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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

This collection of poems, essays, and fictional stories is meant to mirror a confluence of rivers, 

made navigable by threads—or currents—that weave through and redirect my life. 

Some of my life’s water (so far) has been brackish. Some of it is clear. To use a bit 

more concretion, as they say, the currents (and undercurrents) presented here include: a history 

of family and stepfamily; addiction and mental illness as they are passed down from woman 

to woman; the judgment of ex-partners and friends; self-doubt, sabotage, and redemption; 

weather and natural disasters; and, of course, places lived. 

 In my time writing, I sought to bring myself as close as possible to the margins between 

these parts of myself. I am interested, and have always been interested, in the space where the 

air is thinner, in which expectation is fluid or halts altogether. In a laundromat, for instance. 

 Circling all of this is a sense of wanting to be somewhere, or having affection for 

something, and finding no discernable reason for it. I am intrigued by the invisible remnants, 



 

 iv 

vibes, and vestiges left behind when the people once occupying a space have gone away. I 

want to know what material is used in the painting over of said space, or whether it can even 

be painted over at all. I want to know what came before. 

Throughout the writing of this thesis, I have tried to find and push the button, so to 

speak, that reveals the past in the present moment. I’ve learned that the meeting of many 

undercurrents occurs simultaneously, often with disregard to space and time. Here there is a 

sense of everywhere-and-nowhere-ness, of the liminal—often mundane—place we inhabit and 

come away from, transformed.  
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IN THE HEADWATERS: 

A CRITICAL INTRODUCTION 

 

Where do we even begin? 

 At a basic level, the concept for this thesis evolved out of my love for water. My mom 

swam a lot when she was pregnant with me, and my rising sign is in Pisces. So there you go. 

 A confluence is “an act or process of merging.” The title came to me near Strawberry 

Hill in Kansas City, Kansas, where, if you peek past the parking lots and industrial corridor, 

you’ll find unmatched views of the Kansas City, Missouri, skyline. This place—a park, 

really—is called Kaw Point, and it’s the point at which the Kaw, or Kansas River, meets the 

Missouri. 

 There’s another such point near my parents’ house. Just outside of Wardsville, 

Missouri, is a similar confluence—one you have to climb a hill to observe. According to my 

dad, someone discovered a mammoth jawbone in the exact spot. I once hiked down to river 

bottoms below the cliff (and then back up), just to see a giant, black tree up close. On this hike, 

and many hikes, a friend and I brought gas station cups full of whiskey and Diet Coke. Things 

could’ve gone so very wrong. And sometimes they did. We almost drowned a few times. And 

somewhere an essay exists detailing my fall into the Missouri River from atop a sun-bleached 

log. The fall makes an appearance in the poem “geometry of drowning,” and took place at a 

much smaller confluence near a campground called Cooper’s Landing. 

 

Frequently I find myself walking into rooms and wondering who has been in them before me. 
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I move into apartments and collect information about previous residents. It has less to 

do with them and more to do with the impact they’ve left on the place itself. For example, the 

woman who lived in my apartment on Wyandotte Street tried to start a fire in the capped-off 

fireplace. Since then, my fire alarm hasn’t stopped going off. Coincidence? Ghosts? Air flow? 

Inconvenient placement? A mixture of the four, I think. This is mentioned in the flash piece 

“Squidtown,” which is a play on the word “Midtown,” my neighborhood in Kansas City. 

 And, most likely, my experience in this life draws from past lives. Why else do I love 

blues music and New Orleans? There’s no real reason for it. I grew up listening to the Beach 

Boys and taking trips to Minnesota and Arkansas in the summer. Energy stays moving, after 

all, and depending on the situation or the place—who knows what triggers it—the leftovers of 

my past lives bleed into this one. 

 I’m not asking you to believe in this, but I do hope the work reminds you of a place 

you can’t quite put a finger on. You’re in an airport, maybe, watching your red bag be thrown 

into the belly of the plane by a baggage handler. You’ve just settled into a seat on the train by 

yourself, and your afternoon consists of looking out the glass at the river and thinking. 

Someone reminded you of someone you used to love (in a laundromat). 

 

I hear that a lot of new writers write about family, which makes sense. 

In my first year of the MFA, I did intend to write about my dad’s family. At one point 

I wanted to craft my entire thesis out of stories from his family’s past. When the pandemic 

began, my dad and I would talk about it on the phone. I think the idea of writing about family 

was even more pressing considering what was going on in the world at the time. 
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 But as I read and wrote and sent to journals and revised, I realized I wanted to mix 

nonfiction with a mystical, what-exists-in-the-liminal-space sort of vibe. The flash pieces in 

“Mundane Collection” fall into this category. Whereas longer work like “Other Repercussions” 

leans into concretions, work like “Lathrop,” “Loose Duplex,” and “The Landfill Here is Full” 

dwells somewhere in the ether. 

 The poems, for their worth, fall into distinctive categories that perhaps match the longer 

essays. I was influenced by some of my favorite albums: Censored Colors by Portugal. The 

Man, for one. As in several Portugal albums, you find yourself prepped for a certain song 

before the song even starts. This is because the band picks a melody or multiple melodies to 

pull through the entire album, floating each song on down the line. Until suddenly, the faint 

chords you’d been hearing for a few songs now become the chorus of something important, 

and devastatingly beautiful. Some things stand the test of time, influencing what comes next. 

Once, near a conservation area called Cooley Lake, a friend and I hiked to a giant 

sandbar in the river. We even got a barge to honk at us by pumping our arms the way you 

would signal a truck driver. There was a boat buried at the edge of the sandbar. I wondered 

how long it had been there, what had caused it to crash (if it did crash), and whether there were 

other monuments to life on the river in the sand. Whether its owners were still alive. Whether 

they would know, just by looking at it, that it was their boat. In my imagination, they wanted 

to dig it up. A sandbar is such a transient space—it is continuously covered and uncovered, 

and below that, objects are covered and uncovered. But the day I saw it will always exist in 

my mind, perfectly preserved. 
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As far as revisions go, I revised many of the longer essays to get them ready for publication. 

“I Never See Her Anymore,” “Other Repercussions,” “The Size of Lakes,” “39th Street” 

(which was once called “Laundromat”), and “Reluctant Deductive Reasoning” were all put 

through the ringer by me for many months before luck struck. I realized I had to get to the 

action quickly. The first page matters a lot in the grand scheme of things. 

The poems became smaller, existing in two batches which were at one point laid out, 

chronologically, on my living room floor. I wonder too much about the order of things. Victoria 

Chang, writer of OBIT, which inspired “Reluctant Deductive Reasoning,” said the first and last 

pieces matter the most, advice I decided to follow here. This collection is bookended by stories 

about my dad’s family, but the thesis itself is laid out literary magazine-style (though in 

alphabetical order). I have spent a lot of time in my writing “career” working for literary 

magazines, even designing one while I was revising this document. The process of choosing 

work, laying it out to fit together, and seeing the printed, tangible product will never get old to 

me. It’s similar to playing a vinyl record. This collection is an ode to that. 

 I used to write a little and go back to edit, write a little and go back to edit. Now, I do 

journalistic work and creative writing at the same time. They call upon distinctive parts of my 

brain, working different muscles. For a while, as I was just venturing into journalism at The 

Pitch last summer—which was a crash course if I’ve ever experienced one—it was difficult 

for the creative side of my brain to participate in the fast-paced world of journalism. It still is. 

By nature, I write slowly. I want things to be perfect. I want certain parts of pieces to very 

thoughtfully call out to other parts. But this isn’t always the way to go about it. There are lots 

of ways to write, and one thing I do now is write a bunch before going back to edit. I will have 

several drafts of the same piece going at the same time, all spread out on my small computer 
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screen. I transfer paragraphs to another document and rewrite other ones. I convert everything 

to a PDF, mail it to myself, and do a final look-through on my phone. Seeing the work in 

another format helps me catch errors. It’s become ritualistic. 

 Although order may not matter too much, I wanted to arrange my work in a cohesive 

way. The first section has to do with addiction, mental health, and family. The next, Louisiana 

and driving. Since Louisiana pops up a lot here, the third section houses some of that, too (see 

“Narcissus Works for Google”). Here was as good a place as any to delve into relationships 

and friendships, especially those that have gone wrong. Then, beginning with “geometry of 

drowning,” we get into a darker section that still deals with relationships and masculinity. In 

my notes, the second to last section was labeled, simply, “Weird Shit.” It’s self-explanatory. 

The final section involves my dad’s family again but has less to do with mental health and 

more to do with the Ozarks as a place, and my own experiences there. 

Even if we don’t always know it, I think as writers we have themes floating around 

inside of us that we won’t let go of, no matter what. Seeing everything finally laid out—the 

ultimate three-dimensional vision of my work—makes these more apparent. 

 

The biggest challenge for me was actually finishing this much work. A more enjoyable 

challenge was the poetry, and I found myself influenced by so many poets. I even met Jericho 

Brown, creator of the duplex form, at his reading in Lawrence, Kansas. That was shortly after 

arriving in Kansas City. Since then, I’ve met or been on Zoom with other prolific writers such 

as Natalie Diaz (who talked about her own pieces riffing off of one another), Ada Limon, and 

Victoria Chang. Other favorite poets include Cynthia Cruz, Nikky Finney, and Patricia Smith, 
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who said, “Go to the news for the news; go to the poets for the truth.” I’m lucky to have met 

and been influenced by them. 

 As for nonfiction, my first true love, I still look to Jenny Boully, who wrote Betwixt-

and-Between: Essays on the Writing Life, a collection of essays that first taught me how to see 

the space between the more dramatic events in our lives. I reference it so much, I recently lost 

my original copy and had to order a new one. I was also influenced by Jo Ann Beard’s voice, 

especially in “Other Repercussions.” She has a similar essay called “Cousins” in her collection 

Boys of My Youth. And finally, I was totally transfixed by Alexander Chee’s How to Write an 

Autobiographical Novel. His quiet, unpretentious writing taught me how to start uncluttering 

some of my own work. And even though we’ve led different lives, in some ways, I will always 

feel like he wrote the piece “The Rosary” for me. I know that’s selfish. It’s just how I feel. 

 In all of this, I hope you enjoy yourself as you read. At times, writing is torturous. But 

it’s all worth it in the end.
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I Never See Her Anymore 

published in Tampa Review 

 

When Katie and I talk, we always circle back to the fact that we’re both blonde and born in 

June, a day and a year apart. We live up to our Gemini reputations, we decide. We’re cousins. 

Outsiders. Always the ones shrugging at jokes men make about blonde women, at not-so-subtle 

“what will you do with your life” glares. The ones standing in corners of rooms at family 

gatherings. I like to think we understand one another on a level usually reserved for sisters. 

She’s less talkative today and sits with her back to me, only speaking to her boyfriend, 

who says about three words and keeps a Mountain Dew bottle nearby to collect his tobacco 

spit. From what little is articulated, I gather that he leaves her for months at a time to go work 

on an oil pipeline in Oklahoma. 

“What’s pipelining?” I ask. I’ve never heard the term before. 

“Everybody does it here,” Katie replies, finally turning to face me. 

“Good money,” the boyfriend says. This marks the end of our exchange. 

I watch as the tobacco leaves his lips and slides down green plastic. I shouldn’t be so 

harsh, I think. I’ve smoked. Katie looks at me with glazed-over eyes. She’s too tan, like she’s 

fallen asleep for hours in a bed at the salon. She was the first one to ever take me tanning—

surprise, I burned—and the first one to expose me to the coconut goodness that is Sonic-brand 

Ocean Water mixed with Smirnoff-brand vodka, which tasted better, underage. 

 

* 
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It’s 2019 and Marlena and I talk on the phone. I’m in my apartment in Kansas City, she’s in a 

house in Berryville, Arkansas—the one she’s bought and renovated with her husband, Ray. 

She’s Katie’s sister, the oldest cousin. The house, a Craftsman she’s painted navy, has been in 

our family for generations. Our great granddad lived in it at one time. We call him Pappy, but 

his name is—was—Jack. I’ve inherited his mandolin. 

“Before she went to Florida, she was manic,” Marlena says. 

“What do you mean?” 

“She blew through 10 thousand dollars. Went to Galveston on a whim. Just up and 

left.” 

She, being Katie. 

“No shit,” I say. I don’t know this part of the story. 

At the time, Marlena says, she, Katie, and their younger sister, Marie, were all living 

in their parents’ house in Berryville. It sits at the corner of Springfield Street, across from the 

lumber company Pappy’s dad owned when he was alive. Marlena redid the floors in her own 

home using scraps of leftover lumber from the building—rare heart of pine for the bedroom at 

the front of the house, white oak for the rest of it. Whatever she could find. A way to keep it 

all in the family. Her parents’ house occupies the same block, its roof red and made of steel. 

“Yeah,” Marlena says. She remembers Katie walking into their parents’ house, tan as 

ever, her eyes wide and strange. “She had this huge suitcase full of random crap.” 

“Like what?” 

“Souvenirs for all of us. I think it was her way of rationalizing spending the money.” 

By now, Marlena is no stranger to words like rationalization and projecting. 

“If she brought things back for you, specifically, it wouldn’t look so bad,” I say. 
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“Right. But it was bad.” On the way back from Galveston, Katie was pulled over by an 

Oklahoma state trooper. 

“Kind of pulled over,” Marlena says. 

Forced back into consciousness by an Oklahoma state trooper might be a more 

appropriate account of things. He’d seen a car parked on the highway’s shoulder, rolled up, 

rapped on the window. Katie, the seatbelt still fastened around her waist, had fallen asleep on 

the side of the road. Since she didn’t seem completely coherent, he had her step out so he could 

search the vehicle. Inside, he found a seven-day pill organizer full of prescription medication 

but no prescription bottle in her name. 

“My dad hired a lawyer, but she got off,” Marlena says. “For some reason, the cop 

confiscated the meds and didn’t log the incident.” 

What’s unclear to me, on the phone, is whether Katie actually had standing 

prescriptions for the confiscated pills. Xanax for anxiety. Adderall, since she was going back 

to nursing school. Clonazepam, another controlled substance that, when mixed with alcohol, 

can slow breathing and cause death. 

“That part was kind of crazy.” 

“What part?” I ask. “All the medication?” 

“That he didn’t file some kind of report.” 

As I listen to Marlena talk, I think. There had been an obvious, ongoing problem that 

needed a solution: Katie wanted to get better but didn’t know how. I question the state trooper’s 

motivations. Perhaps he’d felt sorry for Katie; it’s possible he got a phone call that took him 

away from the scene. I can’t ignore the fact that she’d always come off as pretty, white, 
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convincing. She’d avoided conflict by way of charm, had succeeded in convincing doctors to 

prescribe a staggering variety of uppers, downers, and in-betweens. 

Perhaps she’d visited particular doctors because she discerned, through having been a 

nurse, which doctors were good for what. Sure, she knew what words to use and how to behave, 

but the shape of Big Pharma looms large and dark in my mind. I know the story. I’ve been to 

rehabilitation centers as a patient—to AA meetings, NA meetings, therapy. Rehab aside, 

though, flip on any news channel and witness the words OPIOID EPIDEMIC flash across the 

screen in alarming, red letters. 

To treatment she went, then. Her idea—not court-mandated, like it is for so many 

others—since her record was fairly clean. 

“It was like a rubber room,” Marlena says. 

Items like razors and shoestrings weren’t allowed at the hospital in Springfield, 

Missouri, where Katie had checked herself in. I understand why she did it. We both love 

extremes. It just makes sense to go from using all of the drugs to using none of the drugs. 

Perhaps it’s how we were raised: cold turkey or nothing. Turns out, the old-fashioned way is 

especially effective if cops have just seized most of the stash. 

“I remember it being cold,” Marlena says. “That was before she tried to kill herself.” 

 

* 

 

They had been out driving on the mountain that day—Katie and Frank, the boyfriend. My 

extended family have never called it by its given name, Pension Mountain, because they’ve 

owned land up there for years. The terrain is flecked with evidence of us: deer stands, cabins, 
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fences, bridges, headstones. I used to drive around with all three cousins and my brother, Eddie, 

in my early twenties, those roads twisting into nothingness at night, cans of beer and plastic 

vodka bottles rolling at our feet. Whoever drove was sober. That much we got right. Since we 

were from the city and didn’t hunt or fish, my cousins made good-natured fun of us. Marie was 

the worst and the youngest; she sped off once while I squatted to pee on the side of the road, 

threatening to leave me out there in the dark. It was a wonder we never sailed off a cliff, despite 

the elevation topping out at less than two thousand feet. Elsewhere, this would be considered 

a big hill. It’s an old mountain, though, and a spooky one. I’ve never hiked the whole thing. It 

would be easy to get lost up there among the pines. 

They’d been driving and fighting, most likely; the exact details of that day have never 

been shared with me. In any case, Katie jumped out of the truck and took off walking down 

Pension Mountain. Prior to this, she’d left the facility in Springfield soon after the mandatory 

weeklong hold had expired. She’d returned to Berryville and we all wondered if the forced 

detox she’d recently faced would stick. A woman picked her up on the side of a gravel road, 

took her to her parents’ house. Everybody knows everybody in Berryville. 

Still on the mountain, Frank panicked and called the family. He didn’t know Katie had 

been picked up, so he headed into town. “They fought a lot,” Marlena says. 

She’d been dropped off already. Marlena and Marie—the sisters—plus Frank, and Matt 

and Denise—the parents—were all standing in the side yard, which is gated off from the main 

house. For as long as I can remember, we’ve always parked cars there in the grass. A chicken 

house-turned-storage unit sits to the north. Somehow, Katie ended up in a truck. She was inside 

one of the vehicles parked there in the midst of everybody. She had a shotgun. On the way up 

the truck’s step, she’d managed to literally kick her mom, my aunt, out of the way. She’d tried 
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to run over her mom. I’d been intimidated by Denise my whole life—she’s a high school 

principal. 

“She was out of her mind,” Marlena tells me. “Marie recorded everything.” 

In the footage, Katie sits and stares. One minute she’s slumped over, the next she’s 

sitting straight up, as if electrocuted, but her eyes never change. I’d grown up with this person. 

I’d seen the spectrum of her emotions firsthand. But now, nothing. The face I see holds no 

expression. 

Nobody knew what to do. The women begged her to get out, voices cracking in the still 

air. Frank and Matt threw a log through the window of the truck, shattering the glass. Katie 

either sat quietly or cried out, her screams bouncing off nearby buildings. 

“The police came. She refused to be taken in unless it was with me,” Marlena says. 

Cops escorted them to the nearest hospital, where Katie was strapped to a table. 

 

* 

 

We pretend we’re in the nail salon—Katie is always the nail technician. My aunt and uncle 

have a square, pass-through window that looks out from the kitchen to a hallway leading off 

the living room. Katie perches on a high stool in the hallway, her nail polish collection vast 

and astounding to me at eight years old. Marlena and I sit on the countertops in the kitchen. 

They round off on one end, so we put the pink plastic cash register there. We must pay for our 

manicures in coins, but Katie gives us discounts. Uncle Matt comes in from work at the Tyson 

factory, the door slapping behind him in the fall air. 

“What are y’all doing?” He says, half grinning. “Get off the countertops.” 
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We slide off, our game disrupted. Half an hour later we’re back on the countertops and 

Matt is in his favorite leather chair, watching Razorback football. This is just the way it goes; 

it’s familiar to me. Safe. We don’t fight, we don’t chase one another. We’re quiet, doing nails. 

Making soft conversation. We might get in trouble, but our parents and aunts and uncles are 

too stressed or happy or both to care about children’s mischief, and we’re too full of youth’s 

invincibility to really mind them, anyway. 

 

* 

 

After Katie was taken to a Berryville hospital via police escort, her doctors decided she should 

spend some time in a real rehabilitation center—strictly enforced isolation in the “rubber room” 

of a psychiatric hospital wasn’t going to work. She was unstable, sure, because of the drugs. 

Batshit, though? Probably not. When she got to the facility in Fayetteville, Arkansas, where 

she refused contact with family, her doctors told us she’d been diagnosed with borderline 

personality disorder. She required some type of medication again, which seemed odd to us 

then. Like a step in the wrong direction. 

What can be said about BPD, exactly? I have a friend who was diagnosed a few years 

back. Chronically, she will hatch plans to move across country, untether herself from the 

current reality. She once started a GoFundMe page in the name of escape. But these visions 

never pan out. When she told me her mom was also symptomatic, I recalled the time she’d 

been forced—in some bizarre attempt at mother-daughter boundaries that never existed in the 

first place—to sleep in a tent in the family’s backyard. Now, I wonder how much of her mom’s 

behavior had to do with her own childhood trauma, since one characteristic exhibited by many 
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people with BPD is this debilitating fear of abandonment. Yet they push people away. Katie 

was pushing her family away. How much is passed down from woman to woman, and as a 

result, how do these women move back and forth between the world that exists and the one 

they’ve created? Borderline between what and what? Winona Ryder’s character asks her 

psychiatrist in Girl, Interrupted. 

Katie and her mom got along fine, from what I had seen, but somewhere along the line, 

the chain of familial security had been broken. It was very obvious to all of us: she needed to 

talk to someone. But were her highs and lows symptoms of BPD, or could they be blamed on 

the drugs? Katie’s understanding of action and consequence was in a constant state of flux. 

She held tightly to whatever made her feel stable, even if stability meant ingesting a potentially 

lethal quantity of narcotics. 

 

* 

 

In 2014, Katie had spent a full 60 days at a facility in Florida. Even though she decided to leave 

the program early, she was sober. Things looked peaceful; my brother and I even stayed at her 

house one night around Christmas. She was living with Frank, the pipelining boyfriend, but he 

wasn’t home. She told me she was scared to be out there in the sticks all by herself. They were 

living in a shop house at the time—a sort of large, converted metal shed. Frank made enough 

to support himself and Katie, who was in school again and working at a nursing home. To my 

knowledge, they were engaged. During the holiday visit, I only ever saw her take vitamins. I 

think she did take something for sleep, because she was zonked out in minutes, and when Eddie 



 

 9 

and I got up to leave the next day, we crept out into the snappy Arkansas morning, careful not 

to wake her. 

