I think my mother-in-law is 

part wizard. The gravy kicked things off. She didn't make 

that nearly as well as my mother, but hell, with gravy on the 

table you can't lose. She asked if there was anyone else that 

could go, and not if I could pass the gravy. I said that there 

wasn't, and I did anyways. 

“Don't they know that we're having a baby? I mean... 

Japan?! You can't tell me that this is something they just do. 

They just send advisors overseas? You always say that there 

aren't enough advisors.” I nodded and took it all in.  

“Apparently when the family is a major gift giver 

they do. The family is on board with receiving a rep from the 
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college. Supposedly they were going to ask,” I said. Those 

were lies two and three. The first bit actually was true. They 

don't give up on donor families just because their kid died.  

“And they're paying for this?” she asked. Here comes 

four.  

“Yes. Every penny.” 

What was I doing? For all I knew, I was going to lose 

my job for going, and again, rightfully so. I had no business 

speaking on behalf of the college over there. Stewardship was 

not my job or forte. They certainly weren't paying for 

anything. 

“So why did you have to spend that kind of money? 

Couldn't they book it themselves?”  

I gave her some bullshit answer about how non-

profits operate and reimbursements and so on that really 

didn't make much sense, but she believed that they would 

invest in sending someone if there was more money on the 

line. 

“When is this even supposed to happen?” I cleared 

my throat and then swallowed down some wine. “Saturday.” 

She gave pause, as expected. The only thing I could 

hear was flatware and cutlery squealing across china.  

“How long?”  

“Well I think it's about six hours to California.”  

“No, I mean how long will you be gone?” I guess I 

knew what she meant, but I tended to get practical, maybe 

even a little pedantic, when my head wasn't on right.  
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“It should be a short trip,” I said. “I'm only there for a 

few days. I'll be gone a week.” I tried to make myself sound 

worldly and well-travelled, but don't forget, I didn't have a 

passport. She gave an either accepting or slightly defeated 

sort of nod. I did what I could to bring the food back into the 

limelight. It really was quite good. 

Sometimes couples discuss such things, and 

sometimes it's left at that. She didn't owe me the satisfaction 

of her blessing. I knew I wasn't going to get one. I knew she 

was going to be upset; I leveraged it. It was about as upset as 

I wanted her to be; as upset as I needed her. There was no 

way around it, so I shared the blame on a lie, deflected what 

I could, and tried to just get through a meal. After that, it 

would be smooth sailing. You learn to not only deal with 

what you can get away with, but how to live with the way 

you managed it. It didn't feel great. 

Anyway, the rest of dinner was quiet, and then we 

watched a movie like we normally would, but I spent most 

of the time online trying to find out what else I needed. I had 

to ask if she could borrow her father's garment bag for me. 

Of all people, he was one I didn't want to tell that I was 

going. We borrowed it when we honeymooned, and it was 

just the right size. I suppose I could have bought my own, 

but in some weird way, I convinced myself it was money 

saving. Spending a few thousand to save two hundred isn't a 

sound financial platform, especially not with a baby coming. 
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All I could think of while trying to sleep that night 

was that I didn't speak a word of Japanese. That, and I still 

didn't have a passport.
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ad I known of the Boston Passport Authority's 

24/7 call line to schedule the appointment, I 

may have slept a little more soundly. Getting a passport 

appointment wasn't necessarily all that kept me up, however. 

I was nervous to call out. Not only was it a really tough day 

for me schedule-wise, and I hated missing student 

appointments, but I hated lying. Unfortunately, I've seen 

them fire people for less, and they didn't much like advisors 

taking time off. I should've been more upset about lying to 

my wife. More than anything was that this little lie of mine 

had the power to kick off something grand and destructive. 

But don't they all? 

It was a nice morning, I could tell. The room was 

mostly dark. My leg was warm for the width of about a hand 

or so under the blanket because of the strip of sun peeking 

across. That bit of brighter-than-normal was a reminder that 

I forgot to set my alarms. There was usually no need because 

I never woke later than starting time, even on the weekend, 

so I could still call in before they started answering phones. It 

H 
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was the kind of morning to otherwise be swallowed whole 

by blankets that were never more comforting. 

The phone said three missed calls before I saw the 

time. The buzz announced the voicemail that I didn't want 

to hear or respond to. My heart hit my throat and I jumped 

up when I saw that it was actually closer to ten. 

What is it about calling out that reverts you back to 

your grade school self? I suppose it was part of the drill back 

then. There were rules, and you had to follow them if you 

wanted to stay home sick. It was like getting a day off on a 

technicality. Here were the big four in my house: fever, 

pooping, puking, sore throat. If you hit one or more on that 

list, it was an automatic on-the-couch, “Price is Right” kind of 

day.  

