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Two weeks passed. Aisquith had not heard from Barton. Maybe he 

was letting the dust settle after the little tiff at his office. Or maybe he was 

meeting with Wiggs and going over the drawings, chopping things out of 

the design left and right. Because the drawings were under review by the 

local building inspector and the fire marshal, he could only wait. 

Construction couldn’t begin without a permit. He didn’t mind the delay; 

he needed time to figure out how to deal with Wiggs. He considered trying 

reason, threats, even kicking back part of his fee for Wiggs's cooperation. 

Of all the options, buying him off seemed the best bet. It would be like a 

child giving a bully his lunch money so he’d be left alone. 

 On a rainy afternoon, Aisquith was preoccupied with preparing a 

set of drawings of the museum for publication in Architectural Review 

when he heard Grace’s unmistakable knock on the door. It sounded like a 

prisoner beating on a dungeon door. Without waiting for him to say come 

in, she opened the door a few inches and shouted through the opening. 

 “Building inspector’s on the line. Should I tell him you’re in or 

give him a secretarial white lie?” 

 “Let’s do something different. Let’s go with the truth this once.”  

 “Line two.” 

 Aisquith was expecting a call from the building inspector. There 

was always some question even on a small building, let alone a museum. 

 “Hello, this is Allan Aisquith.” 

 “Well, how are you getting along today, Allan?” a folksy voice 

asked. 

 This jolted Aisquith. He was totally unprepared for such unabashed 

courtesy. He expected the usual bureaucratic monotone. 

 “I’m doing just great,” he replied in an effort to reciprocate the 

homespun tone. 

 “Allan, this is Nat Quill down in Calvert City. How about coming 

down here tomorrow to discuss your permit for your museum up on the 

Cliffs?” 

 “Is there anything wrong?” Aisquith braced for bad news. 

 “Oh hell no, nothing we can’t iron out tomorrow, say about two-

thirty?” 

 Aisquith realized Quill sounded like Andy Griffith. Growing up, 

he never missed the "Andy Griffith Show" on Channel 2. His own father 

had taken off when he was six so as a child he had searched constantly for 

a surrogate father. Television in the early sixties provided a wide 

selection. Hugh Beaumont. Robert Young. Carl Betz. But mostly he 

fantasized about having a dad like Andy Griffith, whose warm 

understanding voice put him at ease. He envied Opie even though he 

didn’t have a mother on the show. Aisquith was loathe to admit that he 

would have liked to have had Aunt Bea as his own mother instead of the 

one he was given. 



 He looked down at his appointment book and saw a 2:00 penciled 

in. But it was a cardinal rule in architecture practice to suck up to the 

building inspector. Like judges, they were gods on earth and wielded a 

great deal of power. It was always best not to keep them waiting. 

 “I’ll be there,” he cheerfully replied. 

 “You know where we are, right? At the corner of Johnson and 

Birch,” Quill said, then abruptly hung up. 

 Aisquith hung up his phone and walked out to the studio. He found 

Garrett at the photocopier. Garrett had done the building code analysis 

with a code consultant from New York who was experienced in museums 

and airports. Aisquith was confident they had covered every obscure code 

requirement in existence. Considering the fee that he paid the consultant, 

he expected no less.  

 “Garrett, I have to see the building inspector tomorrow. Think 

there’ll be any problems getting the permit?” 

 “Nope. The only complicated part is the atrium in the lobby, but 

me and Alteri did a real careful analysis.” 

 “Maybe you should give me a copy of what you guys did so it’ll 

look like I know what I’m talking about.” Aisquith returned to his office 

with the code analysis and stretched out on his sofa to read the document. 

Reading the building code was as much fun as watching paint dry.  He 

soon fell asleep, dreaming that Barton was making love to Taylor in the 

meadow atop the Cliffs. The hawk perched on Barton’s head, watching. 

 The next afternoon, Aisquith sat alone in the hallway outside the 

building inspector’s office in the Calvert City town hall. To his surprise, or 

rather his ignorance, this little town of 5,000 had jurisdiction over the 

Patuxent Cliffs and thus would issue the building permit. But he had dealt 

with podunk towns all over Maryland and never had a problem getting a 

permit. When one inspector in Western Maryland found out he was a real 

live architect he cheerfully told him to do whatever he wanted. 

 It was past 2:30. Aisquith had just started reading a brochure about 

the town’s landfill regulations when a man in his sixties with a full head of 

white hair came strolling down the hall. He wore a plaid lumberjack's 

jacket and puffed on a pipe.  

 “Howdy, there.”  

 “Mr. Quill, I presume?” 

 “You presume right, Mr. Aisquith. Come on in.” 

 Aisquith followed him into his office. To his amusement, Quill 

reeked of folksiness all the way down to his L.L. Bean boots. He was 

about six feet tall and very lean, the kind of person who can eat all he 

wants and never gain an ounce. Aisquith took a seat while Quill hung up 

his coat. 

 “Might fancy building you got up there. Mighty fancy. Is this the 

first time you’ve done work in this neck of the woods?” 

 “Yes sir. Hope there’s no problem.” 