“She was doing so well around Christmas,” Marlena says, her voice straining the 

slightest bit on the word so. I’ve kept her on the phone with me for an hour. I’m trying to 

understand what happened between late 2014 and early 2015. 

“I remember that,” I say. “She was weird about living out there. When Eddie and I 

stayed with her—I don’t know. It’s like she was looking over her shoulder for something. For 

somebody.” 

“Doesn’t surprise me. People had broken into that house before.” 

“So, what happened?” 

“She relapsed,” Marlena says. “She wanted to get drunk on New Year’s Eve. I told her 

she could hang out with me instead. I’d be her sober companion. Drive us around. But when 

we got to the store, I looked at her and her eyes were jacked. I couldn’t believe it.” Her voice 

gets smaller. “She told me she’d taken a Xanax, that she’d gotten a few from a woman at the 

nursing home.” 

It was back to Marlena’s house then, Katie rationalizing her behavior the whole way 

home. They’d invited friends over and Marlena stayed sober, hoping her sister would do the 

same. No use. Katie threw up in the bathroom. She made out with random men on the back 

porch. It was as if Florida had never happened. 

The next day, Katie begged her sister not to tell their parents. She swore she’d get back 

on the wagon—that this was a “one-time deal.” Relapse is most common during the first year 

of recovery, after all. This is what the people in Florida had said. Perhaps, thought Marlena, 

New Year’s Eve was a slip into murky water. Not a deep dive. 
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* 

 

On the Tuesday after the turn of the new year, Katie had stopped answering her phone. Marlena 

remembers texting her throughout the day to no avail. She didn’t know anything was wrong 

until she and Ray drove out to the shop house. Frank was out of town; he’d been sent elsewhere 

for the pipeline. He was never there, it seemed. They walked in and found Katie lying in the 

space between the refrigerator and the kitchen island. She was on her side, as if she’d been 

rolled over. 

The cops were called, and they located her cell phone. A woman whose name I forget—

and whom Marlena barely knew at the time—had tried to call Katie over and over that day like 

she suspected some wrongdoing. Had she been with Katie when she overdosed? Had this 

random woman rolled her over in a failed attempt to save her life? The police found no actual 

drugs in the shop house, but there were syringes in the bathroom sink, tourniquets and spoons 

on the kitchen island. We’d never known Katie to shoot up before. Had a stranger tempted her 

to do so, or at the very least, provided her with the means and supplies? And why had she 

disappeared? 

Now, I remember two things distinctly: my dad calling to tell me they’d “found her”—

that she’d passed away (and me screaming “I just saw her” into the phone)—and the wording 

Denise used the moment Eddie and I arrived at her house for the weekend of the funeral (“I’m 

happy to see you; I’m sorry it’s because of this”). I was sorry, too. I was confused. 

Marlena sat me down on a bed in her parents’ house to discuss the night Katie died. 

She hadn’t been sleeping because Katie kept appearing over and over in her dreams. She’d 
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wake up crying. Alternatively, she’d wake up screaming. Do siblings of the deceased usually 

see the deceased in their dreams? I had a haunted feeling. Denise wished Katie would visit her 

in the midst of sleep—she relayed this thought to me many times. 

I had my own set of unexpected problems. It had been a long time since I’d seen 

anybody in a casket, and seeing Katie lying there looking like her but not like her fucked me 

up. My then-boyfriend had a leftover Halloween wig that sat on the bookshelf in his parents’ 

basement, and it was bleached just like Katie’s hair. For months after the funeral, I couldn’t 

walk from his bedroom to the bathroom without peeking over at it. Sometimes I walked into 

the room and purposely kept my eyes trained on the opposite wall. It reminded me too much 

of her hair in that casket. Though her family and friends had tried to make her look normal in 

death, her hair looked nothing like it had in life. 

I don’t tell Marlena any of this. We’re approaching the end of our conversation. “If you 

need anything else from me, let me know,” she says, as if we’ve just concluded some kind of 

business deal. 

“I appreciate what you’ve said,” I say. I understand. It’s easier for her to end on a 

superficial note. If she didn’t, those nights of waking up screaming would repeat themselves. 

She’d lived with her sister’s death every day, as my dad said, and she’d continue to do so. If 

she let her grief get too big, she’d give it power—she’d give the disease, the circumstance, 

whatever it is, too much power. I jot something down in my notebook: she knows where grief 

can take her and where it can’t.  

“I never see her anymore,” Marlena tells me. She’s been quiet for a minute. 

Contemplative. I haven’t heard her become too emotional, but I’m not surprised. It’s been 

almost five years, after all. The lights flicker in my apartment. 
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* 

 

We’re kids. At the gate in the side yard on my way back home, I hug Katie and her tooth falls 

out. We look down in shock to where it’s fallen, mouths agape. She never lets me forget this 

moment because it’s ridiculous and I feel horrible afterwards, like I’ve hurt her. She laughs 

about it though—she was so annoyed by the tooth and couldn’t wait for it to be gone.  
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Self-Portrait w/ Pappy’s Mandolin 

after Cynthia Cruz 

 

Sitting cross-legged on a hand-me-down-rug 

In the middle of the chaos room, known as such 

For scraps, knick-knacks, almost-perfection, 

And for the diamond facet of dawn or dusk, or mid-day 

As it is now. I’m told I’m spontaneous, never one to get down 

On the Same Old Thing, but I wonder about Pappy, 

who drank himself to death after his wife died, 

And how closeness is measured, whether by 

blood or collections of renovated string instruments.  
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Threshold 

 

When I was young and living 

In a white house with 

 

A wide front door 

 

That opened for guests 

Or for anyone who craved 

 

A heavy thing to slam, 

 

My mother would paint 

The mailbox and the door 

 

All shades of cardinal red. 

 

The leather chairs into which 

I later dug my nails 

 

Sat in a room we never used— 

 

Rosy twins, dormant beneath the ghosts 
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Of nude women she’d drawn up 

 

In graduate school. 

 

I remember dogwood trees, 

Petals undone as kites in spring, 

 

Dappled watercolor, 

 

Blood between folds. 

And the door that was never a door 

 

To simply open or close—  
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In this stupid video I watch 

 

a horse is led outside for the first time      since birth      to meet her mother.      On the screen: 

true love can either be seen      in reunions      or goodbyes.      At first my eyes roll until they 

can’t roll anymore      you know      but then      I consider words suspended      floating to the 

surface      like thin sticks in water. 

 

Women hide in my history      women      who left my mother’s side      to migrate to California      

all these women      disappeared.      Moving flocks of them untraceable      picking up maps in 

gas stations      eyes down      reading between stoplights in golden mountain towns.      About 

an aunt, I think      she could be my mother      we are so alike.      She dislikes what I dislike      

isn’t that      like      a test for compatibility?       What a reunion it would’ve been      had she 

been the true mother all along. 

 

Other daughters      enter briefly to teach      to tell me what to do with men      and without 

them.       A would-be sister who lost her mother      so      all that’s left is a wooden box of ash 

that sits for hours on a front porch      talks shit like one of the girls      spills white wine      

mimics moonlight      twirls barefoot to music played from cheap speakers.      Ashes      like a 

Bob Dylan song      one hand waving free.  
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In the mountains 

 

a doctor calls me from Missouri.      I’ve told him I’m scared      I’ll have an asthma attack      in 

thin air      even though I’ve never been diagnosed.      He says I’m fine.      Besides      he says 

your lungs are perfectly clear.      I guess he’s right because at first      nothing happens.      Later, 

I smoke one cigarette      in the foothills      afraid I’ll catch on fire      lungs vaporizing      turning 

to dust if I press my      luck. 

 

On the phone, he says      you have thyroid disease      you’ll be medicated      forever.      And 

it’s all funny to me then      and strange      that as he’s talking      I’m alone in my mother’s 

living room      drinking coffee that sweats warmth and      wealth.      This is not my father’s 

house my father’s table, his chairs      his mismatched garage coffee cups      with chips in each 

rim.      This mountain house      unfamiliar      but now      connected.      Somehow      still 

sincere.       I can tell      the doctor says      by your blood. 

 

Some things, then      like ash      like butterfly-shaped organs in necks      like      baby-soft 

horsehair.      Some things      must be more substantial than they seem.  
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On Chaos 

 

On August 27, I make plans to drive southeast from Kansas City to my parents’ house in 

Wardsville, Missouri. It’s two hours away and I haven’t seen them since the Fourth of July. 

My mind is on the tropical storm currently forming in the Gulf of Mexico. 

 It’s unusual behavior, I know. As soon as hurricane season starts, my imagination gets 

too big for my own good. I imagine scenarios I have no business imagining. I don’t even live 

in Louisiana anymore. But if it counts for anything, my family has a long history of tornado 

watching. We are the people who stand out on the porch. 

I get out of bed, start to pack my things. The sun’s already popping up over taller 

buildings behind my brick six-plex, dappling the walls and floors in shifting patterns. The 

bedroom sits at the back of the apartment, which is laid out shotgun style in a long chain of 

rooms. As the saying goes, a person could stand at the front door, fire a shotgun, and watch the 

bullet cut a clean line through the house and out the back door. Shotgun houses frequent the 

south, most likely the products of Haitian and African influence there. 

I check the status of the hurricane again, tell myself to stop being so annoyingly 

voyeuristic. It’s not like I wish for property damage or loss of life. After Katrina, some 16 

years ago to the day, I went with youth group friends to roof houses and turn a church into a 

makeshift shelter for people who’d been displaced. I’ve considered my own ability to help in 

the case of disaster or illness, and it’s not well-developed. But I do feel the space between sky 

and ground shrink the day a storm is supposed to set in. I feel pulled to the gulf coast for 

reasons I can’t explain. There’s an energy in New Orleans that brings the past so close to the 

present. What’s gone is gone, they say. But not there. 
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And in a way that teases past lives, I’m fascinated by the person attracted to living in a 

300-year-old sinking city. Something about Spanish moss and beads in trees. Pelicans. Houses 

on stilts. The rebuild after the fall.  

Bob Dylan said: “There are a lot of places I like but I like New Orleans better.” 

 

* 

 

Currently my parents’ house is a full house. 

Erick, my only sibling by blood, is home. As a former dental student, he hasn’t had a 

week off in years. And after her lunatic mom kicked them out again, my cousin Hannah moved 

into my parents’ basement with her three kids. Rachel, one of my two stepsisters, lives upstairs 

with her two kids. My stepmom is at her parents’ house taking care of Pa, her dad, who just 

got out of the hospital. And Dad is in his garage lair. 

In the last week Erick has sent me photos of the raised garden beds he and Dad are 

building together. We’re bonding, reads a text. It’s true. We bond over plants. Each time I 

come home Dad shows me these new blooms and those, the small Japanese maple he’s moved 

from the north side of the yard to the south. Giant bullfrogs in the tiny pond by the house that’s 

become its own ecosystem. 

I ask him questions about perennials, annuals, taproots. 

A taproot grows directly downward, sniffing out nutrients from the soil around it. The 

first root to grow, it must find a water source that guarantees survival. Some plants don’t need 

to go deeper if the soil is nutrient dense. Others go on unending searches. The most deep-seated 
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(could it be seeded in this case?) taproot ever recorded was found on a wild fig tree in Echo 

Caves, South Africa. Straight down it stretched, into the earth, for 400 feet. 

 

* 

 

To no one’s surprise, I drive past a giant Trump sign hung up between two dump trucks on the 

side of I-70. I stare ahead into the road, middle finger pressed firmly to the glass. I do this each 

time I drive home. 

A phone call comes through. It’s Dad. 

 “Didn’t have a tomato harvest this year,” he says when I tell him the tomato plant he 

gave me is doing well. It’s actually dying on the front porch. I don’t feel so complicated now. 

“Fucked it up from the beginning,” he says. 

He doesn’t curse a lot and could probably go a whole day without talking to anyone. 

When he does speak, I find it quietly profound. 

In the same token, if asked to give an impromptu speech on addiction in the medical 

community or maps from WWII, he’d hardly bat an eye. This gift has been lost on me. Maybe 

Erick got it. They do look alike. 

The tomato plants Dad grew from seed got burnt to death in the makeshift greenhouse 

he’d built at the beginning of the season. 

“Then it never stopped raining,” he says. 

So he never got the plants in the ground. He had dirt and mulch laid out in neat little 

piles in the yard, and the sky opened up and soaked it all. Which is what led him to tear down 

the old garden and start anew.  
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From Dad I’ve learned to accept the natural world for what it is. Not as obstruction to 

humanity’s ridiculous whims, but as opportunity to learn from observation. The Fibonacci 

spiral present in sunflowers, iris petals, the leaves of cherry trees—it tells me all I need to know 

about the cyclical nature of existence. 

 

* 

 

All these people I mentioned before? I consider them blood. But it’s complicated. The father 

of my sister’s kids is in prison, for instance. He’s due to get out next December and none of us 

know what we’ll do. I ask my dad if he’s scared. He says yes. This scares me more than an 

actual person. 

The father—if you can even call him that—was put there in the first place for throwing 

a makeshift bomb under the car of one of the other women with whom he shares a child. 

There’s video to prove it, but he says he’s innocent. I know we throw the term ‘narcissist’ 

around nowadays to describe our exes, but he’s textbook. 

Rachel never used social media before he went to prison. She was too afraid he’d get a 

wild hair and demand to see the two kids he’d forgotten about. I’m not sure he even knows 

how old they are. 

For a long time after he and Rachel lived in my parents’ house together and 

subsequently broke up, she did her best to disappear. It was the only way she knew her kids 

would be safe. 

And to this day, she’s never dated anyone else. 

After six years, I think she’s still heartbroken. 
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For her part, Hannah is home because not only did the lunatic mom kick her out, she 

stole the diamond from Hannah’s wedding ring. 

 “I found the band for it in the jewelry case in her room,” she tells me. 

We’re sitting on concrete in the driveway smoking cigarettes. Or I’m smoking 

cigarettes. I know I shouldn’t. But we’re drunk on Tito’s. The fire we’d made previously is all 

embers now. 

Hannah doesn’t seem drunk, just wild-eyed. She’s talking a mile a minute. 

I’d listened to a self-help book on the way home, which is hard to admit. So I’m trying 

to listen to her with intention. Or whatever it is they say in those books. 

When Barnes and Noble was still a thing in my hometown, which sits about seven miles 

north of where we sit now, on concrete, I consciously avoided the self-help section. Which 

most likely led to therapy. But here we are. Here I am with my good intentions. Here I am 

trying to re-learn how to listen to these people I call blood. Even though we sometimes disagree 

on whose opinion is the most morally sound. 

I stub out the cigarette, open the Weather Channel app on my phone. Cows let out low 

bellows in a nearby field. Since moving to the city I’m no longer familiar with so many bright 

stars. We give up one paradise for another, I suppose. 

Hannah brings out shot glasses. 

“Hey,” I say. “Tropical Storm Ida is officially Hurricane Ida.” 

She nods, pours liquid into glass. 

 

* 
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The next day is Saturday, August 28, and Hurricane Ida has moved northwest across the Gulf 

of Mexico. As far as anyone can tell, it’s headed straight for the coast of Louisiana. On the 

16th anniversary of Katrina, no less. 

A phenomenon called the Coriolis effect determines the direction of a hurricane’s spin. 

In the northern hemisphere it’s counterclockwise. In the southern hemisphere, clockwise. And 

unless you’re one of those flat earth people, you know that since we’re in a constant spin, 

neither air nor water can possibly follow a straight north and south path. So, high pressure air 

circling the outside of a hurricane pushes towards the center, where the air is less pressurized. 

This creates movement. 

A constant spin is something I understand. 

As they were divorcing, my parents sent me to a rehabilitation center in Baton Rouge. 

I’d been harming myself. I turned 15 there and experienced my own tropical storm—heavy 

rain, flecks of grass and palm leaves slapping the thick windowpanes. A small alligator washed 

up in a pond in the backyard. No evacuations, though. At least not from what I remember. We 

weren’t allowed to watch television. 

Then, in 2015, after a relationship had gone sour, I packed my belongings into a shitty 

black Mazda. My best friend Catherine and I drove the 12 hours to New Orleans to arrive in 

Mid-City, me chain-smoking the whole way. I moved into a shotgun house with purple stairs 

and slept on an air mattress. Because of the shotgun layout, the room I slept in didn’t have a 

door, so we hung up a shower curtain. We bought boiled crawfish from the supermarket and 

ate them, with red wine, on blankets at the edge of St. John’s Bayou, a canal that runs through 

the city. 

For a while it worked. 
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I lived with two other women, one of them named Sarah, who I knew from the post-

Katrina church trip. At that point, we didn’t go to church anymore and hadn’t in years. We 

worked waitress jobs at a Middle Eastern restaurant called Mona’s. We hooked up with 

whoever we wanted to hook up with. I saw my first uncircumcised penis. There was no privacy. 

If the second roommate wanted to get to her room in the back of the house, she’d have to walk 

through mine.  

One morning, I woke up soaked in sweat on the air mattress in my not-room. It was 

July and the power had gone out. I had already given Sarah money for utilities that month, but 

she spent it on something else. She had just gone through her own breakup. We were both 

manic. Most days, I called my dad crying. 

“You can always come back,” he said. 

The night of the power debacle, I put my shit back in the Mazda. In a raging storm that 

haunted my rearview mirror for miles, eventually causing me to pull off on the shoulder with 

my flashers on, I made my way north towards Jackson and home. 

So, for all the chaos that exists within my family, we get the privilege to go out into the 

world with some irrational plan and come back if it doesn’t work out. I guess I’d rather fail out 

loud than endure the kind of mess that boils just below the surface. At least we don’t pretend 

to be anything other than exactly what we are. 

But often I wonder if in this practice we fail to generate boundaries, as the self-help 

books say. I wonder if we maintain toxic connections or whether we are too co-dependent. 

I wonder if we squash any hope of bettering ourselves. 

 

* 



 

 25 

 

I wake up to the sounds of voices and little feet running back and forth above my head. 

At some point in the night Hannah had dragged an air mattress out of the depths of 

some closet for me. 

I thought I’d be annoyed by the noise, or hungover, but I’m neither. Weirder still, I’m 

wrapped in red satin sheets. Briefly I consider how my own thousand-year-old mattress is only 

a smidge more comfortable than this inflatable one from Sam’s Club. 

Hannah comes in from the bedroom she shares with her sons. Her red hair always looks 

perfect, like she’s just gone over it with a straight iron. 

“I’m not hungover,” she says, grinning. The kids are on the stairs now, their heads 

poking out at me sheepishly from between rails. 

 “Me neither,” I say. “How did we manage that?” 

 “No idea,” she says. “Maybe it was God.” 

From the baffling safety of the air mattress, I glue myself to my phone and scroll 

through the r/NewOrleans subreddit. It’s a megathread created by someone called Darthfuzzy, 

who has consolidated information from years past to facilitate evacuations or relay survival 

techniques, depending on whether other users decide to go or stay. 

There are ongoing theories considering the storm’s strength and which way it will turn. 

Whether data from this or that news station can be trusted. Whether the government can be 

trusted. (The consensus? No.) 

“Here’s some advice for those of us who are new to this whole hurricane thing,” the 

thread begins, evoking a flood of bullet points and explanations. “Expect your power to go 

out.” 
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And then: “If you’re assuming the SWBNO will do their job, I have a bridge to sell 

you. Move your cars to the neutral ground or a high spot.” 

The SNBNO is the Sewerage and Water Board of New Orleans, and curiously, neutral 

ground refers to the grassy median between roads in the city. Until you get used to it, it makes 

for left turns with too many steps. 

“Wear your damn masks,” reads another bullet point. “This is a 2021 combo special.” 

The remainder of the list reads something like this: fill up gas tanks; stock up on 

essentials; get cash from the ATM; procure all medications, including those for pets; fill the 

bathtub the night before (“boil advisories are expected and you will need water to flush the 

toilets”); put bottled water in the freezer (“it will help keep your freezer colder for longer and 

you’ll have cool water during an extended power outage”); charge spare batteries; turn around, 

don’t drown. 

“How much alcohol should I stock up on?” someone asks. 

The answer: “Yes.” 

In May, I learn, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration predicted an 

above normal Atlantic hurricane season. “And,” says a comment in the thread, “the Gulf is so 

warm this year.” 

I put the phone away, look out the window. No rainfall in the forecast for Wardsville. 

Just water-laced air you could sip through a straw. 

I decide late August feels threatening, no matter what state you’re in. 

 

* 
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That afternoon, I reluctantly climb into Rachel’s packed-to-the-brim SUV, which smells like 

kids’ feet and French fries. We’re going to Walmart. 

The older I get, the more neurotic I get. I can’t say the same for Rachel. 

Her kids—and all kids, probably—are messy, yes. But she never makes them clean up 

after themselves. Just recently she decided to do the dishes. Probably because my stepmom is 

gone, and because Hannah cleans more than Rachel does. And because Rachel needs to be 

needed. 

I’m not trying to discount her intelligence or handiness. She has a huge heart that’s 

withstood years of putting up with her biological father. She picked me up on the side of the 

road once when the engine in my car imploded on itself, blowing bits of metal all over 

underneath the hood. 

She spoke quietly when we got into a fight about my brother a few months ago. We 

both cried. Lately when conflicts arise between us, I black out and words that may or may not 

make sense spill out of my mouth. It’s like my brain forgot how to be angry. Which is kind of 

true. I’ve let myself be submissive in relationships; I’ve tried to only people please; I’ve 

avoided fighting at all costs. But recently I woke up and chose to fight. The catch is, I’m not 

good at it yet. This is the practice round. 

Rachel tried to outwit the cops once when they pulled her over for expired plates in a 

conservation area near our house. In her defense, it wasn’t her truck. I bring it up to her now, 

in her SUV on the way to Walmart. 

“He was a park ranger on a power trip,” she insists. 