We went to school with the sniffles. The kid from 

up the street would drop off any homework. He never did 

his own, so I was always amazed that mine made it back 

safely. We learn those rules and they stay with us so we 

know when it's ok to stay down, and then we pass them on 

to our kids when they're in school, so they'll know. 

Those are the rules. They stay with us when we're 

older, though we change them a bit, and they’re on more of 

an honor system. I have a tummy ache doesn't cut it 

anymore, but it didn't cut it then, either. Mom needed to see 

you hurl, but as soon as you did...even though we learn in 

college, when you puke, you feel better. She was the boss 

then; imagine if the Dean needed to see me puke? 
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One of the things we learn is how to take those 

grade school conventions and grow them up a bit; put a tie 

on them, if you will. Like, something didn't agree with my 

stomach means you have the shits, or I think it's a bug, or I 

can't keep anything down means the pukes. Sometimes you 

could get away with a migraine, maybe even a sinus 

headache, but not during pre-registration. The Dean got 

those so she sympathized. Sometimes. 

It was the little red light all over again. This time, it 

was a little red circle in the corner of the phone with the 

number one inside. I had one message and it was, sure 

enough, from the Dean's assistant. I didn't need to check to 

know that. She's an up talker, and she learned a bit about 

passive aggression working in that office. 

“Hi Peter, this is Cheryl from Dean Samson's office in 

Student Development.” Why she introduced herself that way 

was beyond me. We were far more familiar than that. “When 

you get in this morning, please call Dean Samson at your 

earliest convenience. She has a question about when you plan 

to reschedule your appointments from this morning. We will 

talk to you soon. Thank you.” 

There were a few students that they watched 

carefully. Some were students of concern, some were 

students of important alumni, and one had his name on the 

side of my building. None of them were on my calendar that 

morning. I was a little over an hour late, half when the first 

call came. It's funny, I was actually offended that she didn't 

ask how I was feeling, or assume some horrific emergency. It 
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hurt that I could have been the kind of sick that meant not 

making it to a phone and their worry was some bottom line. 

That aisle seat was looking more comfortable by the minute. 

I had to call right away, but there was some basic 

prep work to be done. First, you have to twist up some tissue 

to plug your nose. What I was going to claim had nothing to 

do with the sinuses, but they're listening for how sick you 

sound. Next you have to practice your best moany sounds. 

You don't want to work that one out live. It's all in the 

throat. Last, and certainly not least, this is like a phone 

interview; you need to dress the part. In a phone interview, 

they say to wear a suit and tie so you feel ready and 

presentable. Picture, if you will, what would be the most 

appropriate attire, and would afford the easiest access, for 

when you're shitting your brains out. For me, that's boxers 

and an old tank top. True story, I have a colleague who 

swears that he wipes himself raw before he calls, so it “feels 

right.” That is what we call “method.” Ferris Bueller, eat your 

heart out. But the point is, you want to feel low when you 

call the Dean's office, and you hope that Cheryl picks up. 

“Student affairs,” she said. “Cheryl speaking.” No how 

may I help you.  

“Hi Cheryl,” I moaned. “This is Peter.”  

“Oh,” she said. “You sound sick.”  

“I am. I'm sorry, but I'm not going to be able to make 

it in...today.” It came out kind of like I was moving a couch. 

“I... Something didn't agree with me, I was up all night. And I 

can't keep anything down.” 
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Yes. Both ends. I went there. This was as unorthodox 

a move as Schwartz skipping triple dare and going right in for 

the triple dog in “A Christmas Story.” There was a bit of a 

pause while she deciphered my code. It was the only pleasant 

way to tell her they didn't want me around in my shitting, 

puking, moany, stuffed up condition, whatever ailment that 

may have been. For not too long of a pause she was gone, but 

it was just enough for a wave to grab the Dean's attention 

and for her to mouth it's Peter. 

“You sound awful, dear,” she said. “I think there's 

something going around. Were you going to call Suzanne to 

reschedule your appointments?” What nerve, I thought. I'm 

far too sick for that.  

“No,” I said. “I will try, though” nearly blubbering. It 

was one of my finest performances.  

“Well we need to get you better,” she said. Happily 

she couldn't see what I was doing at the remedies she rattled 

off.  

“Thank you... Cheryl.” I practically coughed her name 

out. “I think I need to sleep, but I'll talk to you soon.” She 

was saying something about me calling the Dean when I 

hung up the phone to call Suzanne. 

Suzanne seemed to care a hell of a lot more that I 

sounded so under. I wanted to tell her, I really did, but if I 

really were to go, they would get it out of her, and I'd hate to 

see her in any kind of trouble. They elbow people out with 

the best of them. The admins were busy for sure, but most of 

them were buffered from the politics of the Deans and VPs. I 
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tried hard to keep it that way for her. I would miss her the 

most. 