 Quill sat down behind his cluttered wooden desk and re-lit his 

pipe. 

“Oh hell no. Just this atrium that has me concerned. But we can 

work it out.” 

Alarms went off in Aisquith’s head, signaling his spastic colon to 

go into action.  

“But it’s according to code.” This prompted a smile from Quill. 

“Not the way I see it, son.” 

“No?” 

“Nope, doesn’t meet section 23.5.5.7.3-2 of the code. But all you 

have to do is just change the drawing a little bit.”  

“Change it? How?” Aisquith tried not to sound panicked. 

“Can’t be all open like that. The four floors that overlook the lobby 

have to be enclosed with wired glass or fire shutters. These skywalks 

should be enclosed too. Code says you can’t have open atriums. Creates a 

chimney effect when there’s a fire.” 

Aisquith suppressed the urge to leap over the desk and throttle the 

old man. He chose the diplomatic approach. 

“Well, Mr. Quill, that isn’t exactly quite the look I ’d envisioned 

for the museum,” he chuckled in a folksy manner of his own. 

Quill’s bushy grey eyebrows rose in puzzlement. 

“Ya think that’ll make a big difference? Still will be a damn nice 

lobby, Mr. Aisquith. I wish I was creative like you guys.” 

“I’ve been to plenty of museums that had tall open lobbies.” 

“But they’re not in Calvert City.”  

Aisquith looked down at the worn wooden floor. Next to dealing 

with a stupid client and an ignorant contractor, reasoning with a building 

inspector was the worst experience in architecture. It was a maddening 

experience that Aisquith never understood. Here was an architect with an 

expensive education who had to pass a rigorous licensing exam under the 

thumb of a man who was essentially a building contractor with possibly a 

high school education. The latter held absolute power over the former. 

Since there was only one building inspector in town, one couldn’t 

go to a competing inspector if they didn’t like the first’s opinion. An 

architect had no choice but to seek a compromise that wouldn’t destroy his 

design. But the building inspector had even less respect for the design than 

the contractor. His only concern was for the safety of the building’s 

occupants. He didn’t give a damn if a revision changed the look of the 

building. If a fifty-foot-high concrete block wall had to be built around the 

museum, so be it. The code is the code. Just like those fundamentalists 

who believe every word of the Bible is literally true, the building inspector 

reads the code as gospel. But surely patience and tact would work with 

this Quill. Just a quid pro quo situation. What would the quid be this time? 

“My office did a thorough code review of the museum, Mr. Quill. 

We even hired a code consultant to help us. We came to the conclusion 

that the atrium could be open if we installed sprinkler heads above it “ 



Aisquith spoke calmly as he thumbed through Garrett’s comprehensive 

notes. “Section 23.5.7.4.4-1 allows us to do that.” 

“Yep, I saw that section, son and I don’t believe that applies to 

what you have here,” Quill said in fatherly tone. 

“But it says you can have an open atrium.”  Aisquith now sounded 

like a petulant child.  

“It surely does, if that’s the code you used.” Quill smiled and 

puffed away on his pipe. 

“What the hell are you talking about?” Aisquith shot back, 

forgetting diplomacy. 

“You used the wrong code, son.” 

“But this is the State of Maryland Building Code for 2001. Of 

course we used the right code,” Aisquith barked. 

“Not entirely. It seems you didn’t consult the Calvert City 

supplement.” 

“What supplement, goddamn it?” 

“There’s a city supplement that amends the current code,” said 

Quill as he fished around the pile of papers on his desk until he found a 

slim yellow-covered pamphlet. He thrust it toward Aisquith, who stared at 

it for a few seconds before taking it from him. 

“This tiny little town has its own building code? I don’t believe it,” 

said Aisquith with anger. 

“We do indeed. All incorporated towns in Maryland can have one. 

Look up Section 23.5.7.4.4-1 and see what it says.” 

Aisquith fumbled nervously through the pages. He started reading 

Section 23 and looked up in astonishment at Quill, who just smiled and 

nodded his head slowly. 

“That’s right, son. If memory serves me correctly, Section 

23.5.7.4.4-1 says, ”Delete 2001 State Code provision, refer to 1995 

provision.” 

“But the 1995 provision doesn’t allow open atriums.”  

“Nope. They have to be enclosed with wired glass or steel fire 

shutters.” 

Aisquith felt Quill’s bony fingers grabbing his testicles and started 

to panic. He was sinking in the quicksand again and desperately tried to 

grab at anything that would save him. 

“The fire marshal will allow it if we install extra sprinklers,” 

Aisquithhe blurted. “I’m sure he would.” 

“That’s an idea. Why don’t we ask him.” Quill rose from his seat 

and walked across the office. He sat down at another desk piled high with 

papers and re-lit his pipe. He looked up at Aisquith who was still seated 

across the room watching in sheer bafflement. 

“The fire marshal concurs with the building inspector’s findings,” 

said Quill in an exagerrated baritone as he pushed aside some papers at the 

corner of the desk, revealing a gold nameplate: “N.F. Quill, Fire Marshal.” 



Aisquith slumped in his seat as if he had been shot in the chest. 