“They took you to jail in a swimsuit,” I say. 

She laughs. 
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By the way, I hate Walmart. I hate what it stands for. I hate that I have to go there to 

buy the cheapest camping chairs. But even if you never liked it, once a thing becomes rare 

after you move away from it, you look back on it with unexpected nostalgia. 

Today we’re buying groceries. Cereal, lunchmeat, eggs. Chips, cookies, bread, heads 

of lettuce. Blocks of cheese. Cases of Diet Coke for us and Diet Root Beer for Dad. For some 

reason, so much low-carb pancake mix. We haul it all out in two carts. I guess it’s been a while 

since they’ve gone to the store. 

One thing I do critique my family on behind their backs is habitual excess and waste. 

There are a lot of us, I know. I forget how many kids are living at the house. But still. They 

want what they want when they want it. And Dad has to pay for it all because Rachel has his 

credit card. He sees amounts on bank statements, but he’d rather not rock the boat. 

The way I see it, there’s a fucked-up equilibrium that’s been allowed to fester for years. 

For instance, two goats live outside that no one ever feeds. The playroom upstairs is so full of 

toys and junk, you can’t see the floor. The ceiling downstairs threatens to cave in under its 

weight. The kids have a dog that lives in a fenced-in area in the backyard, but they forget to 

play with it. Hannah and I seriously discuss bringing it to a shelter, but how would we explain 

the disappearance to them? To Rachel? She’d be pissed. But would she even miss the dog, or 

would she miss maintaining control over the situation? As much as she’d give you the shirt off 

her back, so to speak, she can only stand for things to go her way. The constant need for control 

has been out of control. 

Listen. I know I’m talking mad shit. In my time on this planet, I have also let things go 

to waste. I’ve tried to manipulate people and situations. I’ve done drugs, lived with people who 
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unleashed the same energy on me, never taken accountability in relationships, never taken 

accountability for lateness, and worked jobs that praised this kind of behavior. 

Generally speaking, I am still reckless. 

But now I look back on so many situations and think, damn. That was a close call. 

Someday soon I’ll pay for this pattern of all-or-nothing that’s turned routine. 

But I had to get this out there, vent a little, at least say why I hold secret grudges against 

family members. We all do it, right? 

And maybe it’s for the better. Over the years, we have made some improvements. But 

the nature of chaos is to make more chaos. How much is too much? How long does it go on 

before you’re addicted to disorder? 

Suddenly, you find yourself at home in it, in the eye of the storm. 

 

* 

 

That night, we grill. A small fiasco ensues because I buy New York strips instead of filets. A 

first-world problem if I’ve ever heard one. 

At the store, I’d gotten freaked out because the filets and T-bones were $25 a pound, 

which seemed like a lot, especially after Walmart. The strip steaks were on sale. 

 Rachel takes one look and says, “Are you serious?” 

 “Yes,” I say. “These are fine. These are good.” 

 But it’s almost as if she predicted there would be a problem. Perhaps even wanted to 

create a problem that needed to be solved. She starts to get her keys to go back to the store. 
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Meanwhile, I’m getting heated. Why does everything in this house have to be so 

dramatic? 

“These are perfectly good steaks,” I say. I look at Hannah, who gives me a look like, 

Now you’ve done it. 

 I rush out to the garage, my head buzzing. It feels like people in my family want me to 

be wrong sometimes so they can be right. Like they know they can’t trust me to make decisions. 

More than anything, I hate being misunderstood. 

 “I got strip steak,” I tell Dad, put the package in his hand. 

 For hours we’d debated what we would make for dinner. In normal circumstances my 

dad is calm, reserved, humble. He works harder than anyone I know, let alone anyone in my 

family. He’s not a wasteful person. And it’s his money. I know this. But I’m getting more livid 

by the minute. And he’s sick of his kids making things so difficult. 

 “These are used to make fajitas, Emily,” he spits. “These are the worst cut in the world.” 

I don’t try to correct him. I just turn around, steaks in hand, and go back inside. 

 Rachel gets back with the filets, and I’ve managed to dull some of my anger by 

aggressively cutting vegetables for a salad. 

But Dad becomes irate when she tries to marinate all the meat. What has gotten into 

him? I put my knife down. I’m starting to think this all has to do with my stepmom being gone. 

Maybe Dad misses her. She does hold everyone together. 

 He washes off a filet in the sink, blood dripping from his fingers. 

“God dammit,” he says. “Just use salt and pepper.” 

 I won’t lie. I’m kind of glad Rachel’s getting yelled at now. 

 “We’re in this together, bitch,” she whispers. 
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 Is this us bonding? 

 

* 

 

After the chaos of Saturday night, I wake up on Sunday morning to the familiar cocoon of red 

satin sheets. When’s the last time anyone slept soundly on satin? It feels wrong. 

The subreddit is already open on my phone from the night before. Around two a.m., 

Hurricane Ida, already well into the gulf and approaching Louisiana at a steady pace, had been 

given Category 4 status. This translates to sustained winds of 156 mph. 

“Ida’ want it,” someone writes below the still-growing list of bullet points. 

And further down: “Can you sharpie this situation away?” 

I snort into my phone, almost dropping it on my face. Remember when Trump tried to 

convince us all he moonlighted as a meteorologist? 

“Walgreens on Elysian and St. Claude has candles (three for $5), water bottles, and 

BBQ lighters,” someone writes. 

“Costco has fuel and lines are moving fast—there’s a tanker here refilling the station. 

Even if you don’t have a Costco card, people are swiping for each other.” 

“If anyone still needs to shop for food and booze, I can report that International Market 

in Metairie is loaded to the tits with no lines. You might have to expand your palate a bit.” 

“If anybody needs financial assistance leaving town, PM me here.” 

The generosity of these people, I think. 

And here we are. With perfectly good steak we don’t even want. 
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* 

 

At 11:55 a.m., Ida makes landfall at Port Fourchon, Louisiana, with sustained winds of 150 

mph, tying the 1856 Last Island Hurricane and Hurricane Laura as the strongest landfalling 

hurricane on record in Louisiana. 

 By this point, Erick and Lauren, Erick’s girlfriend, sit beside me on the air mattress.  

Inexplicably, as we watch the swirling red and yellow mass of destruction move closer to what 

still feels like a second home to me, I feel bonded to them. Even after the fights, we can still 

call this place home. Some people might not be so lucky.  

 “We can turn this off,” I say. I’ve been annoying them all weekend with my weather 

watching. 

 But each time, they say no. They say they feel bad for everybody stuck down there—

for the people who can’t afford to leave the city or don’t have cars. The mayor hasn’t 

announced a mandatory evacuation, which would give the government more responsibility to 

get everybody out. Now, it’s too late. 

 “I wish there was something we could do to help,” Lauren says. I nod. I remind myself 

to avoid making faraway, real-life pain my own. 

Some audio comes through from a group of people sheltered on Grand Isle, which may 

as well be the edge of the world. Ida has almost reached them. “We can’t do four hours of this,” 

the voice says, “but we’re more prepared than we’ve ever been.” 

Minutes later the audio cuts out. 

“Shit’s getting real,” my brother says. 

The three of us decide to drive back to Kansas City. 
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I say goodbye to Hannah and the kids, who have scuttled up on a beige couch to 

examine their piggy bank with intensity. 

Dad’s working in the yard, of course. 

“I’m sorry about the steak,” he says. 

“It’s okay,” I say. “I know you were just frustrated with us for being indecisive.” 

He laughs, gives me a hug. I help him clean up the driveway as it starts to rain. 

As we pack the cars, a rainbow appears overhead. We joke about how the pot of gold 

must be hidden under the house. Get out the shovels, we say. 

 

* 

 

A few days later, on Instagram, a friend posts old photos of her family’s vacation home, high 

above the ground on stilts on Grand Isle. The caption reads, simply, “It’s gone.” 

Someone else is cleaning out the fridges of friends who have evacuated. She says she 

needs to keep busy because no one has power. The next photo shows the palm trees in her own 

backyard all bent up with missing leaves, but hardly broken.  
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Twelve Mile Limit 

 

This kind of romance dims the worth of soldiers, 

bends and breaks the back, sips manna from muscle, 

tells you Leave your life. Pack your little suitcase, 

flee what is rigid 

and duly prescribed. 

Patricia Smith, Blood Dazzler 

 

I don’t mean to bring the mood down 

but when I came back from New Orleans, I aged five years. 

That moment—when you cross from swamp to Mississippi highway— 

that’s the brink between you and your ego. 

Back in Missouri, I wore hats when I’d never worn hats before. 

I traded my quarterlife flop for domestic disguise. I would continue 

shapeshifting. In hallways I stared into strokes of wet paint, followed curves 

like roads with my eyes. I wondered why I deserved to return. 

When we nailed a shredded semi-truck tire on I-55 and zip-tied 

the bumper back on, Dad phoned to say I could always come back. 

But how could I? After I’d pissed myself on Frenchmen Street, 

hit a parked car, driven away because there are no bathrooms in New Orleans 

except for the ones in bars. A drag queen found me at Twelve Mile Limit. 

She said, baby, you are your purpose. What are you waiting for?  
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Houses Built Up on Matchsticks 

 

In an article I can’t remember or find again I read that we control 

people 

by pleasing them. This pleasure endeavor is not nice. 

In fact, the opposite is true. It’s a flawed attempt at 

manipulation, the aftershock impossible to predict. 

But no one talks about how fires are a secondary effect of 

earthquakes. 

I do this to my sister as a means of controlling volatility, 

staying in good graces. I call her name throughout the house 

and know I’m giving up.  
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In My Family We Set Tiny Fires 

 

In the winter I stop looking for her. This time she hides in her bedroom 

at our parents’ house, its second story carpet concealed below 

layers of Legos and crystal growing kits, evidence 

 

of her children preserved as sedimentary rock. Some walls 

across the hall stay lavender coated from when I lived 

on the sunrise side of things, 

 

snuck out the smallest window to light cigarettes, even after shearing 

one knee open across the top of an abandoned quarry. 

For months I packed my insides 

 

with wet and dry gauze and watched purpled iodine swirl down the drain, 

threaten to stain the tub. Now no one uses that bathroom. 

No one can even open the door to get inside. 

 

I’m in the kitchen when a crash splinters the conversation, my dad saying 

something about the limbs of trees looking like frosted coral, 

but now we’re silent, eyes and ears searching 

 

for origins. Above us is no man’s land, my sister’s own personal level 
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of exile, or whatever exile becomes when you do it to yourself. 

It’s going to cave in, I say. The ceiling. 

 

Her son sits backwards in the black leather chair, head hanging off seat 

cushions. He turns the fireplace on and off with his toes— 

the flip of a flat switch, ignition.  
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These Fraying Edges 

 

This year, there are two rounds of Thanksgiving. The second one will be in Northwest 

Arkansas, in the Ozarks. Where Kings River runs green and cold and I pump gas in the Casey’s 

parking lot as both city slicker and hillbilly barefoot driver. I can never get too comfortable in 

any one place, even if it’s a place that’s rubbed off on me for years. 

Overnight, we develop slight twangs in our voices—even my brother. Even his 

girlfriend, who I’m convinced Pop likes more than me. He calls her Sweet Pea, asks her 

questions about booster shots, medical residencies, growing up in Odessa, Missouri. 

“My old high school played yours in basketball,” he says, sprawled next to Sweet Pea 

on the brown leather sofa. A shotgun hangs over their heads, has hung in the same spot for 

years. As a kid I always wondered if it was loaded. 

I sit against the stone fireplace and stare up through Christmas stockings at a popcorn 

ceiling flecked with bits of something shimmery. I want to tell Pop about my writing, ask him 

about the old stoplight at Linwood and the Paseo in Kansas City, where he used to live. 

 

* 

 

We do the first round of Thanksgiving at my parents’ house in the country. Dad saved me some 

beets from his garden, so I boil and peel them the night before, cut off the bad bits and tops 

and ends. I swirl together apple cider vinegar, agave, peppercorns, dill, salt. At first it’s too 

sweet, the agave nectar thinly syrupy on the lips. I pour in more vinegar and water and boil it 

all again. This time it’s too vinegary. I pour it over the beets anyway. 
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As a family we do too much for Thanksgiving. As a rule, we do too much, generally. 

We cook together to outwit one another, meanwhile pretending we’re not competitive. It gets 

out of hand. There was the year Rachel took her kids and moved into my dad’s dental office, 

where she works, for the weekend. Another time an ex-boyfriend chased me down the long 

gravel driveway—me drunk, him hollering. I apologized the next day, shamefaced when my 

dad told me he’d seen the whole thing. I don’t know what the boyfriend did, but I’m positive 

he deserved it. 

There’s always a conversation between the wronged and the one doing the wronging. 

A reckoning. 

So I keep tasting the beets in the fridge. I wait for the focaccia to rise on the countertop. 

I don’t want to be the one doing the chasing or leaving or apologizing this year. I want to make 

the best bread. I require validation for using something from the earth, from our own shared 

garden. This is how my years of inconsistent recycling have paid off. The environment is 

bettered by the fact that I’ve pickled vegetables and poured lukewarm water into yeast. I’ve 

sifted flour through a fine mesh sieve. 

But when I get up at eight a.m. the next morning to start east down I-70, the bread is 

stiff and dense. It had been fine the other times I’d made it. I pour the acidic beets into a big 

glass jar. The juice is so red it’s glowing. You could dye clothes with it. 

The thought of socializing for many days is what’s getting to me. Not some stupid “no 

knead” focaccia recipe from Bon Appetit. I take out the bottle of Klonopin from a bag on the 

hook, let one dissolve under my tongue. The practice has become too familiar. 
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I’m lucky to have these people, I tell myself as I drive. To be traveling on Thanksgiving. 

To know we’re all semi-okay and at least physically healthy at the end of what isn’t really an 

end at all. 

 

* 

 

Liz bakes too many pies: apple and caramel, pecan, pumpkin. She’s the oldest sister—my 

stepsister, technically, though we say “sister,” pronounced seester. She rolls out her own crust. 

She’s so thin, and stylish. She wears black loafers with gold buckles, her rust-colored 

eyeshadow blended perfectly. She looks me up and down, considers my flannel, thrifted boots, 

hair from the night before. 

“Should I change?” I ask. “I brought a blue dress.” 

She thinks about it. “This is cute,” she says. 

She wouldn’t lie to me. She’s a Virgo and practically infamous for her cutting jabs. 

Once, she told an ex-family friend she “wasn’t known for being nice, and never claimed to 

be.” 

But should I stay dressed how I am? I wonder. Or is this part of the competition? 

We snap photos for Instagram and Facebook, Liz’s eyes round and green. I leave on 

what I have on, wishing I had the gall and authority to say I’d never claimed to be nice. 

 

* 
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I’d brought the doomed focaccia anyway, with its last-minute sprinkling of Jacobson-brand 

Pure Flake Sea Salt from Oregon. The kind Bon Appetit suggests in the recipe. My stepmom, 

Kim, gave me two bags for Christmas last year. She’s one of those people who is just good at 

putting thought into gift-giving. It’s a skill I’ve tried to pick up from her with limited success. 

Our relationship becomes stale in the moments when I call her Kim instead of “mom.” 

But I do it interchangeably. I don’t think she likes the idea of Erick and I having another mom, 

mostly because our real mom, Michele, used to lock us out of the house as kids. The Christmas 

before she and my dad got divorced, she lined the frozen driveway with a collection of his 

orchids. They all died before he got home. Her idea of poetic justice. 

Michele combed my hair back from the wide Norwegian forehead she gave me, bought 

me conservative bras with ugly straps. White, black, nude. Never colorful, never from 

Victoria’s Secret, where my stepsisters and the other girls in ninth grade shopped. 

Kim took me there, though, exposed me to thongs that stuck out of low-rise jeans and 

bras in row after pastel row. It was sensory overload, like a casino’s flashing lights, all that 

buzzing and whirring. I was breathing in clouds of pure vanilla extract. But the air that swept 

me through security sensors in Jefferson City’s only mall was lush and forbidden and too sweet. 

As a teenager I didn’t realize how prescriptive it all was. I’d been denied this paradise 

my whole life. Something was owed to me. My stepfamily opened the door to a new room and 

I wanted to trust it wholly, let it envelop me. This ultimate feminine utopia. But somewhere 

along the line, I’d missed something. I still stood out for the wrong reasons. For one, I wasn’t 

as interested in boys as my stepsisters were. I was already buying bras in a D cup. My hips 

didn’t look right in low-rise jeans. While Rachel and Liz rubbed on self-tanner in perfect circles 

with mitts, it seemed I was always looking down at my streaked legs in their wannabe jean 
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skirt. Like I would forever be changing after leaving the house, hiding what I wanted to show. 

Michele never let me leave in above-knee skirts. She hid my makeup, blow-dryer, straightener. 

She never let me do anything they did. 

Eventually, Michele found the thongs and pastel bras. 

She called a social worker who sat me down on the sofa and asked if my dad had bought 

them for me. If he’d ever made me put them on. 

“No,” I’d said. Only my stepfamily knew I owned anything from Victoria’s Secret. 

Later, after one mom had thrown away garments the other mom bought—an action the 

first mom probably suspected all along—I figured out what the social worker meant. 

By then, the utopia was gone. The communion of sisterhood, or whatever bond I’d been 

finally forming with the women in my family, had dissipated like cheap perfume. 

 

* 

 

Just before Thanksgiving dinner, Thatcher, Liz’s son, finds a BB gun in the garage, which he 

casually presents to his dad, James, Liz’s husband. Liz is stirring two gravies at once—one 

vegetarian, one made with turkey drippings. James tells Thatcher he shouldn’t point the gun at 

people. That he can’t touch it. That it’s not even his. Liz’s eyes flick in Thatcher’s direction 

and then back to the saucepans. I can tell something’s about to boil over. 

“But it’s just a BB gun,” Thatcher says. 

“No,” Liz sputters, whipping around to face them. “You don’t even look at something 

if it resembles a gun. You don’t pick it up. You don’t wonder if it’s real or not.” 

“Elizabeth,” James starts. 
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“I don’t care,” Liz says. She’s stopped stirring, the wooden spoon raised in midair. “I 

see too many kids come into the ER with accidental gunshot wounds. Parents die all the time 

because they leave their guns lying around, loaded.” 

She’s screeching now. She’s an NP at a hospital in St. Louis. 

“I understand, Liz,” Kim says. “We shouldn’t leave this stuff out where he can get to 

it. He’s too young to understand.” 

“You all may think it’s okay to leave guns lying around, but in my house we don’t,” 

Liz says. 

“What do you mean ‘you all’?” I ask. 

She gestures around the kitchen, points upstairs to where Rachel would usually be. She 

took her kids to the zoo in Ohio for Thanksgiving. Now I’m wondering if I should’ve gone. 

“We won’t be coming back here,” Liz snaps. Kim looks like she’s been slapped. Liz 

marches out the back door. I hear her car start outside, then the crunch of gravel. I turn the 

stove off.  

 

* 

 

The next morning, I find Kim eating a plate of beets and leftover turkey. She’d been so busy 

the night before, I don’t know if she ate anything at all. She’d said the beets were too vinegary, 

the turkey too dry. 

“I thought you didn’t like these,” I say, giving her a side eye. 

“I do,” she says. “Leave them here. I want to eat all of them.” 

I smirk. “And your turkey isn’t dry.” 
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“Not the dark meat, at least,” she says. 

“I don’t think Liz meant what she said,” I say. 

“I’d understand if she did,” Kim says, looking at her shoes. “She snapped. I think it’s 

a response to trauma.” 

Thirty minutes later, Liz had returned. 

“I would’ve probably snapped too,” I say. 

And I can’t pretend to understand how Liz does the job she does. But should she have 

mentioned the dead parents in front of Thatcher? I don’t know. I wish she would’ve stayed and 

talked to him. I wish it hadn’t been up to James to smooth things over. It reminded me of how 

my own parents fought when I was young. 

Ultimately, no one can tell Liz how to raise her family. She drives two hours to work 

four days in a row each week. She provides for her family. She saves lives in the ER, victims 

of accidental gunshot wounds. Victims of purposeful ones. 

I don’t do any of that. 

If I really think about it, the connections I’ve made between myself and members of 

my family—blood or not—have everything to do with these exact outbursts. These types of 

holes in our pasts that can’t be sewn shut with a few satin threads, a few trips to the hometown 

mall. My teenage search for a mother may never be solved. It’s constantly being pulled, 

pushed, stitched over, made threadbare again.  

Kim looks out the window, thoughtful. “We need to try to be happier.” 

“Our expectations for each other are too high,” I say. 

“We are a mess,” she says. We both laugh. 

 



 

 45 

I mean to leave at noon for Arkansas—and the second Thanksgiving—but end up 

talking to her for two hours. It’s not the same as it was when I was in ninth grade. We don’t 

mention my real mom. We hardly bring her up anymore. It’s a separate relationship. Even 

though there’s still an unnatural pause when I call Kim by her name, the space between us 

closes more at the close of each year. The space between Michele and me has also gotten 

smaller, no thanks to therapy, but maybe to the closeness we feel as we grow older, move to 

different states, put 15 years between now and divorces and frozen orchids and Victoria’s 

Secret. I hear they’re not doing so well nowadays. And the Jefferson City mall is all but empty. 

 

* 

 

Recently, Rachel asked me why I go to Colorado to see Michele—how I can stand to talk to 

her when the incident with the social worker, among others, will always feel close at hand. 

“I don’t know,” I say. “People change.” 

I’m not sure I believe it myself. But I’ve seen friends become sudden Trump supporters.  

“No,” she says. “No one changes after high school.” She doesn’t talk to her real dad. 

My dad is Dad to us both. 

“I’m just curious,” I say, fumbling to somehow prove the validity of something so 

nuanced. 

But that’s the difference between us: I let too many people back in. In her mind, the 

wrongdoer never gets a second chance. Which is better? 