The next call, with visions of Miyagi-style same day 

passports and jet set advising, was over to the passport 

authority. I explained as best I could what was going on in 

my head, which felt screwed on righter than it had in some 

time, at least after hearing what I had to say. They answered 

every question I had, too. Like, no, they couldn't take a 

passport pic, and yes, I would have one same day. I didn't 

mind that my call was being monitored for training purposes, 

even though I knew I was probably put on some sort of 

watch list for needing a last minute way out of the country. If 

they knew my Dean, though, they wouldn't have blamed me. 

They were wonderful about scheduling my 

appointment, only problem was that it was for half past 

eight. First thing. The next morning. 

 

❖ 

 

I lived far enough away from campus that I could 

shop confidently for my trip, knowing I'd not be caught. I 

tended to be a nervous shopper anyways, and left Target 

with a whole host of things I didn't actually need, like 

luggage tags, bag locks, a travel neck pillow, travel-sized 

toothbrushes, whatever the hell that meant, and so on. The 

plan was to hit the Hudson news in the terminal for a new 

book. They had the one I wanted, the new Gaiman book, of 

course, but I didn't trust myself to save it for the flight. They 
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didn't have the specific power adapter that I needed, though, 

so I bought the whole set. There was no way I would travel 

without a phone charger. My father-in-law loved that stuff, 

so I figured the rest of them could be payment for letting me 

borrow his bag, which I had to go and pick up. 

When I stopped by, he was out on his run, which 

was just as well, because I was nervous to tell him. He knew 

that it was a business trip, and he always liked to know 

where. He usually knew someone who owned a pizza shop, 

or a friend of a cousin, or some other nice Greek man, but I 

doubted as much for Japan. He gets anxious; he may have 

worried too much about who would have driven her if his 

daughter’s water broke. That wouldn't happen, I was sure of 

it. She was still six weeks out. 

 

❖ 

 

She was off again that night, but she'd be working 

the overnight on Friday, so I wanted to return the favor and 

cook her something special. Japanese felt about right, and 

hopefully wouldn't stir the wrong kinds of emotions. There 

was a great little Japanese market in the center of town. 

None of this was planned, of course. I just sort of found 

myself wandering that way. 

That was a place where I shopped often enough to 

know which aisle was for rice and which for candy and 

Pocky and the like. Something about that day showed me a 
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little slice of where I was hoping to head; it was like seeing 

through a looking glass. 

There wasn't a Japan that existed for me as a 

walkable, living, breathing place yet. I longed to cement the 

streets and back alleys in my head. A further off dream was 

to roam north and south of the cities, to see mountains and 

ryokans; places preserved by time and tradition. All I knew 

was filed away in a place I liked to visit, mostly alone. It was 

filled with ramen and sushi, movies of samurai and monsters, 

colorful tattoos and painted Shōgun, saké, tea, plum wine, 

mochi, and the juxtaposed aesthetics of a bold robotic future 

with a silken and lacquered feudal past. But somewhere 

behind the Torii gates and neon signs, there was a people, 

just as juxtaposed, and every bit as beautiful and intriguing. I 

saw them there buying greens and rice, fresh fruits, steam 

buns, and bottles of tea. They were comforts from home, the 

special things that the supermarket couldn't get, and not just 

novelties. This place tied me to them by bringing us all a 

little closer to that place. 

I knew most of what they were selling, but I spent a 

little more time, looking closer, trying to find something 

between the lines. Maybe I thought I was going to learn some 

secret and illuminating cipher that would let me in on the 

other end of my flights. While there was hope, there were 

just bottles and boxes that couldn't be read. I did find a good 

bottle of mirin, a kind of sweetened cooking saké, which is 

half of what makes a good teriyaki base. I knew that good 

mirin mixed with good tamari, a kind of soy sauce, was half 
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of what made a good broth for gyudon, a simmered beef rice 

bowl, which is one of my wife's favorite Japanese dishes. By 

attempting to have an immersive shopping epiphany, I, at the 

very least, had stumbled upon dinner. Dinner is a very good 

thing to stumble upon. 

They had everything else I needed: the shaved beef, 

though they didn't have wagyu, the onions, though they 

didn't have Vidalia, rice, of which they had the best of the 

best, and the fixings for a decent dashi. I'm not sure Vidalia 

onions would be used in a proper gyudon, but they tended to 

be my favorite because of the extra bit of sweetness they 

bring. If I spent ten minutes choosing the soy, it was thirty 

pouring over the dashi mix. I had seen the Iron Chefs make 

their dashi, and I'm not talking about the reboot American 

version, I'm talking the thoroughbreds from the original 

show. They always shaved their bonito from a block kept in 

some secret wooden chest that looked like something a sea 

captain would keep for storing treasure. Their fish shaving 

blades were honed and papered by heralded blade smiths and 

passed down through the generations. I like to think that 

they may have even been used to slice the flakes that fed 

samurai. It was all quite dramatic, of course, and I couldn't 

find any of it. They did have prepackaged fish flakes sold in 

something like tea bags, though. On the back of the package, 

everything was in Japanese, save for the little sticker that lost 

most of the instructions in translation. You could only tell 

the flavor by the little cartoon mushrooms or set of spring 
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onions that danced with the little cartoon fish at the top of 

the label. I chose what, as far as I could gather, was plain. 