Quill started laughing. 

“I love that joke. You’re the fourth person I’ve played it on. And I 

always get a hoot out of it, too,” he said, still shaking with laughter. 

“Damn handsome nameplate, don’t ya think? I have a matching pen set to 

go with it.”  

 Aisquith felt rage gathering force in his stomach. He was not 

amused and thought the nameplate was tacky beyond belief. It was time to 

get tough. 

 “Mr. Quill, I could go to the state inspector on appeal.” 

 Quill’s homespun expression turned into a scowl that would have 

made a dog yelp in fear. “You certainly can, son. But that would be one 

mighty big mistake, one mighty big mistake. First, by going over my head 

like that, you’d piss the hell out of me and I’d have your college-educated 

balls for breakfast. And second, by counter-appealing to the state I could 

hold up your permit for months maybe years. I got a lot of friends in 

Annapolis. One of them’s an Elk just like me. And Elks stick together.” 

With a Herculean effort, Aisquith fought back his rage and tried to 

reason with the bureaucrat. 

“It’s only the question of the atrium,” he said in a quiet voice. 

“That’s where you’re wrong, son. The state will go over these 

drawings with a fine tooth comb and find a ton of things wrong. Stuff that 

I’d let slide. No, Mr. Aisquith, you’re better off dealing directly with me.” 

Asquith gave up on the diplomatic approach.  “Goddamn it, you 

stupid old fart. What makes you qualified to tell me what I can and can’t 

do. Are you an architect or an engineer?”  

Quill puffed on his pipe and studied the architect’s face carefully 

for a few moments. He then leaned back in his chair and propped his feet 

on the desk. 

“Hell no, I’m not an architect or an engineer. Been a building 

contractor for thirty-five years. But I know the code and the Calvert City 

code says no open atriums.” 

Flames now shot out from Aisquith’s mouth and nostrils. 

“Bullshit. I bet you never graduated from high school. And you’re 

telling me what to do.” 

Quill seemed to have skin as thick as a rhino. He was unfazed by 

the insults. 

“Don’t say anything you’ll regret, son,” he advised in a voice 

Andy might have used with Opie. “Come on, it’s not such a big change. 

You’re one of those creative types. You can think of something to make 

your design work.” 

Aisquith had been patronized like this before. He saw red. 

“That atrium will be built AS DRAWN. It meets the goddamn 

code.” 

Quill threw back his head and roared with laughter. He was 

enjoying himself immensely.  



“It doesn’t meet my code, I’m afraid, and that’s the only one that 

counts around here.” 

“Changing it means changing the whole concept of the lobby. I’ll 

lose the ephemeral quality of the entire space,” Aisquith bleated. 

“You can still be femeral.”  

“How can I do that with the whole thing wrapped in wired glass 

and fire shutters? “Goddamn you old man, I’m telling you this meets the 

code.” 

Quill got up from the chair, reached into his back pocket and 

pulled out his leather tobacco pouch. He carefully refilled his pipe, then 

looked Aisquith straight in the eye. 

“I’m afraid our meeting’s over, Mr. Aisquith. But to show you I’m 

not an unreasonable fella, I’ll give you the go-ahead for the foundation 

work and you’ll come back with the revision I want. If you don’t, your 

building’s dead in the water. I’ll see that it never gets built. Are we clear 

on that point, son?” 

Quill strolled over to the other desk and sat down. Pulling out a 

blank permit, he picked up his gold pen and started to fill it out. After 

signing the bottom line, he stamped the paper, “For Foundation Only,” and 

handed it to Aisquith. The architect slowly reached out to take it from him. 

“All right, Mr. Quill. We’ll do it your way,” he said in a defeated 

tone. 

“Ya see. It all got straightened out. I’m an easy old bird to deal 

with.” Quill cackled like a turkey. 

Aisquith walked out of the office into the corridor past a mural 

honoring the town’s dead of World War I. A butch-looking angel holding 

a large sabre in her right hand floated up toward the heavens while 

soldiers in the muddy trenches below gazed up at her in awe. Rays of 

sunlight projected downward from the blade. He wondered what would 

happen if the angel came to life and handed him the sword. Would he use 

it on himself or go back into Quill’s office and use it on him? 

Aisquith walked out of the town hall to his car, which was parked 

along the curb. As he unlocked his door, he glanced across the street.  A 

balding man sat in a light blue Chevy Cavalier watching him. A flicker of 

recognition passed through Aisquith's brain and vanished. He slipped 

behind the wheel and turned on the ignition, then stopped to look at the 

permit on the seat next to him. Aisquith could start construction, but his 

problems were not about to go away. As he pulled out of his parking 

space, the image of the man parked across the street came back into his 

mind. He suddenly realized where he’d seen the man before. It was the 

IBM nut who complained about his cubicle. What the hell was he doing 

here? He abruptly stopped the car in the middle of the street and looked 

behind him, but the car was gone. In all the museum euphoria and the 

confusion of Carrollton’s death, he had never called the client at IBM to 

tell him about the man’s visit to his office. Aisquith drove on slowly, 

insisting to himself that he was seeing things.  



 