 

* 
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In Arkansas, Lauren—Sweet Pea—sits next to me at the white Formica table my grandparents 

have had for years. It’s the second time she’s been down here, but everybody besides Erick 

and I thought she’d never met Mimi and Pop. 

Earlier, Pop had said he was laughing just because I was laughing. I feel close to him 

again, even though intimacy makes me uncomfortable sometimes. Lauren agrees. Her parents 

are also divorced. We talk about attachment styles. 

“I hate my dad,” she offers. She knows all about my decision to get to know my real 

mom again, and all about Erick’s decision not to. I’m not sure he ever will. Maybe he’s found 

whatever attachment he was deprived of in childhood elsewhere.  

Someone opens the side door to let in the warm November breeze. Dad is outside 

planting tulip bulbs. Pop’s favorite flower. I hadn’t known this before. 

“I like iris,” I’d told Pop. 

“I never cared for iris,” he’d said. Another difference. Another reason for me to stop 

mirroring Michele, Kim, Dad, Mimi, Pop. My sisters. Another gap that can stay gapped. 

“Pop only gives you a nickname if he likes you,” I say. 

Lauren smiles. “That means a lot.”  
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Reluctant Deductive Reasoning 

published in Passengers Journal 

 

In the morning, I smoke weed and set out with an old friend to see floodwaters, a greenhouse, 

speckled koi fish that swim in circles. We laugh over store-bought sushi. Thirty miles south, 

my father’s old friend convinces him to go to the emergency room. My father does not call me 

from St. Mary’s Hospital; he sends a text. Chest pain, come down when you can. He’s fit, 

active, doesn’t drink, hasn’t in years. Genetics fail us. I’d bought a huge philodendron for 

$30—the kind with leaves that look like the slender heads of horses—and it stares at me, lazy 

and still in filtered sunlight, watching as I read the text again. First with tears, then with 

numbness. I trick myself into indifference. I’d known this day was coming, that something had 

to go wrong, sometime. I had dreamt about it for weeks. Do we dream to manifest? Had I 

pushed the universe a little bit further than necessary, tipping the scales in disfavor? At my 

apartment, I leave the plant outside, drive homeward towards my father and his weird veins all 

plugged up and caught with shiny needles and thread. My father on the operating table. An 

image of him hovering inside of a white room under a single spotlight, the glow unnatural and 

inexplicably watery. Blood thinners. Stints. The words cold in my mouth. My stepmother and 

I pick at hospital salads with wilted lettuce; my sister’s kids yell on the elevator. See you later, 

my father says as he’s wheeled back. You’ll be fine, I say. After it’s finished, after I call my 

grandparents in Arkansas to tell them their son is recovering, I run out to buy wine for my 

stepmother. Because her own mother had been admitted that same day—also for a heart 

attack—it is necessary for me to sneak the wine into the hospital. The wine is necessary 

because my stepmother becomes a floating thing that drifts from my father’s room on the top 
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floor to her mother’s room a floor below, where she rests in a medically induced coma. I know 

I have begun to care too much. That I will always care too much for my father, for the men in 

my family, for my stepmother, who must find a way to care less or risk losing herself. The 

present moment is ruined by the future as soon as it arrives.  
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On Stillness 

 

Recently I’ve been unable to discern heartache from self-preservation. 

 

The day after the 2020 election, I drove southeast from Kansas City to my parents’ house in 

Wardsville. I’d just kicked someone out of my bed at two a.m. and my brain could only work 

in superficialities and half-truths. 

 

After deleting him from Instagram, Facebook, and Snapchat, I was sure the answer to some 

undeveloped question would reveal itself to me on the drive there. That the lonely, arid space 

of a car would help me Figure Shit Out. For real this time. I’d long relied on motion to work 

through loss. This was no different. I would ditch the blacktop in favor of a familiar string of 

Missouri River roads. 

 

I also hadn’t seen my parents in a month. In the midst of the pandemic, motionlessness had 

become the norm. A luxury. Still, I’d stopped drinking at noon and had started painting with 

watercolors again. But the man I’d kicked out had been a distraction for almost two years. For 

the first time in a long time, I was alone with myself. 

 

* 

 

A few days before the election, I took a Klonopin from the orange bottle in my purse, parked, 

and waited in line to vote absentee at Union Station in Kansas City. The AirPods I’d bought 
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from my brother weren’t charged, so I was more present than I wanted to be and very aware 

of it. I read the room: twin lines snaking twice around an abandoned snack stand; escalators 

delivering people from top to bottom where, confused, they finally found the edge of things; 

the crowd parting for a woman on crutches. 

 

What’s happening on the outside? I wanted to ask, putting my phone away for the millionth 

time. 

 

The act of standing by—existing—is nothing new for Union Station. Trains have come and 

gone since 1914, one missed by me a year ago. Time is impossible to quantify in the moments 

spent waiting. I measure it more in terms of achievement, always simultaneously planning for 

conclusions. 

 

* 

 

The man I’d kicked out goes by his last name on Twitter, the first reduced to an initial. He was 

always on his phone. 

 

We started talking on Facebook after meeting at a writing event. I never tried to predict his 

words—somehow I knew he would always text me back. There was security in the knowing. 

We watched HBO together in different cities over the phone. Always a screen, some façade, 

between him and me, since he didn’t have a car. But all my friends thought it was cute. 
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After I moved, he came over to help unpack my dishes, kissed me in the kitchen with black 

and white floor tiles. This new space, his fingers reaching for my elbows and neck. 

 

Now, if I squint as I’m putting a mug in a cabinet, I can see those moments as a part of the 

current ones. As if I’m looking down a long hallway. I had been in motion because there was 

something—someone—to be in motion for. 

 

* 

 

The absolute shit part about heartache is that it feels like the first time, every time. It had crept 

up on me this go-around, a slow burn I didn’t want to consider as it was happening. 

 

I turned towards the river road that would add 30 minutes to my trip. As I drove I thought about 

which tools could most easily export a heart clean from a body, wring it out like a used makeup 

sponge, slide it back in. Replace it with a brain. An extra set of lungs, better. A liver. All these 

body parts and the heart is the only one capable of inflicting scalpel pain. If the heart had a sun 

sign, it would be Virgo. 

 

And what do we do for heartache? In its true form does it demand nightly sacrifice? For 

instance, would you leave Brita-filtered water out on your balcony under a full moon for 

heartache? In the morning would you fill your humidifier with the same twice-purified water 

and hover over it, inhaling, feverish? 
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(I would never admit to doing that.) 

 

The list of Sacrifices I Would Make to Spite Heartache has no end. And the shit part, too, is 

the bullets on that list lead to the very thing. A line of men holding up red flags. Men without 

cars. Women, too—older women. Older men. 

 

The list of Lessons Learned is short. It could be relabeled as Distress, Unconsidered, I think. 

A rolodex of well-intentioned foolishness. But maybe it’s not all foolishness. 

 

I was nearing the river. It matched the sky.  
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The Size of Lakes 

published in Sand Hills 

 

For as long as I can remember, I’ve tried in vain to avoid the Lake of the Ozarks. 

I can’t put a finger on why. Is it unabashedly conservative? Maybe, but so is a lot of 

the Midwest. The place is an instance of nature, distorted. A caricature not unlike the ones 

done on the old Bagnell Strip, where ancient skee-ball machines and mass-produced 

arrowheads reign supreme. 

Bagnell Dam impounded both the Osage and Niangua rivers when construction 

completed in 1931. I’ve thought long on the word. I imagine a car that’s been repossessed. 

And it takes guts to change the flow of a whole river, doesn’t it? Who would even want 

to? Acres of pristine Ozark woodland inundated limb by limb with water—54,000 acres of 

surface area, to be exact. A boat, suddenly obligatory. Sycamores and redbuds detaching 

themselves from the same dark earth they’d always known—now adrift, unable to breathe 

underwater, wondering if anything had ever been permanent or would ever be. We erase what’s 

natural to stay functional. 

Truth be told, I don’t want to like the Lake. 

Still, Jess and I point my Honda south towards the place where her grandparents have 

kept a cabin, the Owl’s Nest, in their family for generations. Jess is now a co-owner and one 

of my best, oldest friends. She’s always been good with money. On multiple occasions she’s 

explained the stock market to me. It never sticks. In high school, when my piano teacher was 

giving me CDs to listen to, she was becoming a sight-reading genius. I still learn best by ear. 
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We want only for life’s small offerings: strong coffee, tequila, collaborative Spotify 

playlists, to lay in the sun. I will give the Lake another chance and this fraught year will feel 

out of reach, like some distant Taylor Swift song playing annoyingly somewhere. 

Ralph Street, the man who wanted to dam up the Osage River in the first place, had a 

much smaller Lake in mind, not this colossus with a shoreline longer than the coast of 

California. According to the out-of-towners, who all drive 2021 Chevrolet Tahoes, those 1,100 

miles of shoreline exist to be put to good, half a million-dollar use. As we shoulder our bags 

and groceries inside, I stop to look out into the cove, where the glowing shapes of boats float 

beneath a layer of condos. McMansions, Jess calls them. 

The Owl’s Nest is distinct, I decide, because the mouth of our cove is actually an 

estuary where nameless liquids from the main channel go through a change. Far from the garish 

deposit of statelier homes, we are an island purified by blue dock light. 

 

* 

 

The grandparents have left doilies on each interior surface, something the now-grown 

grandbabies and their expanding families want to adjust. Jess wants to modernize the bathroom 

because, well, right now it’s the color of Tonka trucks. Some bendable chrome-like material 

holds in the curves of 1970s-style kitchen cabinetry. 

“We’ll rip up the linoleum,” she says, staring at it. 

“But don’t rip up everything,” I say. 

There’s a wooden sign in the kitchen with a bunch of painted Lake owls sitting 

around—some have glasses, some look like grandmas, one dresses in the yellow gingham 
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popularized by heavy thrift store couches. Above the owls, the words: there’s always room for 

one more. 

And I always feel like the one more is me, since this isn’t the first time I’ve come. I’m 

grateful for Jess’s family, for this particular version of Lake history. She shows me the new 

deck they’ve been working on all summer and the tiniest mimosa trees, which have spread 

down the long concrete steps to the water. 

“I hope they survive the winter,” she says. 

A new ladder attaches to the dock itself, can be plunged from its upside-down state 

right into the Lake. It is strong enough to support a wet golden retriever. Jess demonstrates 

with her dog, who shakes out the water from his hair at us. 

We float, and I admire the white, two-story structure built by the grandparents. Jess 

squints at a speedboat that’s caused us to buoy up over its wake. She calls it a cigarette boat. I 

ask how much things cost, as if I can afford any house, let alone a Lake house. I guess that’s 

the language of the Lake—it’s part of how awareness is determined in a space where, for most 

people, there is no nine-to-five. Language is determined by price. The dialect of leisure. 

“It’s not about the house itself,” she says. “Down here, worth is determined by length 

of waterfront. Ours would be a great sell.” 

I nod. 

“The house can be renovated, sure. But we own all this—” she points to the places 

where water meets land, stopping at the neighbor’s bushes. "Plus, there’s that old deck right 

on the water. That’s illegal now.” 

“What do you mean?” 
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“There’s some law against building out over the water,” she says, and climbs up the 

ladder for a drink. 

Who would know? I wonder, picturing a fleet of frat boys on Sea-Doos. The day-drunk 

keepers of obscure Lake laws. 

“You really have your shit together,” I tell her. 

I think again on the mutation of water—some invisible, swirling newness fusing with 

all the beer cans and piss. One thing drifts through the jaws of Bagnell Dam, another comes 

out, silent amid rushing water. Someone told me divers pulled up Nicholas Cage’s stolen 

Porsche from the bottom of the Lake of the Ozarks. 

A Porsche is a Porsche is a Porsche. 

 

* 

 

Jess talks to her aunt, a realtor, about work and numbers, about how we’re entering a seller’s 

market and what it would mean if they ever sold the Owl’s Nest or Jess’s condo in the city. 

The night before, Jess swears I’ll like the aunt, but that she has some insane renovation ideas. 

Apparently things had really taken a turn when she’d suggested they demolish the sunroom. 

“Which would be catastrophic,” Jess says, looking me in the eye. 

The day is hot. From atop a zero-gravity chair, I read and blast my skin with ultraviolet 

rays. Frank Ocean’s Blonde album plays in the background. I’ve turned it down so the aunt 

can work on the dock. 

“We have Wi-Fi now,” she says, first thing. 
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Her version of small talk is monotonous: “Of course I bought the zero-gravity chairs. 

They’re a steal at Sam’s after the season’s over.” 

And later: “Eloping for a wedding? In a pandemic? What about the family?” 

She nods up at the Owl’s Nest. “It’s settled, then. We’ll do gray walls and white subway 

tile.” 

This same information, over and over again, reflected in a funhouse mirror that refracts 

and multiplies all facets of itself. 

“I’m so happy we didn’t paint the dock ladder,” she says again. “It would look 

tasteless.” 

Meanwhile, every other dock holds the same ladder in turquoise, lime, or bright red. 

I don’t know why any of this bothers me. It’s not like I’m only satisfied if we talk about 

string theory, or complicated mandolin chords, or astral projection. Watching HGTV hungover 

is a pastime I relish, and Jess and I have had the same conversations. Yet here I am, ready to 

swing over the interior design of a home that doesn’t even remotely belong to me. 

That first night I’d listened to water slap up against concrete steps—the gentle, assured 

collapse of artificiality. Jess and I had been free to argue about the Grateful Dead, Anna 

Karenina, the pandemic, of course. How things would never be the same. Had the energy 

changed, or had I, alone in my apartment for months on end, become unable to relate? 

Perched in the zero-gravity chair, I wonder if I’m projecting—if this conversation 

mirrors all the vapid parts of myself I can’t stand. If being in quarantine has allowed these parts 

to fester and transform. How the parts shouldn’t be allowed to survive at the Lake, or at least 

rear their usurping heads amid the peace of the Owl’s Nest. 

I have a confession: I am also fond of subway tile. 
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My own Lake language has become one of condescension. 

Am I the asshole? 

It starts to rain, and the aunt pulls the not-painted ladder out of the water, mumbles 

something about how none of us want to be struck by lightning. 

 But maybe I do. 

 

* 

 

The rain slows and we decide to pay a visit to the man with the backwards hat. He shares an 

adjoining property with friends in some cove a couple mile markers away. How nice it must 

be, I think, to own two homes, one lakeside. But he’s a Virgo and has always been more 

invested in money than emotion—a sentiment Jess fully supports because she’s smarter than 

me. In a parallel universe, Jess is a mob boss, and I am the flunky who keeps letting her down. 

The show Ozark comes to mind. 

From Snapchat, we see that the man is not at the Lake. I think Jess knows about him 

and me. That we’ve hooked up. He used to sneak over in the dark of the night, talk to my 

stepmom in the kitchen over a beer. When we finally did have sex, it all fell through. Just like 

I knew it would. 

He’d also taken Jess to a dance in high school and was forever asking how she was 

doing. I think she was—and still is, in his eyes—one fortune he could never obtain. She never 

let him get anything from her, or past her, and I wish I hadn’t either. 

We get in the boat and Jess leans over, shows me a message on her phone. Months 

before, he’d sent her the address for his Lake house on Zillow. 
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The uncle sets us out on the water. He’d come down with the aunt and has been burning 

leaves all day, ridding the Owl’s Nest of its usual woody debris. We stop to gas up, fly back 

out into the main channel. I put a towel over my body against the wind, the jostling of the boat 

familiar. I close my eyes. For once, no one can speak over the sound. 

Jess stands at the wheel, puts a hand on the beige leather to steady herself. She points 

to a dot on the map. The uncle cuts the engine, or whatever you do with boats, and we putter 

to the back of a smaller cove. The aunt and uncle see a nice home that belongs to someone they 

know, but we don’t see the one from the Zillow photos. Until we do. 

Instead of the usual dock, it sports a small garage at water level. I imagine the boat 

floating inside. Is it shiny, or 40 years old like the one I sit in? I prefer this one. 

We leave the cove, and I am strangely light-hearted. 

The aunt jumps from the bow of the boat to the stern, says they’d almost been swamped 

by one of those two-story tour boats the weekend before. I’m starting to understand the 

dynamics of her personality; maybe it’s the White Claw. 

I think back to the Owl’s Nest and the tiny mimosas, wonder which ones will be there 

next summer. If there will still be a sunroom. Or a pandemic. 

The aunt and I take pictures of the sunset with our phones and Jess’s hair blows out of 

its dark ponytail. I face the water behind us and see the wake for what it is: a memory. 

If the aunt wants to paint the universe in grays and whites with pops of coral and pale 

blue, I will release my claim on color. I will embrace dark wood and new Lake ladders. I’ll 

even condone the harnessing of energy. 

 

* 
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That night, I switch my phone over to Wi-Fi. I separate plastic from glass, stand above the 

large, white sink in the Owl’s Nest. The sink I hope they’ll keep. 

I scrub each dish and worry that my and Jess’s friendship has gone stale. We live on 

opposite sides of the state now, swept up in the currents of different rivers. It’s possible we no 

longer care about the same things. Maybe we never did. 

In the weird, early weeks of quarantine, we’d talked like we’d never been apart. We 

still do. I remind myself of this. This is how it has always been. 

The image of a girl and a dog on a makeshift raft settles deep in my mind, made 

incandescent by blue light and the sudden rush of water.  
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Narcissus Flexes in Storefront Windows 

 

Is that what you’re wearing? he says again, 

in front of everyone. According to him, 

I’d dressed wrong the entire trip— 

my entire life—but today 

I’d been expected to wear, I don’t know, 

 

a white pleated skirt, a skort, God forbid 

a pair of jeans, anything but a pair of jeans. 

I should’ve known—if you want to have access 

to the best manicured greenery 

Texas can offer, you have to dress the part. 

 

I would’ve given anything to go to a museum, 

or the Dallas Botanical Gardens, where Narcissus 

would’ve been severely injured but not killed 

when I pushed him into a labyrinth of rose bushes. 

Just like in The Shining, but humid. 

 

I should’ve just read his mind. 

If you want to have access to acres 

of fake people and fake grass and make-believe 
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rules and regulations that exist in the green 

golf course bubble like a blown-up, Land of Oz reflection 

 

of what it’s like to be white and upper-class 

and from good money and still frantically paying 

fraternity dues and raising perfect children who don’t do drugs 

or occasionally do drugs when their parents fly to San Francisco 

for the weekend or whatever they do to get away 

 

long enough to probably fight over dinner 

in some wharf-side restaurant that is somehow still a chain 

while seagulls fight over their discarded 

bowls of clam chowder and loaves of sourdough, 

you have to dress the part. I should’ve known 

 

that that was what I was getting myself into 

when I decided to drive to Texas without a license, 

with a car full of pre-rolled joints and two friends 

who didn’t know about either offense. 

Because I have my shit together.
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Narcissus Works for Google 

 

At some point in January, I realize I haven’t been invited to Narcissus’s wedding, and that it’s 

already happened. 

 Briefly I imagine an invitation lost in the mail. It fell from the attractive postman’s bag 

as he unlocked the gate to my triplex on 36th Street. It became puddle slush after a hard rain. 

It was set on fire by five old timey, train robbing USPS thieves who hated the color scheme. 

 But Narcissus doesn’t know where I live. He never requested a Kansas City address in 

the first place. I consider texting him. What would he think as he looked up from quartz 

countertops and work emails to a message from me, a person he hadn’t spoken to in four years? 

I laugh at myself for thinking of doing something so stupid. 

 Time has a funny way of rendering some memories useless but still raw, like the halo 

of sunburned skin that lingers for days. You forget about it and always feel it simultaneously. 

Prior to this moment, when Narcissus had just moved to Texas from Missouri and I 

was doing my failure of a stint in New Orleans, he’d called me. He called at least once a year. 

 We were best friends as teenagers and stayed close in our 20s, our lives like strings 

intertwined over the murder of a close mutual friend, Jeff. Someone we both knew had done 

it. So our bond seemed set in stone, as painful as it was, which was probably why Narcissus 

continued to reach out for so long. Sharing a death that sent ripples through our small 

hometown had put us, with a handful of others, in a weird, communal bind. 

In New Orleans, I worked as a waitress at a Middle Eastern café called Mona’s, each 

day struggling to light charcoals for hookah and spending my cash tips on booze, Adderall, 
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oysters, records, red wine, and gas. Meanwhile, Narcissus had been buying and flipping 

properties, he said, and renting them out to young people in Austin. 

 “Of course you live in Austin,” I said, half-listening to him go on about resale value 

and unreliable workers. I was parked near a Walgreens in Mid-City, the early evidence of 

Gentrification After Katrina appearing from nowhere all around me. 

 “So you’re not really… doing… anything? Are you?” Narcissus asked. 

 I couldn’t tell. I didn’t know what I was doing. 

 “I moved halfway across the country with, like, the shirt on my back,” I said. It didn’t 

seem as impressive now that I knew what he was doing. I looked up at the Walgreens, where 

I’d just spent my last four dollars on shampoo. We didn’t have hot water in our apartment. At 

least there were palm trees. 

 “But you’re waiting tables,” he said. “Couldn’t you go to nursing school or something? 

I knew lots of girls in college who became nurses.” 

 And I’m sure they’re all happy now and not divorcing their husbands, I thought, 

mentally slapping myself for believing in stereotypes. It was comforting to imagine the popular 

high school sweethearts of my hometown falling out of love. It made me feel better about my 

own predicament, even though I’d chosen one life and they’d chosen another—neither perfect. 

At least they had money to pay for divorces. 

 I shared one half of a purple shotgun house with two roommates: another waitress, who 

I knew from before, and a tattoo artist, who I’d just met. Our paychecks combined could not 

likely afford the homes Narcissus was renovating. Austin seemed so “new build”—so far-

removed from the centuries-old French and Spanish architecture surrounding me 500 miles 

away in Louisiana. 
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Narcissus scoffed at this. 

“What’s better?” I asked. “Money or location?” 

I could almost hear him rolling his eyes. 

“They have nursing schools in Louisiana,” he said. 