I found myself some Pocky, a pack of mango Hi-

Chews and some flavored marshmallows, as well as a bag of 

the little rock candies that Rin - Lin in the Enlish dub - feeds 

to the soot sprites in Spirited Away. I couldn't resist. While I 

waited behind a pair of old women who were chatting with 

the register attendant, probably about my candy selections, I 

wondered how sacrilegious a tea bag full of dashi mix really 

was. They had a few packs of the same when they got to 

emptying their baskets, so at least that made me smile. 

Everywhere I looked, I took a mental picture. The 

way they all bowed slightly and respectfully after they paid, 

the delicate way the girl waved me forward and handled each 

of my items like glass, how carefully, and with two graceful 

hands, neatly folded, she accepted my beat up debit card... 

There was something there, even if only a glimmer, that 

made me feel a want to better myself. I felt bad that I was 

leaving her. The dashi didn't matter. What I would say to the 

Dean didn't matter. Being there for the ones that were 

important to me was all I could care to think of. Though I 

was doing right by Min, it was going to come at a great cost. 

There needed to be a much better conversation about this 

trip, and I was ready to be out all that money if it meant 

doing right at home. Of all the things I bought that day, a 

little bit of sense came free. 
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❖ 

 

My least favorite, and often least successful part of 

cooking Japanese food is cooking perfect rice. I never seem to 

know how much to wash it; the water never runs clear. 

Every recipe seemed to be wrong about how much water to 

use, too, even though I had one of the expensive “fuzzy logic” 

rice cookers. It always ended up too toothsome or gluey, but 

that night, the stars aligned. I took it as a sign that everything 

was going to be alright. 

She offered to help, but I wasn't hearing any of that. 

This was my turn. My broth was spot on, we had un-ruined 

rice, both the beef and onions were tender, and our mouths 

were watering. I took care to plate them up, and set out 

some chilled saké, just a taste, and the good chopsticks, the 

non-splintery, non-disposable ones. The last touch was a fried 

egg, sunny side up, on top of each bowl. Sweetened beef 

broth and runny yolk is a gift from the Gods. 

Over sips of sake, after bitching about work, I threw 

down another version of “we need to talk.” This one was a 

little more approachable. I said “can we talk about this thing 

on Saturday?” If I was going to offer not to go, I needed it to 

come out on my terms. If she suggested it, I probably 

would've put up a wall, which wouldn't have been fair for 

me to do. She had every right to demand I stay. She did 

nothing of the sort. 

“This is more than just some student,” she said. “I 

know that, and I know you know that. I've been thinking 
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about it a lot, and you really need this. Things are going to 

change very soon. This sucks, and I'm sorry that it happened. 

It won't be easy, mostly because I'll miss you, but you should 

go.” I read her as closely as I could. As far as I could tell, this 

wasn't a trap. She was pretty transparent with the pregnancy 

hormones. This wasn't them making her all motherly and 

nurturing. This was her stepping back into sixty percent. 

“So listen,” I said, knowing full well I should've 

acknowledged her huge gesture. “I was... I don't know what I 

was saying... this hasn't been easy... Work doesn't know, 

they're not sending me.” You could see it on her face, the 

way it hit her. It was subtle, but one eyebrow dropped her 

into a bit of a stare. I spoke again before she could. “I'm 

thinking about staying. I mean...this is crazy. We're having a 

baby!” 

“What do you mean work doesn't know? They're not 

sending you? We're paying for this?” I nodded, taking a bite. 

She wasn't done, but she took a minute to keep eating. 

“Aren't you gonna be in trouble?” she asked over a mouthful. 

“That's not like you.”  

“I suppose so...” I said.  

“Do you think you might get fired?”  

“Honestly, I really don't know. I'm supposed to go to 

the passport thing in the morning, but I'm thinking I should 

go talk to them. What am I supposed to do? I mean, I bought 

tickets already.” 

“You probably should say something. You can't just 

run away.” 
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Man. I never thought of it that way. She knew that 

this job was grinding on me. I was so excited about the baby, 

but I was nervous. She was right, things were going to 

change. He was right, too, I wanted to go with everything I 

had. The budding father inside was sending me mixed 

messages. Part of him was telling me to stay and hang on to 

the paycheck. The other was devastated for the family that 

had to bury their son; especially a son as good as Min. I don't 

know how, but somehow she knew. She asked, in words that 

rocked me to my core, how I would feel if someone who 

knew our boy like I knew Min didn’t come. I didn't answer 

with words, but that was where I would find courage to do 

what had to be done.
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efore I knew it, I was in and out of the passport 

agency. Pictures were turned in, applications 

were filled out and filed, payment was processed, I passed 

through security both ways, and my documents were going 

to be ready to get me on a plane in the morning. I just had to 

be back by four to pick them up. 

