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drowning takes on a uniquely resonant sheen in the novel’s finale, a grim re-
minder of their mortality in the face of nature’s imperturbable force.

Scenes such as those in the finale remind us of Jaimee Wriston’s adeptness 
at writing pathos into her work. How Not to Drown is indeed a moving nov-
el, if only in scattered parts. Too often it is bogged down by its own distrac-
tions and shortcomings, too eager to bite off a touch more than it can chew. 
Still, despite its hiccups, Wriston’s novel has, like the sirens it so often seeks 
to describe, many octaves to its voice. Its siren song will no doubt call out 
to readers who admire the sustaining familial charm of writers like Emma 
Straub and John Updike, or the keenly critical observations of Tayari Jones 
and Elizabeth Strout.

Em Williamson is a PhD student at the University of Illinois at Chicago’s 
Program for Writers. Their short fiction has been published in numerous literary 
journals and magazines.
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Matthew Roberson’s Interim joins a long tradition of campus novels; 
Roberson’s is particularly delightful— a hilarious satire of university 
administration that will, depending on a reader’s experience of academia, 
read as either absurd or right on the nose. As a professor, I found Interim 
particularly fun— the novel felt at times as if it was written specifically for 
humanities faculty. That’s not to say the novel won’t register with non- 
academic readers— it will— but there’s a specific kind of joy and kinship one 
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feels reading such a dead- on send- up of an institution that often seems too 
ridiculous to exist.

Interim’s told from the point of view of Rob Roy, an English professor at 
a beleaguered STATE university, who agrees to spend a year as Interim As-
sociate Dean of Arts and Humanities at the request of a friend. Roy doesn’t 
want the job, but he needs the money and agrees to do his friend a favor, a de-
cision he immediately regrets. Plunged unprepared into the murk of higher 
ed administration, Roy stuffs himself at catered events, navigates the difficult 
personalities of his co- administrators, and tries to unravel the (probably ne-
farious) plot of Dr. Steve Klütz— the closest thing to a villain in a novel full of 
characters who, like real college administrators, seem to oscillate in the spec-
trum between incompetence and actual evil (or at least bad motivations).

The novel’s world feels realistic— Rob Roy’s STATE university probably re-
flects an off- kilter, amplified version of Roberson’s own academic experience, 
but soaked with Roberson’s humor and pushed to the edge of absurdity. The 
novel is sometimes Kafkaesque; for example, we find Roy wandering from 
one lead to another in a seemingly endless search for rival Klütz’s office. The 
machinations of the College Curriculum Committee, as they scrutinize the 
minutiae of FRACCs (Finalized Reports and Academic Curricular Charges), 
seem exceptionally bureaucratically extreme, but also painfully accurate for 
one who has been in such meetings. Roberson’s humor is also sometimes 
Pynchonesque— in the bureaucratic tangle of seemingly endless commit-
tees with acronyms like FRACC and OAOACC and in characters with names 
like Trout and Klütz that remind readers we’re in Roberson’s distorted ver-
sion of reality. The novel reveals a world rarely seen by faculty or students— 
both mostly absent from the novel— in spaces rarely seen by Roy, even, as he 
shows up for endless meetings with administrators he doesn’t know in build-
ings he’s never been to.

Unlike typical campus novels, Interim is interested in exposing university 
administration by depicting it in all its bloat and minutiae. This is anatomi-
cally correct satire, gory and real, not just caricature. The novel is dead- on in 
its portrait of the underfunded American public university suffering under 
late- stage capitalism, and while the laughs- to- pages ratio is unusually high, 
what’s underneath is serious— educational institutions are threatened from 
every direction, especially the inside. Interim doesn’t directly talk about the 
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death of the university, but that’s what we see: a once- great institution suffer-
ing from the increasing heaviness of bureaucracy.

Interim’s Rob Roy serves to show us the sometimes irrational, sometimes 
ludicrous world of public university administration from a professor’s point 
of view. Classically at odds with one another, faculty and administration here, 
too, exist in conflict despite seemingly similar goals. While Roberson’s satire 
does bite, it’s also generous to those who are often so easy to ridicule. By fo-
cusing on Roy’s stint in administration— suddenly himself a much- maligned 
associate dean, or “deanlet”— we see him earnestly trying to navigate what 
others have been doing for years. Through the irrationality of the institution 
portrayed in the novel, Roy’s role as administrator allows us to see not just 
the absurdity but also a collection of real- seeming people who, like Roy, are 
just trying to figure things out; even the incompetent are people. What we’re 
left with is hopeful— it turns out that maybe a good person can make a dif-
ference despite it all. Roy’s interim status— neither one thing nor the other, 
an uncommitted and temporary body with no obvious charge but to make 
it through the academic year— allows him to observe and report in a special 
kind of haze of unknowing. He goes to the meetings and eats the snacks; he’s 
not one of them, though he’s also no longer faculty, at least for now. In a par-
ticularly profound moment in which a professor complains to Roy about a 
perpetually leaking office ceiling, Roy realizes that he doesn’t need to solve 
every problem— he only needs to acknowledge them, to make the professor 
feel heard. Maybe he’s cut out for administration after all.

While the novel is centrally and specifically about Roy’s year in admin-
istration, his family exists in the margins, both figuratively and literally; the 
typography of the book presents, when they are narratively present, vignettes 
about Roy’s family— his wife, two children, and their dog— in a narrow col-
umn of smaller type that is clearly subordinate to the wider, “main” col-
umn detailing Roy’s campus life of meetings and meanderings. Those family 
narratives— his wife, a professional patient in the medical school; his son, a 
video game addict; his daughter, a victim of junior high harassment; his dog, 
a corgi— exist on the sidelines, but they are there for a reason. None of the 
problems presented in the side columns are particularly monumental to the 
novel, but they are important, especially his children’s stories, and remind the 
reader of the way different aspects of our lives weigh on us. His family lives in 
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the margins of the novel and on the margins of Roy’s job— a job that tends to 
swallow Roy’s time and dehumanize him. The really important things, even 
the small family dramas, are pushed to the side, but it’s important for the 
reader to see them. As much as Roy’s new job has changed him, his family’s 
there, on the page, on his mind, always at the same time.

The side columns are an effective formal move in a largely straightforward 
and linear novel, helping to illuminate the wobbly artifice of Interim, which 
is at once absurd and also completely real. Universities are already bubbles, 
simulacra of the larger world around them, and here, Roberson further 
stretches and pulls at the margins, creating his own weird microcosm. The 
narrow columns remind readers of the artifice of the novel’s realism pushed 
to the brink by reminding us that we’re reading something— not nonfiction, 
not real life, but something like it. STATE university seems like a real place 
and also seems too ridiculous to exist. In the novel, both things can be true. 
As can be true in life, sometimes it’s better to accept absurdity rather than try 
to untangle. When the members of the College Curriculum Committee reject 
a FRACC because it’s one word over the limit, it’s easy to roll one’s eyes at 
this small example of an institution needlessly suffering under the weight of 
its own self- imposed rules— rules that could easily be changed, but without 
these rules, what would the associate deans do?

Ultimately, Interim’s humor reveals a sad truth about the dysfunction-
al state of American public education. The real absurdity is that it probably 
doesn’t need to be this way; here Roberson offers a critique that is both harsh 
and cathartic.

Matthew Kirkpatrick is the author of  The Ambrose J. and Vivian T. 
Seagrave Museum of 20th Century American Art (2019), The Exiles (2013), 
and Light without Heat (2012). His writing has appeared recently in The Rup-
ture and X- R- A- Y. He teaches at Eastern Michigan University.