 

* 

 

I discover the wedding via social media, where Narcissus and I are still friends. He wears a 

suit sewn from threads of deep blue water—an effective cooling agent for a Leo like him. I 

knew he’d been engaged. Marital bliss shouldn’t come as such a shock to me, but it always 

does. My own parents are divorced. 

 On Facebook, he only posts photos of one of four things: his extensive traveling 

agenda; his wife; his wife’s pregnancy; and golf. I wonder how the algorithm allowed me to 

miss most of this. I could’ve been annoyed a lot sooner. 

 Judging from photos of the two of them, Narcissus’s wife goes to church, which tracks. 

Entering his family’s home as a teenager made me feel like I had to put my hands behind my 

back, as if I was inside one of those stores in the mall with the lamps and glass animals. My 

home was messy, my family chaotic, my parents very real. Too real, at least to teenage me. 

Maybe his family’s robotic, Christian environment was a sign of success. Or one 

version of success. When it comes down to it, stand-ins for power are clutch when individual 

stability starts to crack. 

Actually, God is clutch to Narcissus’s and my origin story. Before either of us moved 

out of Missouri, we met through a mutual friend: my sister, who he was trying to fuck. We 
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ended up in the same youth group, where I was trying to find someone—anyone—to pay 

attention to me. 

He used to pick me up before the evening service, and before church in the morning. 

My parents wouldn’t let me have a car out of fear of “reckless behavior.” Their words. 

My parents also used to say Narcissus and I should date, but I couldn’t understand why. 

I was the smart one—smart enough to know he was way out of my league. To be honest, I 

don’t know what he saw in me at all. I was hard to control—timid one minute and taking a pill 

from a stranger at a party the next. I was reckless. 

Once, I convinced Narcissus to pick me up from my parents’ house, even though he 

was already running late. He came anyway, but in the moment, he hated this unofficial duty 

he’d somehow roped himself into. His eyes were hard little balls of steel. It was clear I had 

inconvenienced him. 

Later I heard he was trying to meet up with a girl who also went to our youth group. 

He was irritated with me and my inability to control my own existence. He called me 

manipulative. 

For a long time, I wondered why he used that word. He’d been the one to volunteer to 

chauffer me in the first place. It’s not like I was demanding to go to Sonic. 

Now I wonder if I was simply responding to the way he treated me—if, since I had 

grown up using manipulation as a survival technique, I sought out people who brought it out 

in me. 

In his defense, I was being manipulative. Because of the way I was raised before my 

parents’ divorce, it had become difficult for me to think about human interaction as something 

other than transactional. As far as I knew, I could only have this for that. There was no do this 
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because it’s the right thing to do or do that to help someone else. There was no trust a close 

friend to pay you back. 

I have tried to kill the manipulative tendencies that remain stuck in me at 32 years old, 

but I swing like a pendulum in the other direction. I expect nothing from people who say they 

care about me, even if they’ve shown me otherwise again and again. I please them to get them 

to like me. And as some maddening lesson in self-fulfilling prophesies, I’m only attracted to 

the thing I can never have. 

 

* 

 

As much as I was intrigued by Narcissus, I was sort of disgusted by the way he talked about 

the women he wanted to get with in high school. To me, they all looked the same—like little 

girls. On one hand, he was going to church. On the other, he’d maybe had sex already. I didn’t 

know for sure. I was still a virgin. 

He would bring the girls over to my parents’ house—long the place for strays and 

misfits and friends of friends—where they’d sit prissily in the grass, their small hands folded 

in Narcissus’s large ones. I hated each one. At first, I’d feel put on, like they were encroaching 

on my relationship with Narcissus, who, for all his showboating I was becoming fond of. I 

liked it when we were alone together in his car, its gray leather interior intimate as the bedroom 

I’d never been in. Not in that way, at least. 

I’d see the girls once, then never again. 

 

* 
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After high school, when Narcissus moved 30 minutes away to Columbia, he’d have me up for 

movies at his condo on Paris Road. It looked just like all the other ones. By then I could drive, 

and we’d get high without really knowing what we were doing. We liked to smoke ditch weed 

out of apples or empty soda cans and drive around in his gray sedan in the rain, listening to old 

Killers’ albums. His eyes weren’t hard or steely then. He was better. Softer. 

Some nights, C and J would join us—friends we knew from high school who did 

everything together. The minute they arrived, always coming in through the door on the back 

patio, which faced the woods, Narcissus’s demeanor towards me would change. No longer was 

I the girl who’d seen him cry, who knew all his favorite songs, who’d gone to his grandfather’s 

house to collect his things after he died, who had been transformed by Jeff’s death in the same 

exact way at the same exact moment. I was just a woman he didn’t find attractive enough to 

have sex with. 

When C and J would leave around one a.m., Narcissus always asked me to stay, 

convincing me to sleep on the couch in his room. 

I felt in the way. I got used to feeling in the way. 

In 2010, I also moved to Columbia. The city has a row of frat bars downtown, each 

wooden floor more beer-sticky than the next. 

Narcissus was in a frat, of course. Pi Kappa Alpha. Which meant nothing to me—I only 

knew they called themselves Pikes. His only friends were Pikes, plus me, and C and J. In 

contrast, my friends were all hippies who lived west of downtown and ate shrooms on the 

weekends. 
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We’d tried to join the two groups together, which proved mostly awkward. Narcissus 

either went out of his way to show off in front of his fraternity brothers, or never showed up at 

all. Once, he made me walk a mile to his house by myself in the dark. 

Another time, he left me in the back row at a concert. He’d started pushing his way 

towards the front before I knew what was happening. He was supposed to be my friend, but he 

was always abandoning me. 

That night, I left before he did without saying goodbye. For once we’d taken separate 

cars. 

 After the concert, I drove to the hippies’ house and slumped in the doorway that divided 

kitchen from living room. 

 “What’s wrong?” said Kenny, a friend of a friend who’d just moved in. People were 

always coming and going. 

 “Have you ever drifted apart from someone important to you?” I asked. 

 “Yeah,” he said, tilting his head. “You want to do something about it but you’re 

different now so there’s no use?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “Come to the bar,” he said. “I’ll cheer you up.” 

 Unbeknownst to the both of us, I would soon chase Kenny through the snow and 

drunkenly lose my virginity to him days later—an act that foreshadowed a long line of men 

who either resembled him or Narcissus. Or both simultaneously.  

 

* 
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I was drunk for a good part of 2018, so when I saw Narcissus’s name flash on my phone in the 

dark, I thought I was hallucinating. I’d returned from New Orleans a few years prior, and we’d 

talked each year since then, but I never knew when he would call again. 

I was out in the sticks, living with a boyfriend in a not-town called Midway on the 

outskirts of Columbia. We’d moved there so the boyfriend’s son could go to a good elementary 

school. One existed just up the road apparently, though I didn’t know why anyone would build 

it down the street from a truck stop known for sex trafficking and motel drug deals gone wrong. 

 Lately I’d taken to getting plastered in the car by myself. I didn’t drive anywhere. I sat 

in the driveway, which faced a field populated by deer and wild turkey, and chain-smoked Pall 

Malls. I turned up the music as loud as it would go, hoping to annoy the boyfriend playing 

video games inside the house, hoping to see into the starlit field like one would see into a 

crystal ball. 

That night, the boyfriend had paused by the front door—unlit cigarette between his 

lips—and had said I could go kill myself. 

I’d broken up with him immediately. I was looking for a reason, and this seemed as 

good as any. He’d apologized. I’d said I was moving out, like I had so many times before. 

We’d had sex. This is how it usually went. Then I would convince myself I wasn’t settling for 

this behavior again, that I wouldn’t fall into the same trap of convenience, of convincing myself 

this was the only person who, for some unknown reason, would ever want me. 

Sex was convenient. Loneliness was not. Hence the field-gazing and pint of Smirnoff. 

So when Narcissus called me in the car in the dark, it seemed like a sign. Just as I was 

about to tell him what happened, the boyfriend stepped down off the porch in the dark. He 
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lived to keep tabs on me, and I thought it was special, like a fucked-up love language only we 

knew. 

He asked who I was talking to, and I told him he didn’t know the person—that it didn’t 

matter. But he saw something in my face, and he had also been drinking, so the fighting started 

all over again. 

“What was that, then?” he said, gesturing at the house. 

“What was what?” I asked. I could hear Narcissus asking to talk to the boyfriend over 

the phone. Was he drunk? 

“Inside,” said the boyfriend. “Before.” 

I could tell he was trying not to lose his cool again, but that the alcohol made it very 

difficult. After all, this was the same man I found outside punching trees and yelling at the sky 

as a tornado warning was issued for the county. He’d been drunk that night too. I had to pull 

him inside and convince him to follow me to the basement, which always flooded. 

Now I wished I’d left him there to fight whoever it was he wanted to fight, as long as 

it wasn’t me. 

“Who’s on the phone?” he said again, gritting his teeth. 

“Nobody,” I said. “Go back inside.” I started to roll the window up, which he attempted 

to grip with his fingers. 

“God dammit,” he said. 

“Don’t make me roll up your fingers,” I said. I stared at him through the glass, 

Narcissus still in my ear: Who the hell is that? The guy you’re living with? Everything is not 

fine, Emily, you need to leave—you need to stay in a hotel or something… 

“It’s fine,” I said into the phone. 
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For the most part, I’d kept these fights to myself, but now I felt strange. This was the 

first time Narcissus had ever had a say in who I dated. For once, I wasn’t listening to him talk 

about girls he met at fraternity parties—he was giving me advice on one of my relationships. 

For once, he was single, and I was not. 

Had he ever—in his life—felt like nobody wanted him? 

I flipped the lights on and started backing out of the gravel driveway, still on the phone. 

“I’m drunk,” I said to Narcissus. 

“I know you’re wasted,” shouted the boyfriend, voice echoing up the road and 

disappearing. I was driving to the gas station. I needed more vodka. 

“You need to leave him,” said Narcissus. 

“You don’t even know him,” I said. 

He’d always had the perfect life, the girls, the flings, the good looks, now the six-figure 

Google salary. I couldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing my life was in pieces, even 

though it was obvious. 

The way forward, however, never is. 

 

* 

 

Someone told me once that the universe, or God, or whatever force pulls the tide of 

reminiscence back and forth across our brain folds, gives us the same lessons, over and over, 

until we understand how to level up. All clichés aside, I think I believe it. 
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For a long time, I was a pet project for Narcissus, and even though he was narcissistic, 

I love to throw around a trending term. I love to say narcissist in regard to whatever man has 

done me wrong. In some cases, it sticks. In others, it lacks complexity. 

And I have to admit—there’s a violence in how I think of Narcissus now. 

Either I’ve become violent, or bitter, or he always had a touch of it beneath carefully 

measured facial expressions. Not quite Patrick Bateman in American Psycho, but not far off. 

Always the possibility of turmoil—like those initial pitter-patters of rain before the broiling 

mountain of water you never see. Think The Perfect Storm. One of Narcissus’s favorite films, 

incidentally. Along with Fight Club. But show me one teenager who didn’t watch Fight Club 

in the early 2000s. He and I probably watched it together. So maybe there is something to be 

said about two people existing in the same body, à la Fight Club’s unnamed narrator. And 

Narcissus. 

And maybe there are two ways in which your life can pan out, depending on how easy 

or hard it was for you, what rational or irrational decisions you made, and whether you 

participated in free will, some religion, or both. 

A small part of me wants to hate Narcissus—for his self-important personality, his golf 

obsession, his luck with money (and real estate), the way he used to skip the beginnings of 

songs to get to the good part. The fact that he didn’t invite me to his fucking wedding. 

But truth be told, a small part of me always wanted to sleep with Narcissus, too. That 

same part was trying to match lust with affection, the action of sex with true attachment. 

Either way, it seemed he got bored of me once he realized I’d partially figured my shit 

out. I’ve yet to be proven wrong. Maybe it’s not worth it for him to contact me. Maybe I never 

made the effort either. 
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Avoiding conflict has gotten Narcissus out of many conversations, and for the most 

part, kept him out of trouble with the law. Though there was that girl with the beautiful hair in 

middle school who accused him of sexual assault, or the beginnings of sexual assault. 

He called to tell me about it after he started college in 2007—that he didn’t do it. That 

it was based on a comment he made, not a physical act. That everybody was making comments 

about women in that way at that time. The details are fuzzy. In any case, she’s an anchor for 

Fox News now, and I never heard how it all washed out. 

 

* 

 

Sometimes we don’t get the answers we want. We must accept the constant search. Sometimes 

I want to call Narcissus, but I know pride will never let me. This is one part of my ego I’m not 

willing to kill yet. 

For him, I exist in a bubble of memory that will never cross over into present day. 

Unless there are no obstacles in the way—which seems unrealistic—those intertwining strings 

can’t follow the same path forever. Some relationships become too complicated to go on. 

Still, when I hear the chorus to “All These Things That I’ve Done,” a million gray 

sedans come fishtailing up from a place in my mind where forever memories are stored. 

Something about the rain falling in slow motion and the looks on our faces.  
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For Jeff 

 

I say nothing, listen as we three huddle tight together. 

Six legs dangling, ankles exposed, my feet bare, 

ticks be damned. Your favorite quarry. Pit swimming 

with Marlboros that hiss and sink through black glass. 

Nothing below except the pitch and our faces 

pale, staring up through lighthole stars and water 

still as premeditation. On the bottom: the remains 

of an old Chevy; shells of locusts; meteorites. Frogs 

asleep in their graves until Day-Glo gills burst 

and flutter alive with impossible sparks. 

Some other nights, Matt helps me over fences, 

the split ends of my dress catching on exposed metal. 

Come on, I say into the void— 

tell me again why you set that house on fire.  
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Duplex, Derailed 

 after Jericho Brown 

 

And I’m telling you I know what it’s like to lose 

a soul or at least what it’s like to lose a friend 

 

who’s lost his soul, because then you doubt your own. 

I listen as my balding ex-friend tells me his father lost years of hearing 

 

working on trains, but I know hearing isn’t quite the same as listening. 

I believe him when he says his father could never fix things with bullets, or booze, 

 

or fate bullet-holed by some drunk god. My ex-friend affixes 

sticker trains to a single track, obliterates scores of handsome men, 

 

dive-bombs his own reflection. His warble is a single throat stuck note. 

For what shall it profit a man if he shall gain the world and lose 

 

his soul? my ex-friend wonders aloud, forever the lost prophet 

requesting approval, confusing inborn sin with wondrous salvation. 

 

My ex-friend was born a dove already singing, already sinful— 

and I’m telling you I know what it’s like to lose.  
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The Drugs Make Me Hate My Friends 

 

Oh, I’ve got reservations 

About so many things 

But not about you 

Wilco, Yankee Hotel Foxtrot 

 

I had packed the near-empty bottle of Hair, Skin & Nails gummies specifically so I could fill 

it with THC gummies when I got to Denver, where my biological mother lives part time. 

 

The THC gummies are a different color and shape than the others—pastel squares with 

rounded corners. But who cares? I think, sitting upright in the four-poster bed, on the last leg 

of Denver, researching how exactly I will carry them aboard the Southwest flight or pack them 

in a bag. Trusted (internet) sources had claimed the TSA X-ray machines, and their human 

counterparts, would be more concerned with bombs. 

 

Still, in Denver, we waste the morning of the flight combing through Reddit for ways to 

smuggle weed back to Missouri. We have ideas. A few joints. Two bottles of sugar crystal-

coated gummies when one would’ve been enough. 

 

* 
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The previous night had started at a tapas place called Barcelona Wine Bar, where the vibe is 

all dark wood and iron fixtures. I remember an open kitchen in the back. I barely remember 

floating up a small set of stairs outside, then another inside, the hostess leading us from what 

looked like a sprawled factory space to an intimate upper level. It took years to get from one 

to the next because I swore the smaller rooms were miles above the bigger ones. The change 

in altitude made me woozy, like I was sleepwalking through time zones. I’d wanted to stay in 

the factory, where dry, January mountain air swept under black floor-to-ceiling garage doors. 

 

It's not like I don’t recall the place in detail, or the night, or the way I passed through it slowly, 

invisibly, like a passenger, while my friends rushed ahead. I could see them on the other side 

of the restaurant already—they hadn’t stopped to look around. I’d eaten three-fourths of a 

gummy. It wasn’t giving me the desired effect. 

 

My friends were examining menus when I sat down. Our booth grew darker, warmer. It was 

stifling. Like someone from a cartoon film had reached out with a giant pair of gloved hands 

and scooped our opposite seats together. From my zoomed-in perspective, I hated their faces. 

Why had I come on this trip with these people? Originally, I’d wanted to come to the mountains 

to be alone and to write. That wasn’t happening. 

 

I’d known the one on the right since high school. He was moving on no sleep, an absolute 

chatter box in the body of a human man. He’d taken shots of Patron back at my mother’s house, 

cooked an entire box of pasta, and thrown it away after one bite. He had eaten an entire gummy. 

The thought chilled me. Weirdly, he still seemed calmer than us all. In fact, he was never 
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unafraid to be himself, a trait which was at once his greatest strength and most luminous 

downfall. It’s not like I hadn’t asked him to come on the trip. What did I have against him? 

 

The one on the left was dressed to kill, fully lint-rolled, too aesthetically composed to sit with 

us, let alone be our friend. She said she’d smoked a joint but I now suspected she didn’t inhale 

it. Earlier, when I’d taken half the makeup off my face for no apparent reason and wasted 

everybody’s time searching for a dress to wear, she’d shown me this trick of wearing a nude-

colored bra under a black shirt. It’s an illusion, she’d said, her own lipstick perfect. I got the 

feeling that her flawless exterior shellacked a slimy interior realm, but I kept slapping the 

thought back into its slithery box. 

 

I looked between the sides of their stupid heads, seeing the tapas place—with its broad 

monstera leaves and hairpin-legged chairs—for what it really was. A black hole that suctioned 

off all our personalities. It was too loud, too rushed. And all I could do was observe the braised 

octopus with romesco sauce we’d just received. The plate, too white. I willed it to crack. The 

not-drunk, probably-not-high friend looked normal, unamused, at home in the black hole. The 

edges of her face were becoming fuzzy, like the façade was wearing off a bit. She kept ordering 

more olives. I kept saying, I owe you—I’ll pay for those. But I didn’t know what I owed her 

for, and it seemed like my offering to pay was becoming annoying. 

 

However, let’s keep in mind the fact that I was the one who had eaten the edible. When we’re 

on drugs, are our perspectives truer? Do we see people for who they really are, and is our view 
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of them completely changed as a result? Or are we fuller of shit? I didn’t know. I still don’t 

know. 

 

And come to think of it, all of Denver seemed too normal. Maybe that was the problem, I 

mused, rolling my eyes up into the ceiling rafters and away from the octopus. I was considering 

the broad monstera leaves, the mid-century elements shared by my own apartment back in 

Kansas City. Without me noticing, the black hole had begun peeling back my layers and I 

didn’t like it one bit. You are the normal one, said the ceiling. Stop trying so hard to be 

different. Its wooden beams had been exposed and painted white. Because of course they had. 

 

The waiter came back, carrying another bowl of olives floating in brine and fried balls of some 

sort. 

 

“Croquetas,” said the worldly, not-drunk friend, pinching one in her manicured fingers. “I had 

them in Madrid. They taste just like they did there.” 

 

* 

 

The night before, I’d followed the manicured hands friend into the biggest Sephora I had ever 

seen. The mountains surrounding Denver were invisible in the darkness, save a few lights on 

in low, modern homes. No billboards. Pillars and porches and straight lines the color of earth. 

Too many straight lines. Nothing old, curved, moss-colored, or sagging from being alive too 
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long. Save the yellow house a mile past my mother’s, under which a giant sinkhole had opened. 

For some unknown reason, she calls it haunted. To me it only leans a bit. 

 

Since walking around the giant downtown mall and Sephora with her, I’d wanted to pull out 

my perfect friend’s hair. Though I had made her go to a nearby two-story Target. It was a 

novelty. A two-story Target. 

 

Together, we’d gone to a modern art museum. We’d taken the Coors Brewery tour in Golden. 

When his plane arrived, we met the other friend at Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife 

Refuge, a huge plot of land on the outskirts of Denver that was once the site of a chemical 

weapons manufacturing facility. We’d seen bison in the distance, prairie dogs, a lone coyote 

staring into the sun. 

 

Our trio had driven up the mountain to Idaho Springs, which was scenic but much smaller than 

I expected. The perfect friend was whining about how we were always in the car. I’d made 

breakfast, cleaned up after us both. I had driven everywhere, even parallel parking my mother’s 

giant SUV outside of some trendy food hall. Yes, okay, we’re always driving, I’d said, 

suggesting a Red Rocks hike. We’d packed a lot into three days, and we weren’t always 

driving. We’d walked a lot, actually, including when we’d been in Sephora for three hours. 

But I never said this. 

 

I didn’t know what more she wanted from me. There was always something to be done, 

something to be given, some way in which the trip could improve. Which is why, by the time 



 

 82 

we got to the tapas restaurant, my mind was swirling with poisonous thoughts. Perhaps, I 

thought, my eyes still focused on the white beams in the ceiling, I am seeing things as they 

truly are. 

 

It seemed as if the perfect friend was destined to get away with everything—that things would 

always be easy for her, and I would always be jealous. 

 

But perhaps she was doomed to be unsatisfied forever. 

 

* 

 

On the day of our flight, after we’d decided to smuggle our gummies and joints in carry-on 

bags, I found myself face to face with a TSA employee who had already begun to unzip my 

blue backpack and take out its contents one by one. Notebook, blank. Though I had told myself 

I would write. Stupid. Laptop, charger, small, clear makeup bag with tubes and bottles of 

mascara, foundation, concealer—all under 3.4 oz each. I’d been a diligent smuggler, but not 

diligent enough, it seemed. I’d removed the glass of amber-colored perfume, the lighter. The 

night before, I had separated with meticulous fervor what was allowed from what was not. 

Except for the weed. 