I called out to Dean Samson by email at about half 

past six that morning. No specifics, no dressed up grade 

school prank, no more lies. I said that Suzanne rescheduled 

my morning appointments and that I would be in late. I 

didn't say how late because I didn't know. The temptation to 

milk it a little was there, but I made no stops. 

The commute through the city was, dare I say, 

almost enjoyable at that hour. It was a little after nine thirty 

and most of the morning rush had rushed their way to the 

office. It was fun to wonder where the others sharing the 

road with me were headed. Were they working gigs that 

started later? Or going home from one? Did they enjoy their 

jobs? How do so many people get jobs doing what they have 

B 
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a passion for? Did these people have jobs at all? Maybe they 

were headed shopping on a well-deserved Friday off? Maybe 

they were nervous to be going in for a small procedure 

they've had scheduled for months? Whatever it was, it was 

anything I could do to keep my mind occupied and keep my 

gut from getting overly anxious. Then again, what were the 

odds that any of them were traveling across the world to 

bury a student? Or heading in to their office to lay it all on 

the line? This was so unlike me. I was a good little worker 

bee. One who had taken a lot and said nothing for quite a 

long time. This wasn't just about Min. She was right. I 

couldn't just run away. 

It wasn't long before back roads and traffic signals 

pulled me from my storytelling and back to the very real 

direction in which I was headed. In the same spot, almost 

every day, past the last neighborhood and by the golf course, 

my stomach started tumbling. Why anyone went to a job 

that made them that kind of nervous almost every day was 

beyond me, but this was a different band of butterflies. I felt 

my face flush and my stomach hollow. It felt worse to tell 

the truth about taking time off than it did to lie. Maybe that 

was because we were always threatened with replacements. 

“Everyone wants to be an advisor,” she'd say. “I have a 

hundred resumes on my desk...” At lunch we'd repeat those 

lines, mocking her, especially when it was such a heavy day. 

They knew we were a good team, and if she had a hundred, 

they weren’t worth a damn next to any from that group, who 

are all on to bigger and better places now. 
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The class schedule was ingrained. I was the kind of 

advisor who knew that on a Friday morning at about twenty 

after ten, which of those in line at the cafe should have been 

in Writing and which should have been with their tutor. 

Whether that was something to be proud of or not, it was 

what they turned me into. I didn't sign up to police 

attendance at “High School 2.0.” Min was why I signed up. 

He was the student who gave a shit. He needed help and he 

knew it, but he didn't brandish his entitlement or forget to 

check his privilege. Min played his part and he was grateful 

for what parts others played. He left an echo in that building 

that too few of the others heard. 

I slipped past the morning skippers; they were 

hoping I didn't notice. The office was as busy as usual, but 

Suzanne still noticed that I was wearing jeans. The first thing 

I saw, before I flipped the switch, was a small, burning red 

bulb. A feeling like he just died and I was expecting messages 

from his family resurged. That settled down. It was probably 

just the Dean. 

My objective wasn't on my calendar, or waiting for 

me in the reception area, though I could hear at least three 

students asking if they could see me. My objective was on 

my desk and bookcase. This was a soft way out. Kind of like 

the opposite of easing in before a big grand opening. I had my 

backpack, and I started filling it with my picture frames and 

action figures. My diplomas were a little too big to fit in that 

bag. My alma mater really wanted people to know where 

their graduates came from. That would have been too 
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suspicious anyways. I also had a few small things from my 

peer tutors that I cherished. 

There certainly were things about that place that I 

would miss, and I knew then that I was going to miss them. 

Aside from a handful of students, like Min, that made the 

work worthwhile, and some colleagues that would become 

friends for life, there were the peer tutors. We charged 

students for professional tutors. “Fee for service” they called 

it. They could require the conditional admits to take it, but 

they couldn't all afford to. Sometimes Admissions would 

waive half of the fee, and look like the hero, but we all knew 

that was the strategy to begin with. It's like putting your 

house on the market: you ask high with hopes of still coming 

in over what you owe with a counter to the serious buyer's 

bid. Those of us working to scratch the intrinsic itch wanted 

services for all. That's where my proposal for peer tutors 

came from. 

This place had a peer tutoring program before. 

When the fee-based stuff picked up, it took a back burner. 