 

And my perfect friend. How embarrassing. We’d never been on a long trip together before, 

and it had been studded with weird points all the way through. As I was getting searched, she 

calmly put her shoes on and turned back to look at me. All of her joints had gotten through, 
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each one tucked between free South Korean cosmetics samples from Sephora. She didn’t look 

worried for me. She was as perfect and smug as ever. 

 

The TSA agent peered once more inside my bag, giving it a shake. I pretended to stare at 

something on the floor, picked my nails. Anything I could do to avoid meeting his eye. 

Suddenly he was placing everything back together again. 

 

As my legs turned from jelly back to flesh, I gathered up my shoes, and walked—not ran—to 

the tram that would take us to our gate.  



 

 84 

geometry of drowning 

 

if the earth is round, 

you call it flat, just to disagree. 

the universe is a straight plane, you say— 

two dimensions raked through with lines that shrug. 

we agree to meet for a drink, sink 

into flimsy paper puppet show waves. 

two times i should’ve drowned, 

just like in dreams or cinema 

when a car pitches nose-first into black water, the driver 

always a woman frantic behind the wheel. 

she bangs on windows, fingers fumbling again 

over soaked seat buckles. you 

are always there— 

holding your hand over my eyes— 

and we are always drunk. 

once i walked out upon the half- 

submerged carcass of a peeling 

sycamore. once we could smell rain 

upstream in the dark, the nervous dampness 

before deluge. drops like points on a line 

flanked by arrows, 
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the sign for continuation. 

some great hand in the sky 

waving over us, 

cutting our strings.  
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Done-for Daydream 

 

Each day this week I’m alive again at eight a.m., 

to dayglow-vested men hammering together 

a new set of stairs. They shred all my good quilts. 

One cleaves the bed clean through with a 

magician’s buzzsaw, slivers skin, bone, 

mattress, frame, floor—he’s nailed over 

all the doors to make six sets of coffins. 

 

When it’s over I wonder if they can see me 

through the window as I stir from bed, wander 

barefoot over tongues and grooves. The magician 

plastered shut a leak above my shower once 

 but it didn’t take. He wore low-slung ball caps 

  and sad glass rabbit eyes. A wedding ring. 

If I’m honest I think I want to be seen.  
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The Mold Is No Big Deal 

 

The first man to come over worked in the pest control business. This was unexpected. The sun 

was barely up, and I’d been asleep when he had knocked on the door, a curt rapping I barely 

heard from the back of the long apartment. 

There is nothing more frightening than waking from a dream to a faraway knock. My 

heart was in my throat. I wasn’t sure if I’d heard the knock in the dream or outside of it, which 

sent little neon wisps of panic shearing off my skin. I’m told this reaction probably stems from 

childhood, when my mother would tell me to hide under the bed in the master bedroom if 

anybody knocked on the red front door. 

No one walked in or out of the red front door. It was used for slamming when my 

mother and father got into it. I learned to storm out of it. That heavy door. 

The other doors were too normal, too stable. They all led to a predictable world. The 

red one was for special occasions. My mother would starch and iron the white linens on her 

high bed, so they lay crisp, heavy above a body. Military-grade sheets, structure-wise—corners 

all tucked in. The product of a summer job working in hotels. 

In any case, the knock at the door was a harbinger for raw energy. 

“You go to a lot of rodeos?” asked the man from pest control. 

“What?” 

“I was just admiring the Stetson on your coat stand.” He pointed to a floppy black 

sunhat. The kind one would wear on a beach vacation, though I never had. 

“Oh,” I said. “No. No rodeos.” 

Was he joking? It was too early in the morning to laugh. 



 

 88 

“You should really get your cat a flea collar, even if she doesn’t go outside,” he said, 

voice disembodied from the bathroom now. I could hear him scuttling around in there. He 

seemed like the kind of person to scuttle, though I couldn’t tell if I was thinking too hard on 

the pest control thing. 

“He,” I said. 

“They can still get fleas,” he said, emerging, face very serious. “I’ve seen it before in 

buildings this size. Once you have fleas, we all have fleas.” 

“Okay,” I said, picking up the cat, who stuck claws into my shoulder. 

“This goes without saying, but I’ll be here on the first Tuesday of every month.” 

Why did it go without saying? 

“Okay,” I said again. “I’ll be here.” 

“I’ll just come in if you’re not here,” he said, his eyes small and shiny. 

“What if my cat gets out?” 

“I’ll be careful,” he said, body halfway through the door. “I’ve been around cats 

before.” 

And then he was gone, banging the door shut behind his fumigation apparatus. 

I heard him knock on the door across from mine, one of six identical units in the place. 

“Pest control, open up!” 

No one came to the door. 

From inside my apartment, I heard him shuffle keys, place one in the lock, and turn. 

He stomped through the neighbors’ apartment just as he had through mine, stopping only to 

spray toxic vapor into each corner. 
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* 

 

Before living in a big city, I knew that maintenance personnel entered apartments all the time, 

but from then on, I never used the dishwasher, nor did I call anyone about it. The repair would 

only warrant more unexpected visitors. 

Already, I had to anticipate the arrival of the rodeo-beetle pest control man once a 

month, and he never showed up at the same time in the morning. I learned to spot his car as I 

waited on the balcony on first Tuesdays, sipping coffee and shivering. Fall was approaching. I 

had seen no pests in my apartment, nor fleas on my cat, for which I was thankful. 

One day, despite my best efforts, I heard the rattling of keys in my lock. I could feel 

the small hairs on the back of my neck standing straight up, my throat suddenly dry. Another 

response to the same stimuli. “Hello?” I said to the door. 

“Hello, we’ve come to change out your locks,” said a voice from beyond. 

“Who are you?” I asked. 

“We’re from the management company. Is this a good time?” 

More shuffling, a lock clicking as the door swung open a tad. Expectantly, I stood there 

paralyzed, hair still up in a lavender-striped towel, not asking for any of this. 

A man’s face appeared to me through the crack between wall and door, eyes lowered, 

uncomfortable. Someone with gray hair stood behind him. 

“I’ve worked for Frank for years,” he said. “I’m Sam. I don’t have a card, or—” 

“It’s okay,” I said, giving up. “Come in.” 
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If they had come to murder me and sell my organs, they’d already figured out the gated 

fence that surrounded the property and picked the lock to the lower door that opened into the 

building itself. It wouldn’t have been hard since they carried all the tools to change locks. 

The speaking man, Sam, was dressed head to toe in camo and reminded me of my uncle 

Mike, who regularly strings up deer from trees in his yard to drain the blood. Mike is kind, 

though, and honest—a man of few words. Sam seemed to follow a similar code of conduct. 

“Thing is,” he started, as I shut the door and again grabbed the sneaking cat, who 

wouldn’t have gotten far in the interior hallway anyway, “the neighbors upstairs have got the 

same locks as you do. We have to give you new keys.” 

“What?” 

“We still don’t know how it happened. I’m sorry. You can’t have anybody coming in 

here without your permission.” Sam shook his head back and forth in a way that was meant to 

be knowing, comforting. 

No shit, I thought. 

It appeared, then, that somebody had already come into my apartment. How else would 

they have noticed the matching sets of locks and keys? 

Had the upstairs neighbors—a couple I’d never met—accidentally, or intentionally, 

opened my door with their set of keys, and if so, what had they seen? 

I imagined a scenario I’d witnessed once where the woman working the front desk at a 

hotel in New Orleans had given my friend and me the wrong room key. When we arrived and 

opened the door, already tipsy, we saw two people in bed, their arms and legs tangled up, 

suitcases strung open on the floor. The gasp on our part had been audible, but I’m not sure they 
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noticed. We pressed the door shut and took off, giggling all the way back down the elevator to 

the hotel lobby. 

The gray-haired man, who never introduced himself to me, whistled quietly as he 

switched out the locks to all four exterior doors: two in front, one in back that leads to a rickety 

set of stairs, one for the balcony. 

My building was constructed in 1904 and each apartment has identical front doors that 

sit catty-corner from one another. 

Double the chances of getting in. 

 

* 

 

In January, I called my dad to complain about the dishwasher, the single washer and dryer in 

the building over that worked occasionally, and the cracks in the windows. 

“Just put in a maintenance request,” he said, as if it was as easy as slicing cake. 

If he knew how I’d hidden myself under beds and behind sharp corners as a child, he 

never let on. He’d always been a stand-up guy with an attitude that I imitated as I got older. 

“Walk it off,” he’d say. I appreciated that. No need to fuss over small fires. 

My mother had been the worrier, the helicopter parent. I wondered if I had taken on 

parts of her personality even though they’d been long divorced. 

For instance, my cat hadn’t yet escaped down the back steps into the city streets and 

near-guaranteed oblivion. Was I treating this one cared-for creature just as my mother had 

treated me, with over-protection? The men had changed the locks, sure, but one of my worst 

fears involved a stranger opening the back door while I was away and letting the cat out. 



 

 92 

So, I called, and Sam said he’d come over again. I heard him coming up the back steps 

first, chuckling. 

“Hello!” He called through the door, pounding and pounding. “We’ve come to fix your 

dishwasher.” 

Before I could let them in, a tall man in overalls burst across the threshold, knocking 

off the collection of magnets and postcards I’d attached to my fridge in one fell swoop. 

“I’m so sorry,” the tall man bellowed, bending down to pick everything up. I could tell 

he meant what he said, though his booming voice took me by surprise. I laughed. 

“It’s okay.” 

“Watch out,” said Sam, who materialized behind the tall man, again in camo. Together, 

they opened the dishwasher and started poking around. The door to the long steps stood open. 

Good thing I’d locked the cat in the bedroom. 

“You got a screwdriver?” I heard from the kitchen. I’d returned to my desk to work. 

“Which kind?” I said, peering into the hall closet for a toolkit. 

“Phillips,” called the tall man. “If you got it. We should’ve brought tools.” 

I laughed again. Why was I always laughing? 

“No worries,” I said, handing it over. 

“Surprised you knew,” they said. 

“I have to show you something else,” I said. 

“I’m not gonna like it, am I?” said Sam, his hands ignoring the long knives I’d left in 

the dishwasher for so long. 

“No, I don’t think you will.” 
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“Let’s see it,” he said, standing up. The tall man followed, and the three of us stood 

together in my small, tiled bathroom. I smiled. For some reason, I felt like I was about to put 

on a magic show. 

“This,” I said, flashing the shower curtain back dramatically to reveal a dark shape 

above the showerhead. 

“The mold is no big deal,” Sam said, after staring at the ceiling for a minute. I didn’t 

believe him. From my limited experience, and the falter in his voice, I knew the mold would 

be a righteous pain in the ass. 

“Lots of women would freak out about mold, but you don’t,” said the tall man. 

“I just didn’t want it to turn into a huge thing for you,” I said. 

 

* 

 

Days later, the tall man showed up at the back door again. 

“I hate using the front doors of these buildings,” he said. 

Sam, who had become a sort of familiar, saving grace for me, was nowhere to be seen. 

In his place stood a short, dark-haired man with tattoos and a baseball cap. He walked in after 

the tall man, looking me up and down. 

“Well,” he said, brushing past me. He smelled like cigarettes. “We’re here to fix the 

mold.” 

“Do you want any coffee or water?” I asked. It was 10 a.m. and I’d anxiously started 

boiling a kettle of water. I planned to remain in the apartment until they finished. 

“No, thanks,” said the dark-haired man, who had introduced himself as Justin. 
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“Sweet of you to ask, though,” said the tall man. “You planning a trip?” 

I’d pulled a suitcase out into the living room. “I’m going to Denver,” I said. 

“Colorado? My girlfriend lives out there,” said the tall man. “You gonna bring anything 

back?”  

“Thinking about it,” I said. 

“Last time I was in the Denver airport, I got searched,” he said. 

I stood in the doorway, cocked an eyebrow. 

“But not for what you’d think,” he said. “Yeah, okay, I brought pot on the plane. I’d 

done it all the time. Gummies.” 

“Right,” said Justin. 

“But they held onto my bag, pulled those right out and put ‘em right back in.” 

By now, he’d perched himself on a ladder. Justin was in the process of taking out a sort 

of camera on a flexible wire, setting down odd containers on the sink. 

“What they really cared about was my hair cream,” said the tall man, laughing 

ridiculously. 

“No shit,” I said. 

“Yeah. So I wouldn’t worry about bringing things back. Maybe you can snag me a 

lollipop.” 

I grinned, feeling slightly repulsed. 

“Maybe you’ve convinced me,” I said, looking at the camera. 

“Oh, don’t worry about this,” said Justin. “We’re gonna cut a hole in the ceiling, but 

no one will see you shower. Not unless the upstairs neighbors have a fancy camera like we 

do.” 
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They both laughed. 

Something rotten squelched up my throat. 

“And we know they don’t,” said the tall man. “We’ve been up there. Had to cut a hole 

in their living room wall.” 

I began packing to the sound of a saw buzzing. 

That night, I did shower under the hole, and I imagined all kinds of things crawling out 

of it. Long, spindly insects with bendable metal legs like the camera I’d seen. The steam all 

around me smelled like cigarettes. 

The tall man had said he’d return to cover the hole when I got back from Denver. Even 

though I felt vulnerable, disgusted by the camera and the laughter and the possibility that they’d 

thought about me, or any woman, without permission, in the shower, I still contemplated 

sneaking back weed for Justin and the tall man. We would all have a laugh about it. Perfect 

strangers turned friends. 

As much as I disliked them for shaking up my life, the idea felt dangerous somehow, 

and sensual. Here were some men in my apartment, giving me attention. 

 

* 

 

The morning after my return flight home, Justin was knocking at the back door. He said he’d 

be there for a week to fix the hole. 

“By myself,” he said. 
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Most mornings after that, I put on clean clothes and makeup. I didn’t lounge around 

the house in a robe. I made black coffee and sat on the balcony to drink it. The cat got locked 

in the bedroom. 

Every morning, Justin told me the hole was almost fixed. That the leak had gone 

through a series of tests and things were in good working order. No sight of mold. No mold 

ever again. 

One morning, I had to go to the doctor for a routine checkup. I climbed up on the 

papered exam table and waited for him to come in. He always knocked. 

On my phone, a message from Snapchat. I opened it. Justin had added me. I’d probably 

only said 10 of the same words to him. What was he doing? 

Quickly, I typed his name into Facebook. I’d never had the thought to do it before. I 

figured the people who owned my building had done enough vetting and background checks. 

But there he was with his blonde wife and kids, adding me on the social media platform known 

to most for hookups and disappearing conversations. 

I ignored the request. 

I let it go like that for a couple of days. Perhaps I’d add him when he was done working 

on the bathroom, I thought. And why was he allowed to add me in the first place? For all I 

knew, he had keys to my apartment. What would happen if I said no? 

At my apartment, he acted like I had slighted him. He’d always smiled at me on his 

way to the hole in the ceiling, which was now no longer a hole, but an innocent sheet of plaster. 

Now he didn’t look me in the eyes. I’d return to my desk to work, thinking I was imagining 

things. 

Finally, he told me he’d completed the job. 
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“It was nice talking to you,” he said, like his departure marked the end of some bizarre 

courtship. 

“You, too.” 

A few days later, I added him back. 

My phone buzzed immediately: You were a quick add. Hope that’s okay. 

That’s fine, I wrote back. 

Then: I think you’re really attractive. 

I felt my face getting red. 

I was flattered, yet disgusted. I used the classic excuse, telling him I wasn’t looking for 

anything at the moment. 

In response, he sent one word. Okay. 

I put my phone down, oscillating between imagining the worst-case scenario—where 

Justin snuck into my house using a maintenance key—and telling myself to stop imagining the 

worst-case scenario because it was what I always did. 

But why did feel like I had lost something? 

 

* 

 

Often, I have questioned my brain’s ability to loathe unannounced guests with such intensity. 

My palms get sweaty. Inside my body, a fight-or-flight response spreads to my limbs 

before I even have a chance to react mentally. Perhaps our bodies know what’s happened to us 

before our brains catch on. 
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And don’t get me wrong. I love to invite friends around for drinks and music. As long 

as I know when they’re coming over. I’m not the kind of person who needs to plan vacations 

down to the second. I prefer spontaneity. This is what I tell myself, at least. 

Would I have been less afraid if the maintenance workers were women? Maybe, I 

decide. The strangers I’d hidden myself from as a child were both men and women; for all I 

cared, they could have been aliens with spiders for heads. Children with black eyes asking for 

sugar. I’d hidden from everyone—and everything—that had tried to come through the red door, 

even if it just meant crouching, belly-and-palms-first, beside the couch. 

I can’t remember if I was always hiding from strangers, or if the human-shaped 

shadows passing through that entrance were actually my parents, whose marriage dissolved 

when I was a teenager. They fought a lot. 

Perhaps, I realized, these traumas occurring around the same time—the dark shapes of 

strangers and the fighting and the cowering—reminded me of one another. And now, the 

maintenance men had brought them to the surface. They all snaked down the same highway in 

my brain. 

Sometimes at night, when I’m taking off my makeup or brushing my teeth, I hear the 

slightest drip from the pipes above. 

The new ceiling, installed by Justin and the tall man, has warped slightly in the corner 

nearest the door. A testament to what came before and what will always be.  
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Knox Drive 

 

I. 

In the basement where we stub out joints 

and do not park cars, I take acid for the first time, try 

to render feathers from wet skin. 

 

II. 

In the streetlamp morning we trip uphill, dew- 

eyed, to Longview Park—which looks south over 

a wastewater treatment center— 

 

and some poison between my shoulder blades 

tells me I could always walk these same fine lines 

cut into round mirrors. You slice 

 

a thousand plastic straws in half 

while I gleam underfoot, reptilian: 

your bed of crushed shells.  
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Broadripple Is Burning 

after Margot & the Nuclear So and So’s 

 

Sometimes my bed is your bed. 

But your bed is a mattress on the floor in a darkroom 

littered with balloons and empty whippet canisters. 

You answer to no one, kill 

all your idols, find them again. 

Cigarettes, outer space in the room 

 

where I lost and was lost—
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Darkrooms 

 

Although there are several kinds of green flash, almost every kind is a by-product of a 

corresponding mirage. 

Andrew T. Young 

 

This new house acts like a circle 

looks like a circle 

is a circle, yes, and I am made whole? 

when I circle the entirety of its floors, am not supremely halved 

like I was in the split-level days 

those walk-out porch days, all-green-flash days 

flickering at the edges of memory horizons. 

No, not like that, not at all like 

one becoming two 

becoming three, four, fever, dozens 

of orange pills, the tangerine 

daydream but worse: 

I’m not flat anymore 

I swear.  
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Squidtown 

 

You move to a new city and decide it’s time to want more from yourself and other people. 

 

You rent a 950 sq. ft. apartment, a step up from the previous 610 sq. ft. one. You don’t have 

the savings to buy a house because you’re still in school. For the time being, people say, the 

real world is on pause. 

 

You lived in their real world once and it involved cleaning up their messes. You don’t want to 

wait tables or cook again. This is why you went to college. This is why you went to graduate 

school. Often you convince yourself doing so just stalled the inevitable.  

 

Your best friend, the photographer, owns a house already. You wonder if you’ll ever be 

wealthy or clever enough to own a house with a yard, or whether you should do freelance and 

remote work to travel.  

 

You’re supposed get a job in writing, but you daydream about the #vanlife videos you’ve seen 

on TikTok. They all seem too good to be true (and probably are). You’re too old for TikTok. 

You think about Gabby Petito’s disappearance and recall your family’s—and the world’s—

fascination with her story and death. You think about trust, and how you gave it so freely as a 

young person. Sometimes it wrecked you. Now that you’re 32, you have less trust in people 

and maybe less faith in them. This causes your insides to curl up in a bad way. 
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A few of your friends work seasonally. They sleep in cars or campers in Walmart parking lots, 

drag tents to remote mountainous terrain in Arizona. You see it all on Instagram. They have 

lived past lives on the road and know what it’s like, so they’re not afraid to pick up hitchhikers. 

Plus, your friends are usually men. 

 

You picked up an elderly lady once who waved you down on some street in your hometown. 

You think she was confused because she kept commenting on how nice your car was even 

though it had been built in 1993 and the AC was going out. 

 

You don’t know which road calls your name anymore—the wild one or the one that resembles 

the fence around a back yard, its security like a ring of salt. You see both in your future, but 

it’s impossible to plot their points on a timeline. 

 

* 

 

After the move, you start dating again. 

 

You buy red MAC lipstick from Sephora and line the edges of your mouth. You open two 

credit cards. You say yes to everything, agreeing to go to new bars on opposite sides of town. 

 

You’d stopped going out in the college town, where you came from, but that was fine at the 

time because your neighbors were your friends. You could wear leggings and hoodies to their 
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apartments and talk about how all the apartments looked the same, for the most part, save the 

light switches in different corners, ceiling fans in some rooms, and vents in odd places. 

 

You picked up decorating tips from your neighbors-turned-friends, as they did from you when 

they came over. You slept with one of these “friends” and they ignored you when it got 

awkward. You started to think you weren’t the one making it awkward, for once. 

 

You shared a lot of meals. You shared a lot of beer. You exchanged the plants you’d snipped 

from other plants. How strange it is to see how people live when given the same exact space. 

 

In Columbia, you did not feel the need to improve your appearance, though some improvement 

occurred naturally. 

 

Now, in the city, you’re afraid of missing out. Trying too hard makes you look desperate, but 

you do it anyway. Your neighbors don’t talk to you. You rely on a cohort of people—strangers, 

really, at first—to fulfill whatever social desires you need met. You feel like a Sims character 

with a meter that measures social activity. You worry you aren’t getting enough. Everyone told 

you writing was lonely.  

 

In the city, you buy one of those coffee table books that discusses architectural styles—Art 

Deco, Italianate, Beaux Arts—and glance at it before throwing it in the trunk of your car, where 

lots of glanced-at things live. 
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You walk more. You walk everywhere. 

 

* 

 

On one of your late-night walks, you see your new neighbors plucking branches from yards 

and the street for some midnight hippie porch fire. They remind you of past lives. You wish 

they’d invite you up onto the porch, but here, you never stop long enough for conversation. 

 

 “Hey, I’m not blocking your driveway, am I?” is the only interaction between you and the 

hippies. 

 

You say this as you back your car into a space near the edge of their yard. You smell smoke, 

notice their brick wall that’s topped with dark plants, light plants, polka dot begonias with pale 

pink flowers. 

 

“No, baby,” says the woman in the Subaru in an accent you swear sounds like New Orleans, 

and home. 

 

* 

 

Months later, you’re (what else?) walking again. 
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You’re knee-deep in a playlist that only interests you, the playlist maker, when a trash bag falls 

from the sky and lands a few feet in front of you. Some of your neighbors put their garbage 

and recyclables at the curb. You pay $30 a month to cart yours to the blue dumpster behind 

your apartment. You think this is too much. 

 

You take one AirPod out, wince as another bag comes sailing over the seven-foot, wrought 

iron fence. It’s the kind with little spearheads lining the top—the kind that looks (menacingly) 

nice and reminds you of rips in jeans and that one scene in The Virgin Suicides, a novel you, a 

depressed tween, probably read too early in life. A similar thing happened with Girl, 

Interrupted, you remember, and The Bell Jar. But according to other women your age, you all 

read these same books when you were 13 years old. 

 

In this case, your developmental timing seems, for once, average. 

 

You follow the imaginary tracers of bagged garbage from concrete back up over the iron fence 

points and into a second story balcony. 

 

Up there, you catch the wisp of a white t-shirt. It’s hard to see past the plants lining the 

matching wrought-iron balcony. You wonder if it’s safe to proceed down the sidewalk or if 

you’ll be assailed by more flying debris. You’d hate to get hit with spoiled milk. If that 

happened, you’d definitely go inside and confront whoever was doing the throwing. 
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You don’t know whether to label the trash thrower as resourceful or high risk. Either way, his 

aim is perfect. You want to interview him for the imaginary neighborhood magazine in your 

head. Why did he begin shot-putting trash in the first place? Had he ever missed? How does 

one develop this particular skillset? 

 

Cautiously, you move forward, jumping again as another bag of tin cans and paper towels 

meets its demise amid its Tetris-like stack of brethren. You imagine the man in the second-

floor apartment laughing down at you. 

 

* 

 

On another walk you see a maroon beanie clinging to a coniferous tree after some of the 

January snow has melted. 

 

You wonder if it fell out of your car but realize yours is in the backseat. You got it at a 

coffeeshop you used to frequent before you went on a date there. After the date, the coffeeshop 

was kind of ruined for you. 

 

The man you met had said some pretty weird shit about transgender people—that they should 

“for sure let other people know they’re trans before meeting in person.” You’d stared out the 

window through cold beams of sunlight, wishing you could leave. Your date was inexplicably 

concerned about these imagined meetups, almost as if transgender people were out to get him, 
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surprise him, go on dates with him just to shake up his stupid life. You couldn’t understand 

why it mattered. You doubted he knew any trans people. 

 

But when he asked to get a drink at a nearby bar, you said yes. Maybe this I’m-fiscally-

conservative-but-socially-liberal garbage you’d heard from him for the last hour was just a 

projection of your own insecurity. Maybe he painted lovely watercolor, owned a house, read 

Tolstoy. Maybe he wasn’t that bad. 

 

You hopped over a wide puddle in the street, one of your boot heels now soaking, and realized 

you were always ignoring red flags. 

 

And who cared if he read Tolstoy? You’d barely read Tolstoy. And how had Tolstoy become 

an indication for how trustworthy or remarkable people were? In that moment, you realized 

you had developed a bad habit of saying things without really thinking about them. You wanted 

to be liked. You wanted to seem interesting. 

 

What you needed to do was sort through your intentions and pull out all the ones that seemed 

too edgy, too try-hard, too fake woke, too pick-me, too I-hate-this-because-other-people-love-

it. What you needed to do was rely on your own beliefs. Maybe a beer would help. 

 

In separate cars, you and your date drove several blocks away, across railroad tracks, to a bar. 

You wish you would’ve walked. Maybe you could’ve had another shitty conversation. Plus, 

your date’s tiny sports car would not have become stuck in the snow. 
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From your rearview mirror, you saw him struggling to get the car out. You couldn’t help but 

cackle. Your own car was stuck, too, but after you got one tire on dry pavement, you steered 

yourself out. You could always steer yourself out. 

 

You parked in another spot as the fiscally conservative, socially liberal date got his car stuck 

again, this time under an old bridge. 

 

“You good?” you said, walking over to the exasperated man, your breath creating a vapor 

curtain between you. “You want to go to a different bar? One with parking?” 

 

“Can we just go back to your apartment?” he said. 

 

“It’s a mess,” you said. 

 

The truth was that your midlife neuroticism would not allow for a mess. You understood what 

the man was after, and before you would have let it happen. But the mantra of relying on your 

own beliefs and wanting more from yourself and other people was playing on the projector 

screen in the back of your brain. 

 

“I know a place with a parking lot,” you said. “It’s like five minutes away.” 
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The man agreed, but when you arrived at a brewery—the very first bar you’d ever gone to 

since moving to the new city—his now-familiar car wasn’t there. 

 

At least he sent you a text: he’d gone back home to his parents’ house. 

 

“Cool,” you replied. 

 

* 

 

For now, wanting more from yourself and other people is the only thing you can do. Boundaries 

are currently necessary—you even make them with your friends, which seems counter-

intuitive. It’s more difficult to make them with your family. 

 

It’s a hard-won reckoning, partially because you realize that neither you, nor them, nor the two 

of you together can always be content all the time. 

 

You’re crushed to learn that existence is rarely happy, and that contentment is always fleeting. 

The real world does not allot a house, a job, a garden, a relationship. It’s not an uphill climb to 

a plateau bedecked in gold-washed streets. 

 

The real world is more like the jump from a cliff into water that could be shallow, or deep, or 

suddenly boiling. 



 

 111 

 

Eventually, in the city, you open all the windows in your apartment and imagine the wind 

sweeping dust from the furniture.  
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Aubade for Between-Times 

 

Typically, if there is a little wind shear, the storm will rapidly enter the dissipating 

stage and ‘rain itself out.’ 

H. Michael Mogil 

 

Out of bed early, I drink water, 

answer the text. My phone is magnetic, 

 

briefly aglow like the night-blooming datura 

dad talks about, indication for when he and mom 

 

were still together, still stifled by violet-bloomed doors. 

I think I hear two gunshots, then four more. 

 

Are you in Arizona? I ask, watch the low sky 

pale slivers of light. Now that our matching curses 

 

have been lifted, it’s a new moon, anxiety-boosting. 

We study geometric tarot cards, manifest 

 

new lives from the elements. We kill 

our darkroom darlings. 
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Through open windows I smell the flood 

but know it’s still states away.  
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Aubade II 

 

My friend should be in Jersey but sends a text saying 

 

he’s sitting on cheap patio furniture in Arizona instead, 

 

watching a lightning storm cross the desert. 

 

Can you draw inspiration from this? he asks 

 

and I picture us filling up an old pool, skimming 

 

through scum and algae blooms, pouring in salt, chlorine, 

 

the resulting tide a spell meant to transfigure exes. 

 

Together we exile every red flag to Indianapolis, 

 

St. Louis, two towns in Wyoming. For all I care they can get fucked 

 

take baths in those 456°F Yellowstone hot springs. 

 

In this vision my friend wears vintage Hawaiian 
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button-ups, the top two buttons undone because 

 

he is unbothered. In my college town, skies purple, far-off static 

 

hangs thick. I draw back the curtain.  
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Wetlands 

 

Even on Saturdays, the dark-haired woman rose early and crept outside, the sun barely visible 

through rows of magnolias and purple-leaf mimosas. Her house and its trees sat perched on a 

rare hill—which was really just a glorified hump of earth—and much of the neighborhood 

believed it stuck out like a sore thumb. 

“This house gives me the creeps,” one neighbor said, pausing to jog in place at a spot 

on the sidewalk. “It’s falling apart.” 

The woman sat reading on the front porch, out of view but not out of earshot. Cicadas 

hummed. The day was already hot. 

The other nodded in agreement. She checked to see if the baby in the stroller was still 

asleep. “It makes my house look better in comparison, though.” 

The neighbors laughed and squinted into the sun, beads of sweat rolling down skin that 

poked through the backs of their matching yoga tops. Together they had toured the model home 

that sat a block over, its perfect white siding shining in wide strips as if lit from within. The 

first neighbor, Alex—who had identical twin daughters named Harper and Ava, both 13, and 

an older daughter, Cara—was the richer of the two. In some circles, she was considered a bit 

of a showboat. Alex was married to Luther, the man who had inherited from his father the land 

around them, plus the swamp that lurked just past the edge of each fenced-in backyard. Both 

women hated the swamp. Not only was it foul, it proved dangerous for their children. The 

second neighbor had just married an orthodontist. 

She had money, sure. Alex had more. 
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The dark-haired woman didn’t care to know why the neighbors perceived her house in 

this way, or if they even knew how she had come to own it in the first place. They’d never 

stopped to ask her, even though she’d seen them running the same path each weekend since 

moving in six months ago. Her mother had owned the house for decades—it used to face the 

swamp that now hid behind the row of houses across the street. The woman hadn’t seen her 

mother in years, but a job offer came up in New Orleans that coincided with her death. The 

fact that her mother was gone didn’t make her feel much of anything. 

She worried this made her appear standoffish. 

Alex, who was older than the neighbor who pushed the stroller, shouldn’t have 

purchased that particular yoga top. Her estate sprawled leisurely just beyond the skeleton of a 

house that refused to assume a final form. Part of it had burnt down, which looked pretty 

unprofessional for Luther, who liked to walk around in a white shirt and suit jacket that barely 

stretched over broad, muscled shoulders. He had a mean streak. Alex was ready for the skeleton 

house next door to receive some kind of nuclear blast. 

 

* 

 

The dark-haired woman hated wasted time. Even in rest, her eyes flicked obsessively to the 

gold watch on her wrist. She preferred to stay up late, blinking over her book or wine glass 

into inky darkness. Thick swaths of mist hung low in the air over the road, puddles of water 

reflecting the few lights left on in the new houses. The woman swore she could drink the air 

some nights, perhaps even swill it out of the sky. It was just as dark and thick and syrupy as 

wine, she imagined. 
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In the early 2000s, the woman learned, a rich developer from New Orleans died 

suddenly, leaving all the land in the vicinity to his only child, a son. She’d seen him peacocking 

in his suit jacket, alligator boots no match for the swampy muck. It rained every day like 

clockwork in the neighborhood, and everything that wasn’t root-secured turned muddy. A 

product of earth churned by bulldozers. Luther was a theatrical man, not familiar with his 

father’s land, but forward-thinking. He had a vision for the neighborhood, which was why it 

was so easy for him to level an old house—never mind the previous inhabitants—and build a 

mansion in its place. 

The woman could care less about entrepreneurial prophecy, though—she had no 

interest in mansions, and had no plans to let her own house be bulldozed. In fact, the part of 

her that could tolerate sentimental thought wanted to repair the strange rock wall that 

surrounded the house on the hill. She was fond of it. The land around the property had been 

split up into a dozen separate lots, half of them backing up to the swamp (which explained the 

alligators, thought the woman, after almost running one over with her Honda). The houses that 

filled each square were not of the land at all—they were the same contradiction, over and over. 

Curb appeal, said the girl, Cara, who had showed her a model home anyway. She’d worn red 

Converse sneakers that squeaked across the floors. Neutral tones. 

 

* 

 

“Hey, lady,” a voice called out. “Have you seen our sister?” 

It was a Sunday afternoon. The woman had dozed off in a rocking chair under the 

protective layer of steel roof that hung over the porch. When she’d fallen sleep, the sun had 



 

 119 

shone bright in a cloudless sky, she in the shade. Now, though, a swell of damp air washed 

over her closed eyelids like a trance being lifted. How fast the weather changes here, so close 

to the water, the woman thought. 

She opened one eye, like an alligator, and spied a child whose pleated skirt swirled 

around her knees in the wind. She held hands with an identical girl who wore two long braids 

down her back. The woman opened both eyes and stared. Was she seeing things? A wide, black 

umbrella sat shielding the tops of their heads from the sheet of afternoon rain, and they stood 

side by side, stupidly grinning up at the woman, who could barely see their little faces. She 

wished she couldn’t hear their voices, which defied the heavy hammering of water on steel. 

“Hey, weirdo. I know you’re not deaf,” hollered the taller girl with the braids. With 

wide, dramatic eyes, she turned to her twin, who bent down to pick up a wet rock from the 

sidewalk. 

The woman was used to this kind of talk from both children and adults—she couldn’t 

think of a time she hadn’t been mocked for her natural peculiarity. In high school, she had kept 

a small, fenced-off garden of poisonous plants like oleander, ingestion of which she knew 

could cause drowsiness, a slowed heartbeat, even death—especially for someone small in 

stature—and azaleas that bloomed white with pink centers—luscious, deadly things that could 

put children into comas. 

“We know who you are,” the girl with the rock shouted, struggling to be heard above 

the wind, which was now causing shutters to flap and slap the side of the old house. Her white-

blonde hair was pulled back so tightly she looked bald. 

“Our mom says you came from the swamp,” yelled the tall girl. She held the umbrella 

firmly between thin fingers, but the wind threatened to blow it inside out. 
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“Tell us where our sister is, you hag,” the other girl shouted, and the woman saw her 

draw in a deep breath. “Or our daddy will make sure no one ever sees you or hears from you 

ever again.” 

The girl took on a strange shape then, throwing back her right arm like a pitcher on a 

mound, the square slab of sidewalk her plate. The woman on the porch watched, transfixed, 

waiting for the rock to leave the girl’s hand in slow motion. She hadn’t said a single word. 

Instead, the old metal gate at the edge of the woman’s yard snapped off its hinges, 

sending a sharp, metallic CRACK down the street. It was not unlike the sound a metal bat 

makes when it encounters a baseball. This was a home run sound. 

The legs of the girl with the rock were bleeding now, and she bent over again, doubling 

up in pain. The gate lay twisted behind her. Her twin had let go of the umbrella, which blew 

off down the road, rolling end over black end. It looked surprisingly soothing like that, and 

fitting, thought the woman on the porch. She sat in the rocking chair, dark eyes darting from 

lost umbrella to crying, soaking, hopeless girls. They were both bent at the waist now, 

struggling to apply pressure to the girl’s scratches with white sleeves and edges of skirts, which 

were soon awash with water and bright blood. 

The girl with the braids considered the woman on the porch for a long moment, pieces 

of her hair coming loose in the wind and whipping around her face. She couldn’t see the 

woman’s face under the shadow of the roof and realized she had never seen it at all. Gripping 

her sister’s shoulders, she forced her into a half-limp, half-run. 

 

* 
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“Where have you been?” said Luther, who stood glaring at the storm through the front window. 

He ran a hand over his head, stopping at a place where the hair had apparently vanished 

overnight. His land was cursed and wet as ever. 

 “We were out,” Harper replied. She hadn’t expected him home yet. 

“Your mother’s worried sick.” 

 “I bet.” Harper rolled her eyes. 

She still held her sister up, and together they tiptoed behind their father to the laundry 

room for dry towels. Harper didn’t want him to see the blood, but he seemed distracted. It 

wasn’t hard to hide from Luther. He was always distracted. 

“Why in the hell did you throw that rock?” Harper whispered. 

“I don’t know,” said Ava, dabbing at her knees. “She wasn’t listening to us. Jesus. 

Don’t curse at me.” 

“You piss me off more than Cara ever did,” Harper said. 

“That’s a lie.” 

“I know,” Harper said, throwing a towel at her sister, who was scrubbing at the bloody 

skirts now and throwing socks into the wash. Finally, she pressed a button and the machine 

whirred to life. 

“No evidence,” Ava said, satisfied with herself. 

Harper smirked. “If you hadn’t thrown that rock, she would’ve forgotten all about us.” 

“I don’t know why we had to ask her about Cara anyway. You’re the one who said 

anything in the first place,” Ava said. 

“True.” 

“And you called her weird. Why?” 
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“I don’t know, Ava. She reminded me of Cara. Always creeping around the house, 

never looking anyone in the eye. I didn’t even see that woman’s face. What’s her name?” 

“I don’t know,” Harper said. “You’re so sensitive.” 

Their mother popped her head into the room then, hair disheveled. She looked like 

she’d been in bed. No surprise there, thought Harper. 

“Who’s so sensitive?” Alex asked. 

The girls replied, each saying the other’s name. Laughing, Alex ducked back out into 

the kitchen. 

“Mom,” Ava said. “Can we go to a film? This storm is trashing everything anyway.” 

“Suck up,” mumbled Harper, sinking into a seat at the bar. The countertops were gray 

quartz—the whole room white, clinical. 

“I don’t know, honey,” said Alex. “I’ve had a long day.” 

Truthfully, their mother was too drunk to drive. She’d been in and out of bed all 

afternoon, getting up only to make cocktails. Alex was brilliantly inconsistent. She could wake 

up early and go on a run or take the kids to school—she even sat on the PTA board—but there 

were manic moments that felt excessive. Even dangerous, thought Harper. 

“What have you girls been up to today?” asked Alex, who measured a shot of vodka, 

then another. Harper didn’t know why she bothered. 

“We were outside,” Ava replied. “But it started raining.” 

“Mother Nature ruining things again,” Alex said dreamily. 

Something seemed off. Her hair was wet. 

“What have you been doing, mom?” asked Harper. 



 

 123 

“Nothing worth writing home about,” Alex said, gliding over to the record player and 

the collection of records fanned out beside it. “Let’s listen to some music, girls. You need to 

be exposed to as much art as possible. I regret not putting your sister in piano lessons when 

she was young.” Her voice was strange, far away. 

Cara was the product of an ill-fated first marriage. 

Harper stared. Was she that drunk? 

“Have you seen Cara?” Alex said. 

“No,” replied Ava, hand grazing the spot on her knee. 

“No,” said Harper. 

 

* 

 

The woman had barely gotten home from work on Monday when a knock came at the front 

door. She didn’t often receive visitors. 

 “Who’s there?” she asked, peering through the peephole. A stout man in a hat and boots 

stood outside. She recognized him immediately. 

 “Hello,” he said through the door. “I just want to talk to you for a second—I won’t 

waste any more of your time than absolutely necessary.” 

 The woman stepped back, slowly unlocking the door. What could this be about? She’d 

never spoken to the man before, but she had seen him watching her. Examining her. 

 She pulled the door open and he walked in, eyes scanning the living room. He didn’t 

like what he saw: shoddily repaired cracks in walls, built-in bookshelves—a rock fireplace that 

matched the horrible fence he’d dreamed of tearing down—old windows, old doors, ancient 
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wooden floors. None of the furniture matched. The space was timeworn, dusty—too lived in. 

The man preferred shiny, hard edges. 

“Luther, is it?” the woman asked. She’d witnessed his face go from pleasant to grim in 

a matter of minutes. He hadn’t yet learned how to cloak his emotion, like she had. 

“Yes, I’m Luther,” he said, taking off the hat and bowing slightly. He looked at the 

woman sweetly. “We haven’t met, have we?” 

“We haven’t.” 

“Mind if I take a look around?” 

“Why would you do that?” asked the woman. 

“Well, word is you’re thinking of selling this house,” Luther said. 

“Funny, I don’t remember saying that.” 

“Oh, no? That’s just what I hear,” he said, sighing dramatically. Pompously. 

“I see.” 

“Yep,” Luther said, shrugging. “Just thought you’d want to talk to me first if that was 

the case. I own a lot of this land—inherited it when my dad passed.” 

The woman could hear the old money in his voice, a slight Creole lilt. She flinched as 

he touched the teardrop-shaped glass she kept filled with distilled water and a selection of 

compounds she’d rationed out that morning. It was unusually cloudy. 

“What’s this?” asked Luther. 

“It’s a storm glass. Used to predict weather, measure barometric pressure, wind, 

temperature,” said the woman. “It belonged to my grandmother.” 

“Did your grandmother own this house?” 

“My mother.” 
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“I could offer you more than this place is worth, I reckon.” 

“You think so?” 

“Yep,” he said again, thumbs hooked in his belt loops. The woman found Luther 

contrived, his lofty mannerisms manufactured. She looked into his eyes, saw that a darkness—

a coldness without depth—lurked there. No telling how much he’d learned from his father. 

“This place was fit for your mother, but you need a newer model,” he said, briefly 

looking her up and down. “You’re young.” 

He’d almost convinced her he was harmless. 

“No, thank you,” said the woman. She’d expected to have this conversation, but it 

wasn’t going as planned. He could’ve been attractive, she thought, if only he’d concealed his 

objectives. As if she wouldn’t have noticed—a seediness threaded through him like slicks of 

oil on water. 

“Don’t make me beg,” he said through gritted teeth. “You won’t like what you see.” 

The woman remembered what those stupid girls had said in the rain before the gate had 

thwacked one of them. Our daddy will make sure no one ever sees you or hears from you ever 

again. 

“Try me,” she said. He started towards her, his hand reaching for the storm glass, which 

swirled opaque. 

A telephone rang. Luther’s hand shifted to his pocket. 

“God dammit,” he said, fixing himself. His eyes flashed to a spot on the wall. 

Her hands unclenched from small fists. 

“Hello. What? Alex—calm yourself, woman. I can’t understand anything you’re 

saying. I’m at a potential client’s house.” He winked, putting the hat back on his head. He 
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listened. The woman could hear a voice on the other end—Alex? Was she the girls’ mother? 

She sounded desperate, pleading. 

“Okay, okay,” said Luther. “It’s not the first time she’s done this.” 

Finally, a look of true concern obstructed his features. 

“I’ll be right there,” he said, hanging up. 

This pleased the woman. 