When I asked for money to revive it, it was denied, but I was 

encouraged to try anyways, and if it proved viable, they 

would provide some funding. So I did. And they didn't. I 

wound up being able to get it on the books for credit for the 

tutors, which appealed to some. Mostly, I attracted a really 

solid, albeit small, group of international students. Together 

we accomplished a fairly respectable offering. 

From some of their cultures, gift giving was 

encouraged. Small tokens, as a gesture of respect, were given 
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to favorite professors, and on occasion, a favorite admin. The 

first of such gifts that I received was a pair of small masks 

from a student from Korea. She explained that they were for 

the Hahoe Mask Dance. I always meant to research that. 

Regardless, they were truly memorable, and they were 

coming with me. 

Suzanne popped in to check how I was doing, and 

she caught me packing some things. She had a way of asking 

me things without actually asking. “Oh,” I said. “I'm just 

redecorating a bit. Did I miss anything important?”  

“No, but you don't look so good,” she said. What a 

thing to say to someone faking an illness. She had updates for 

who got rescheduled to when, but I didn't care. It didn't 

sound like any major gaskets were blown. Next in the bag 

were my desk clock and business card holder.  

“Ok,” she said “what is going on?” 

“I'm not sure yet,” I said, though I was plenty sure. 

“There may be some changes, but nothing to worry too much 

about. I have to go meet with the Dean this...” she cut me off.  

“She's been calling. She asked me if you seemed sick 

on Wednesday and how you sounded on the phone.” Of 

course she would call to gather intel. Shouldn’t she be busier? 

I thought. The look I gave her when I shook my head was 

telling, I suppose.  

“Not her,” I said. “Freeman.” He'll listen before she 

does, I wanted to say.  
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“Oh,” she said, in a guttural sort of way. He had a bit 

of a reputation, but he had a lot more integrity, and he could 

pull rank on Samson. 

I hired Suzanne. I felt responsible, in a way, for 

keeping her out of the political stuff. Always bitch up, I say. 

The thing I'd feel the worst about would be leaving her to 

their mercy, and who knew how closely they'd groom my 

replacement from their resume surplus. When all was said 

and done, I was sure to have a chat with her on how to 

toughen up, and a little dirt on them goes a long way. 

On a slower day, I wouldn't have been able to get in 

and get out without more of an inquisition. She was just too 

busy to really read between the lines. Mid-term grade checks 

were in, and they had a way of lighting some fires. “I'm 

headed over there, and I'm still not feeling great so I'm going 

to head home after my meeting. Thank you,” I said.” For 

everything.” She was half into answering a call.  

“Have a nice weekend,” she said, cupping the 

receiver. “And feel better!” 

 

❖ 

 

Freeman's admin, Donna, was far more professional 

than Cheryl or Suzanne. She was cut from executive cloth, 

and she didn't make you feel inspected while you were 

waiting. The clacks on her keys were noticeably faster, too. 

We didn't, however, know anything about her kids or book 

club or husband's bowling team. I guess that's the tradeoff. 
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The Dean's schedule was usually tight, and it was usually 

held under lock and key. Odd, though, how one could barge 

in and demand a sit down and find that his afternoon could 

be moved around so easily. Either there was some fluff, or 

she was just that good. The latter was more likely. And I 

didn't so much barge in and demand as I snuck in his door, 

nearly panicked and left, and told her that I'd like to see if he 

had just a moment when she asked how she could help. 

Funny, it didn't seem like she even recognized me. 

Dean Freeman was a prick. He was good at what he 

did, and was someone that, when needed, I was happy to 

have in my corner. It was certainly clear why the college 

wanted him as their talking head at open houses and 

orientations. He was always on point, always at full tilt, and 

his word was final no matter who else was in the room. 

Freeman wasn't just clean cut, he was razor cut. More like 

“could have been a navy pilot” cut. He had two boys, both 

blonde, a chocolate lab, and a knockout, kindergarten teacher 

for a wife. He played softball and coached lacrosse. He also 

taught there as well as online classes at two different 

Research I institutions, and was the head of more than one 

professional organization. He had a watch that was worth 

more than half my year’s salary. This was the kind of guy that 

was on pace to be the youngest college president in the 

history of higher ed. in New England. Yet somehow, he 

seemed outside of the normal politics. He drank no one's 

Kool Aide but his own, and he took no shit from advisors 

who complained about needing more staff, because really, he 
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probably could have done our jobs with his eyes closed. That 

made him a prick. 

I had very few interactions with Freeman, so this 

meeting may have come as a surprise. I was not under his 

direct chain of command, so to speak, other than him being 

one of the division heads. The last time we spoke, he let me 

know about Min. It was cold hard math to him, or so it 

seemed. I had been wondering what it made him feel, and I 

wanted to see if he let it show. Students die. There has to be 

campus protocol for that. He didn't have a job description, 

but all of those sorts of policies were his doing. I needed 

someone who lived and operated between the bureaucracies 

at that place, and if that person existed, he would be out in 

about five minutes. 

Five minutes may have never passed so slowly for 

me in that town. Every second that ticked off the clock 

slugged like iron. All of the moisture in my mouth sucked 

away, out through my palms. I searched high and low inside 

for a reason to get up and go. It wasn't like I was going to ask 

him for permission. He wasn't the one who punched my 

time card. He sure as hell wasn't picking up balls I was about 

to drop. Scary as it was, it felt like the right thing to do. 

Screw this, I thought, and I pushed against the arm 

rests to stand. I’m outta here. And at that, four minutes and 

fifty seven seconds into my sentence, his door clicked and he 

stepped out precisely by five. “Cahill,” he called, like a coach, 

but with a bit more spit and polish than from the field, 

“come in.” He reached out to shake hands. 
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There's a lot you can tell from a man's handshake. 

Now, I didn't grow up in a military home, and I've never 

called my father “Sir,” but that doesn't mean he didn't teach 

me the right way. You shake firm for one solid pump and 

you look a person dead in the eyes. Some people, like me, try 

to match firmness to a person's size, especially if I've never 

been in said contest with them. I ease up a bit when I meet a 

student's librarian of a mother, and I turn it way up for his 

linebacker of a father. You learn, in time, that some men will 

go for the kill no matter who they're shaking against. This 

was Freeman, and don't think I forgot. The success or failure 

of this meeting depended largely on where I met him in that 

moment. He was slick; he had wiped his hand dry already 

before he passed his threshold. I made a point of leaving 

behind as much sweat as I could on the upholstered armrests. 

Luckily he caught me mid lift, or else I'd have given him 

something to slip on. Not a chance. Not this time. 

“Sit,” he said. “Coffee?” He had a Keurig in his office, 

but it didn't agree with my stomach.  

“No, thank you,” I said.  

“Boy, Cahill, you look like hell.” What was it with 

people saying that? I felt just fine, aside from the belly 

splitting nerves and the thumping in my temples. “What can 

I do you for?” he asked. He was in his Friday gear, which still 

meant a suit, but he didn't have on a tie. His shirt was 

starched, though, and it surely had his anagram somewhere, 

maybe on the pocket. Or was it the cuff of his right sleeve? I 

didn't pause for long, but it was enough for him to ask 
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another question. “How are your students handling it?” He 

didn't need to say what. “How are you handling it?” he asked 

again. Freeman wasn't one to sit for long. He was up and 

about, and he headed to lean on a small sofa that sat in front 

of his picture window.  

“I'm handling it,” I said. “And that's why I've come to 

see you. I need your...advice.” He liked that. Always did. “I'm 

just trying to do the right thing here, and, well, you have 

more experience with this stuff.” The look on his brow and 

the tilt of his chin offered me an ear to bend, and I accepted. 

I went on to tell him everything. There were things 

said in there I never would have told Samson. He knew 

about the letter. In fact, you could see him adding notes to 

that file mentally as I spoke. I looked for his surprise when I 

explained as best I could what conversations may have led 

Min to write it, but it wasn't there. He was good. He had me 

answering questions that he'd clearly formed about whether I 

crossed any lines with this kid. Freeman oversaw conduct as 

well as crisis intervention and threat assessment, and he was 

surely hunting down any possible liabilities. Many of his 

questions he didn't even have to ask; I was an open book. He 

almost seemed relieved. I wondered what he was thinking in 

the first place, but I knew he'd seen it all, and that he was 

paid to think that way. 

I spoke passionately about what Min had to offer and 

about what he told me about his father. I didn't go so far as 

to draw connections to what forced his hand, but it was 

helpful to practice all the things I wanted to say. Still he 
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listened, letting me go. I knew I was giving him things he 

wanted to hear, but didn't know whether I was incriminating 

myself somehow. At at least a few details, he smiled. 

There was surprise after all, however, at how matter 

of fact I was about my flight in the morning. I suddenly 

didn't feel so big in those britches, of which I was 

immediately and shamefully aware were made of denim. He 

stopped me right there. “Do your supervisors know about 

this,” he asked, with a phone in his hand and dialed before I 

could answer. 

“Diane,” he said, not asked. Diane as in Samson. He 

got her on the phone. There was only one ring. At best. 

What a nightmare! I almost threw up in my mouth. “I'm 

with Peter Cahill and we need five minutes of your time.” 

This wasn't good. 

“She'll be right in,” he said. There was no fumbling of 

the receiver. He replaced it like a surgeon when he took back 

his throne. He put on his conduct officer's crown again and 

asked if I was actually sick yesterday. This was De Niro in 

Meet the Parents. I promised myself no more lies, and with 

confidence, I shook my head the way it ought to be shaken at 

that question. Mum was the word on whether that would 

stay between the two of us. He also asked how far along my 

wife was, and nearly laughed when I said she was due in 

about six weeks. 

Pleasantries for admins weren't her way. What she 

barked at Freeman's sounded a little like a task, and it didn't 

sound like she stopped for very long to deliver it before the 
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door burst open. I could feel the eyes rolling out there, but I 

held mine steady because that's where Freeman was looking. 

There were rumors about what has and hasn't been 

allowed during her “blackout dates.” It was convenient 

because she could deny a request simply because they were 

against the rules, even if the rules were set by her. Even if the 

rules weren't exactly...legal. I guess I was about to learn 

firsthand. 

Freeman began by explaining that I called the 

meeting, not him. Somehow, she was more intimidating 

sitting by your side and not across a desk. Even more so now 

that she knew I went over her head. “Peter came to me to 

offer assistance and discuss closure to the completed suicide 

case.” I didn't like the way that sounded. “As you know,” he 

continued, “there was letter left by the student requesting 

that Peter attend his funeral and disclose information that is 

of a sensitive nature to the student's family. I'm not sure that 

morally, professionally, or legally we can ignore his request.” 

She shifted in her seat and looked to me as if to say What 

have you done. Freeman didn't give her a chance. “It is in the 

interest of the college to make this a priority.” This, however 

surprising it was to me, was not news to which Samson 

wouldn't respond. 

“No, I'm sorry Michael,” that was Freeman's first 

name, “he's not going anywhere.” Not only did she say it 

around me, but she made it clear whose pawn I was. “We are 

in the middle of pre-reg, and we need the numbers.” Not we 

need HIM or HE knows HIS students best and they're 
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counting on him. It was bottom lines. Always. Give them a 

little time and they'd replace us all. “These are blackout 

dates. That's not negotiable.” 

Freeman adjusted his elbow to the arm of his chair, 

which was well appointed with rich leather and deep set 

buttons. I loved that look. Budgets were tight, but the Deans' 

chairs were lavish. “Diane,” he said, “this is an important 

family. If they find out about the letter and learn that...”  

“They won't,” she snapped, and turned to eye me 

with a threat. This, from a senior leader in student affairs. She 

was making my case for me, though. For once I could read 

Freeman like a book. “They have no need to know of that,” 

she added. 

I wasn't going to get a word in edgewise. At least, I 

hoped I didn't have to say anything. This was working out far 

better than I thought. They went on about stewardship, 

group advising, what was fair for the other advisors, whether 

I could be trusted to deliver the appropriate message, that 

she should leave that to him, and that this wasn't really “time 

off.” They even argued over details of per diems. She didn't 

like that he was ready to offer me the rate that she gets. 

Nearing the five minute mark, which was precisely what he 

asked for, his word was pretty close to final. It was clear she 

wasn't accustomed to swallowing a pill of that size. Only 

Freeman, I thought. 

“See me before you leave,” she said. “It's first thing 

tomorrow,” said Freeman. “And he'll only be gone for...what?” 

he asked, pointing. I said a week. At some point, I must not 
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have noticed, he unbuttoned and folded back his cuffs. There 

was the watch. “A week,” he repeated, letting his shrug 

spread apart his hands. And that was Freeman's final word. 

“You're expected to be on email,” said Samson. 

“Make sure your notes are up to date. And we will call if we 

need you.” She said nothing of safe travels, no words of 

advice to me or condolences to Min's family. She didn't even 

ask if I felt better. That hurt. She was slighted and it was 

going to get ugly. The time off and the trip to Japan on the 

college's dime was one thing, but the other advisors were 

more likely to begrudge me her retaliation. 

Freeman may have helped, but it wasn't the clean 

break I was hoping for. Now I was in both of their debts, and 

I was at Samson's beck and call. I had this grand and romantic 

idea of quitting in a blaze of glory to do right by my boy Min. 

Things didn't go according to that plan, but it was a price I 

was willing to pay to not have to argue for it alone. Besides, 

from the sounds of things, I could keep my job and not have 

to worry about collecting or interviews with a newborn in 

the house. That was money in the bank. 

We shook hands again, and I met him with a rock 

hard grip that said all the thanks I could muster. We saw it in 

each other's eyes. He spoke first. “Do you know why, Pete? 

Because of my sons. And because of your son.”  

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “I can't imagine what his 

family is going through...” 

We just about ended on that note. He walked me to 

his door to open it and see me through. I thanked him again 
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and he smiled. “Did you really plan your child for a semester 

break?” I pursed my lips and was almost too embarrassed to 

answer that. “Ha. It's funny, I did that too. You're a good 

man, Peter Cahill. A good man,” he said, and he wished me 

safe travels and asked Donna to write down his cell number 

if I needed anything. 

“Send me a postcard,” he called, as I left his small 

reception area.  

What a prick, huh?
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