“Goodbye, Luther,” she said, staring up at him through a strand of dark hair that she 

pushed out of the way. She needed him to look her in the eye. Luther had stopped talking. The 

woman inched closer to his face, leveling her eyes with his. 

“You won’t succeed in your plot,” she said. “Best to give up.” 

He didn’t say a word, silently backing out the door. 

For the second night in a row, the rain came down in gallons. 

 

* 

 

The woman turned to walk inside, barely catching the back of Luther as he crossed the bridge 

a block down. She opened a window, flipped on the television. Commercial. Then a special 

Sunday night report from the station in town. 

“A 16-year-old girl has been reported missing from Beauchamp Street,” said the 

reporter, whose eyes welled up with false tears. She had learned to imitate emotion, it 

seemed—perhaps she had studied someone else’s crying face. Crocodile tears, thought the 

woman, who had done a similar thing. She knew the reporter was full of it. Luther and Alex 

lived on Beauchamp Street, near the house that had burnt down and sat abandoned. Things 
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were clicking in place. Which girl had gone missing, though? The woman had only spoken to 

Cara personally. The twins had yelled at her, thought the woman. 

“Authorities have refused to release a name,” the reporter continued. “At this point they 

do not suspect foul play.” 

The woman poured a cup of coffee and shut off the television. Another long night. She 

opened more windows, letting water seep through screens and fill the row of cups she’d placed 

on a small table. In the morning, she’d mix the water with a new batch of chemicals, 

unthickening the misty sludge that had sunk to the bottom of the storm glass. A surge of rain 

pounded at the door—wind whistled through small spaces that had opened up over time. 

Still, the house didn’t budge. 

 

* 

 

Early Monday, after the storm had downed several of the neighborhood’s power lines, Luther 

would awaken to see a woman in red Converse emerge from the sopping remnants of the burnt 

down house. His oldest daughter, Cara. 

The twins, selfish as always, would finally admit to pretending to look for her to avoid 

trouble. Truthfully, they’d watched their half-sister disappear into the basement of the same 

house before Saturday’s storm. It was the first in an unexpected wave that had flooded every 

room on the block by late Sunday night, water climbing highest in Alex and Luther’s pristine 

kitchen. Luckily, the family had taken most prized possessions to the second floor, including 

the record collection. No one could search for the missing girl in the squall. It was all such a 

shame, said the reporter who had officially declared Cara missing that night—as if she was 
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already dead. She would feign sadness again, say the girl was a daughter of Luther, the wealthy 

landowner. 

“It’s a miracle she wasn’t swept out into the swamp, or taken by an alligator,” a soggy 

Alex would say. 

She would wear mismatched rain boots. 

She really had been so busy that morning. 

The dark-haired woman would stand on the porch amidst the chaos, perfectly still, her 

hands resting on the stone ledge. To a passer-by, she’d resemble a bird. A heron, perhaps—

smartly perched up there on one of those lucky humps of dirt, rarely moving except to fish. 

Better to be on high ground, she would think, as the swamp across the street slithered back 

down past the yards of nicer homes, collecting its comeuppance in one way or another. 

She would watch a parade of news vans navigate the wreckage.
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Duplex w/ a Line from a State Farm Commercial 

 

They say human nature is greater than nature, 

Yet the philodendron tendrils stalk the back door 

 

And stalks of monstera deliciosa back up towards the ceiling. 

The propagates refuse to snap in matching glasses of water, 

 

And at night my reflection snaps about a proper rainstorm. 

Meanwhile the city is dry, the backs of its hands reptilian. 

 

 I rub knuckles together in hot water, dry backs like dragons, 

 My only soap-covered line of defense achingly flawed. 

 

Ache is only a flawed line of human invention, I think, 

And drunk-shuffled forest-themed tarot cards. 

 

I draw the drunken Tower in a tarot deck— 

The smokestack survives nature, but for how long? 

 

My smoking skeleton survives despite its own bones. 

They say human nature is greater than nature.  
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Lathrop 

after Heather Altfeld and Beyoncé 

 

A trio of identical, 100-year-old brick buildings sits facing west on Wyandotte Street in Kansas 

City. Inside, the ghosts pace transparent like slow-falling leaves in sunlight. Ignoring time and 

space, they find it easiest to chit-chat in an open hallway that houses stairs. 

 

Here, in the sacred place between dimensions and floors, is where the ghosts feel the most 

unconstrained. It's plenty easy to move around, all right, because those interior partitions are 

so thin, though the walls even further in—the ones dividing apartment rooms—are thick with 

plaster. They hold onto rows of long nails and most any late-night brute force. 

 

By now you’d think the walls would show their age like wrinkled hands coated in cracking 

layers, but hardly a foundational seam is observed. They’ve fastened themselves to floor and 

ceiling for good, tilting as the planet spins on its axis once more. 

 

If the ghosts in the hall stopped their gossip long enough to notice, they’d observe: tracers of 

light, shadow, in-between; evidence of fruit flies flying and multiplying; whiffs of a voice from 

two days or two years ago—who’s to say? I’ve just seen my Parisian lover floating in the 

depths of a lampshade, says one ghost to another, shakes her pretty, translucent head. 

 

A living girl on the north side of the building sits atop the stoop outside, speaks about her 

grandmother's so-called psychosis and the nights she spent terrified because she was sure she’d 
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witnessed repeatedly her dead husband’s face in the wallpaper. There’s a name for that, says 

a friend, and they both reach for phones. A contest to see how well the treasure of Googled 

knowledge can pass over the medial temporal lobe and into the hippocampus, where short-

term memory is sifted through and then transcribed in the long term. Pareidolia. 

 

The ghosts will never leave the hallway on Wyandotte, but in dreams they have not forgotten 

the 540 km train ride from Paris to Geneva.  
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Mundane Collection 

 

I. 39th Street 

published in HASH Journal as “Laundromat” 

 

The white guy at the laundromat speaks Spanish and reminds me of Ryan, my ex-boyfriend. 

Ryan can’t speak Spanish. 

 

Inside a polling place in the one-truck stop town nearest our house, Ryan votes for Trump. I 

vote for Hillary. We are the youngest people in the room, and he says we may as well have not 

come at all. At home he hovers over me, peels off a belt and jeans. A chore. Sometimes I think 

I like it. I imagine being snowed in with the same person for the rest of my life, fucking on the 

same floral couch in front of a space heater that’s made to look like four logs on fire. 

 

We cancel each other out—that’s why it doesn’t work, this prescriptive love. 

 

The white guy at the laundromat brings his kids with him: a boy, a girl, a baby his wife holds 

close to her chest. One little arm undoes itself from the swaddling, grabs for a lock of hair. We 

are on 39th Street in Kansas City, where October wanes into ice, snow, potholes. 

 

My second-floor apartment sits three blocks to the northeast. The small act of returning to this 

place, a parking lot, is familiar now—something known in the way the kids slide slow through 

a fuzz of headlights, their shadow-selves grabbing for one another across the sidewalk. Exhaust 
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from a few cars—the silent, collective waiting—curls from pipes all around us. I shut off the 

ignition. 

 

A white truck pulls in next to me and the driver steps out from a mountain of trash stacked up 

to the cab’s ceiling, the slope of paper precarious. He’s mid-height with ashy hair. Ordinary. I 

follow him over the cracked pavement and through the door, which he holds open for me. 

 

We side by side toss our wet things into holes that surround the room in a perfect square. 

Between throws he looks me up and down. I pretend I don’t see it, wonder what it would be 

like if the lights went out and we were left alone to mechanically pick up socks and put them 

back down again. Would our clothes merge together? Would he go home with a part of me, 

me with a part of him? Who would I be if I slept with the man I met at the laundromat? But 

here he is—privy to all my unmentionables. 

 

I climb into the white truck like a need that’s been met. It’s impossible, the universe now an 

unbreaking wave of receipts, takeout boxes, Mountain Dew cans. Whole galaxies shaped like 

gelatinous Tide pods. The song from the pizza joint across the street plays, again, underwater 

this time, and I’m buried in the disposable evidence of this man’s life. My own body a 

throwaway, piled against a window like some long-forgotten marker at the edge of a life. Not 

alive at all. Not dead, either. Existing in this laundromat like Schrödinger’s cat. 

 

All this from boredom. 
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The laundromat is a limbo place where the brain allows reality to slow down and become 

fantastical, as if inside a lucid dream. I choose not to go home with the ashy-haired man. As if 

there was ever a choice. 

 

The white guy who reminds me of Ryan speaks in Spanish to the older woman at the washer 

across from him. They seem to know one another, but then again, everybody inside the limbo 

place seems to know one another. I make up lives for them. I am hypercritical, jealous of the 

white guy’s easy smile. He’s doesn’t have to try to be sincere. I wonder where he picked up 

Spanish. I have beef with the older woman because she blocks me from using the change 

machine. Later she gives me a dollar in quarters when I try to trade her a nickel and two dimes.  

 

Ryan still texts me on my birthday in June. As much as I don’t want to admit it, I always reply.  
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II. 51st Street 

 

We sit down to write at the bar in the Whole Foods on 51st Street. 

 

I know, I know—it’s a strange place to write. In some other universe, I am pushing cans of 

soup off shelves and demanding Jeff Bezos pay back taxes. In this perfect universe, I am only 

shopping at the farmers market by the river. In my head, it still sounds pretentious. 

 

The bar at Whole Foods is a friendly, well-lit place. Surrounding me are shiny bins of tempura 

cauliflower, kombucha as far as the eye can see, strong Irish coffee, man buns. Poke bowls. 

The plastic silverware jumps out from little black stands near the door. Spaces are organized, 

systematic, designed with the consumer in mind. Every pre-made package of vegetarian 

“chicken” salad matches every other package. We have options. There is no bruised produce. 

I wonder where the bruised produce goes. Everything anyone could ever want. It’s here. 

 

Once I get a good look at the lights, upper levels, and sheer size of it all, I wonder if Whole 

Foods exists within the apartment complex above it, or if the apartment complex is—

terrifyingly— a part of Whole Foods. 

 

I imagine that each morning, in the heavens above me, each and every apartment dweller wakes 

up to the smell of coffee leaching down hallways. Countless pairs of eyes snap open at once in 

feigned, predictable shock. Coffee comes not from a roommate, but from the place below, and 
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it’s poured into every mouth willingly. Organically. Whole Foods is the watchful eye, the early 

morning coffee preparer, the mother, the god. 

 

Does that go too far? 

 

No. I’m comforted by convenience. I’m controlled by convenience. Convenience is why I’m 

here, at the bar in the Whole Foods, surrounded by pre-recycled knives, forks, spoons. When 

I leave, I’ll place them gently into corresponding baskets marked with respective symbols, and 

the process will start all over again. Because convenience has a hold on me. 

 

After all, the Whole Foods on 51st Street is only 2.6 miles away from my apartment on 

Wyandotte. The satisfying ritual of sliding the all-purpose, reusable cloth bag from its hanger 

in my closet is an act of luxury. It feels risky, weirdly rebellious. Me? Spend this money? In 

this economy? 

 

As we prepare to write, a woman suddenly appears next to us at the bar in the Whole Foods on 

51st Street. Night has almost fallen, and she’s wearing fur. She reminds me of Anna Wintour, 

who scares me. The woman scares me. I keep quiet. I stare. 

 

She’s brought a telephone to the bar—one with a rotary dial—which she props up next to me. 

I’m more surprised now by the phone than I am by her presence. I haven’t seen this type of 

telephone in years. 
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The telephone is actually a fake telephone. It spits out funny messages at the people tending 

bar, at the man Anna Wintour has come to meet. It spits messages in my direction, indirectly. 

I don’t understand its purpose. I’m half focused on my work, half dropping eves. Anna Wintour 

seems to be a regular at this, the Whole Foods bar. 

 

I didn’t know one could become a regular at the Whole Foods bar. 

 

She doesn’t sit next to me; instead, she peers over the chair on the left, which holds my 

backpack. Realizing this, I go to pick it up, spilling some of the contents. 

 

“Do you want to sit here?” I ask. 

 

“No,” she says. I turn back to my work but move the backpack beneath me. 

 

“You dropped this,” she says. It’s a pack of cigarettes. 

 

“Oh, thank you,” I say, reaching for the green package. I don’t smoke as much as I once did, 

but I carry cigarettes sometimes, just in case. Perhaps I’m now what they call a “social 

smoker.” I feel the need to rationalize this to myself. 

 

Anna Wintour takes a seat next to me, her rotary phone forgotten, obsolete. It seems she’s 

realized I’m harmless. Perhaps I possess something she wants. It’s possible she’s bored. I feel 
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trapped. I came here to sip an Irish coffee, stare out the maddeningly clean windows, and think 

about capitalism. 

 

“If you go outside to smoke a cigarette,” she says, “can I join you?” she says. I shift in my seat. 

 

“I’m not sure I’ll go out for a cigarette,” I say, glancing over at my friend, who also seems 

puzzled by this request. 

 

“We have to go soon,” I say, which is true. We have class in 30 minutes. Anna Wintour looks 

forlorn. 

 

“I only smoke late at night now, or with friends,” I say, immediately regretting the justification, 

the weakness, as it comes out of my mouth. 

 

“I can be your friend,” she says, brightening. 

 

“It’s not about that,” I say. I’m confused by this statement. We were never not friends. 

 

The barkeep has gone back to polishing glasses, the man on Anna Wintour’s left has turned to 

talk to someone beside him. She looks lonely. Apparently, it’s still possible to feel lonely at 

the Whole Foods bar, even when surrounded by 12 kinds of seaweed and gag rotary telephones. 
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Why does this woman make me feel so on edge? I wonder, peeking over at her profile. She 

looks young, but her hands look old. 

 

I never asked to be on edge in Whole Foods. But here I am, and here she is. 

 

 “I’ll give you a cigarette or two,” I say, “in case you want to go out later.” 

 

She thinks about this. 

 

“It’d be better if we went together,” she says, “but I understand.” 

 

I look at her with what feels like genuine warmth—it’s hard to tell—and slip out two cigarettes. 

They don’t sell cigarettes at Whole Foods. 

 

She nods. “Do you have a match?” 

 

A match. A match? 

 

First a rotary phone, now a match? My face wears an incredulous mask, I’m sure of it. 

 

“I don’t even have a lighter,” I say, digging through my backpack as if for silver. 
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Unexpectedly, I feel a connection to this woman, to this moment. It’s mystical, somehow. 

She’s talking as I’m looking— “It’s okay, it’s okay, don’t worry about it”—and I’m ignoring 

her. At once, I’m determined to search the whole of Whole Foods to find a match for Anna 

Wintour. It’s become my life’s mission. 

 

“Maybe they have one behind the bar,” I say, deflating in failure. She nods again, thanking me. 

 

“Let me tell you about my son,” she says. “He directs movies in California.” 

 

I am not surprised.  
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III. West Pershing Road 

 

I haven’t been to the train station in Kansas City since I was young. Union Station. Home of 

departures, arrivals, multiple trains on multiple tracks. A beehive of activity, an ecosystem all 

its own, and an old one at that. 

 

Every day, a train called Missouri River Runner departs Kansas City around eight in the 

morning to do the thing it says it will do, which is run alongside the river that snakes southeast 

to Jefferson City, towards the hometown I’m reluctant to claim. 

 

Regrettably, the train doesn’t stop in Columbia, though the river views from Jefferson City to 

St. Louis make up for it. The rails pass beneath twin bridges on the edge of Missouri’s capital 

city, their concrete columns blemished with water level measurements. 

 

As much as I have hiked the wooded trails on the north side of the river in Jefferson City, the 

perspective from a train car on the south side is one that’s rarely seen. At least by me. 

 

On the day I’m due to leave, I wake up at 6:30 a.m. when I should’ve been up an hour earlier. 

I shower, throw on a jean jacket, backpack the clothes I’ve laid out the night before. I pull on 

socks, boots. 

 

I always pack light. Okay, that’s a lie. At least I’m packed. 
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The black cat blinks at me lazily, half amused, half asleep. You? Waking up early? I put food 

and water in the silver bowls. Lights are turned on and off, doors are locked. 

 

I worry about fires, so I unplug lamps and an air purifier. Since I’ve lived in Kansas City, there 

have been three fires within two blocks of me. 

 

One took place in a basement apartment that had rave-like lights flashing at all hours of the 

night. Blues and reds and light pinks pulsing from behind curtains. On my night walks, I 

dreamed of being invited inside. But one day I saw that all the framing on the building had 

been tinged black, the apartment’s voided windows and doors shuttered up with planks. I 

Googled the address and saw that a dog and cat had been killed in the blaze. 

 

A more recent fire took out most of a house a few blocks north on Wyandotte. At the time I 

was comparing Zillow listings for homes in different parts of the city—something many of my 

non-homeowning friends also do as a masochistic, anxiety-inducing practice—and realized 

even the burnt-out house was still going for $150 thousand. 

 

The fire alarm in my apartment goes off at the slightest suggestion of smoke. One of the 

maintenance men told me the woman who lived in the apartment before had tried to start a fire 

in the 100-year-old fireplace, which is very obviously nonworking. 

 

My working theory is that there must have been a fire here long ago, so the spirits in the 

building will do anything they can to prevent it from happening again. The fire alarm—placed 
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at the end of a long, skinny hallway off the kitchen—probably becomes overheated and goes 

off.  But the ghosts get what they want, and my house doesn’t burn down. 

 

The Uber app flashes black and white on my phone, the driver a few blocks away. I sling the 

backpack over my shoulder. I am an adventurer. 

 

The train leaves at 8:15 a.m., and I’m out the door at 7:30. There’s not much time. 

 

I stand on the stoop between buildings, take in the morning. Leaves blow lightly on the tops of 

trees. The night feels stale in comparison to this. I’m not up early often, and for a moment, I 

understand why early risers rise early. 

 

The Uber driver is taking forever. 

 

My foot taps, I close the app. I reopen it. Eight o’ clock approaches quickly. Time waits for no 

one. Any minute, the Uber driver, Harold, will roll up in a silver Toyota Camry. It will smell 

like the night before. He’ll be elderly, and he’ll say my name when I approach the car. In my 

head I’ll be matching the license plate to the one on my phone. 

 

“Yes,” I’ll say, “It’s me. I’ve got a train to catch.” Like someone out of an indie heist film. 
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Finally, Harold arrives. He stopped at every stoplight on the way here, just to fuck with me, 

and he took most right turns at a snail’s pace. He went down Main Street in the wrong direction. 

He read the newspaper at stoplights. He tried to turn left onto Broadway from 39th. 

 

These are the things I imagine. 

 

It’s 7:45 a.m. 

 

“Emily?” he says. I jump in the front seat, backpack on my lap. I’m nearly foaming at the 

mouth now. 

 

Harold wears suspenders and his voice is higher than mine. It’s almost melodic. Within 

seconds, he charms me. I’d been wrong about him all along. He’s lived overseas, he’s taken 

hundreds of train rides, he has a wife with a voice even higher than his own. He gives me a 

brief history of Union Station, which I appreciate. Harold could tell me anything, sing me 

anything. 

 

We arrive. The parking lot is under construction. I try to jump out of the car to run across fresh 

asphalt. 

 

“No,” Harold says in a way that’s grown familiar to me within the span of 10 minutes. I’ll miss 

him when he drops me off. I almost wish he was going where I’m going. He seems to like the 

train well enough. 
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Harold drags me down beneath the station and drops me off at a planetarium I didn’t know 

existed. “How will I find my way?” I ask. 

 

“Walk in, take the escalator up one floor, go left and walk across the wide hall,” he says. 

 

“Thank you,” I say. It’s the most help anyone will give me all day. 

 

I do everything Harold says, but when I arrive at the wide hall, I see a two-story restaurant, 

what looks like a gift shop, entrances to the museums I remember walking through as a child. 

Signs for dinosaur exhibits. Always dinosaur exhibits. 

 

“Sir,” I ask a man who looks like a security officer, “where do I go to wait for my train?” 

 

He doesn’t look me in the eye, just points across the wide hall. “Look there,” he says. 

 

“Where?” I ask. 

 

“There’s a sign,” he says. I look at him, looking at the invisible sign 

 

“There,” he points, “to the left.” Finally, I see the tiniest sign—it reads “tickets.” 

 

I take off towards it, even though I think a better sign would read “train.” 
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Since I already hold the tickets I bought online, I appear beside the desk. A young man, about 

my age, sits behind it. He’ll also prove valuable to me later, unlike the security guard. 

 

“Where do I go to get on the train?” I try to keep myself from screaming. He’s behind a plate 

of glass, so it doesn’t matter. He points out the door. 

 

“Is the train for Jefferson City still here?” I ask. He nods. 

 

“Hurry up, you don’t want to miss it.” 

 

I’m out the door in a flash and down a long, long ramp. 

 

At the bottom of the ramp are two sets of stairs. One is blocked off, and people leisurely float 

up the other in single file. I think. One side must be for departures, and the other for arrivals. I 

follow the people who pile into an elevator going down. One man talks about Chicago and 

carries a case with a bowling ball inside. 

 

We get to the bottom. I see the line of people, the tracks, the silver train with steam peeking 

out through all of its mechanisms and pipes, vapor dispelling into thin air. I’ve made it. 

 

The line moves fast, and I show the lady who takes the tickets my phone. She tries to scan the 

bar code, but it doesn’t work. She looks at it closely. 
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“Where are you going?” she asks. 

 

“Jeff—Jefferson City,” I mumble. 

 

Have I done something wrong? She’s looking at me like I’m in trouble. 

 

“That train just left, I think,” she says. She thinks? 

 

“You’re in the wrong line. This is the train to Chicago.” 

 

There are no signs, no directions, no names of trains. I walk through the line of Chicago 

passengers and think about joining them. Fuck it. 

 

But that’s not the way it works. A destination is predetermined. A ticket for one place can’t be 

switched out, willy-nilly. Chicago can’t make up for my mistakes, not this time, no matter how 

hard I want it to. 

 

Later, once I’ve had time to stop hating myself enough to return to the box office and request 

a refund from the man behind the glass, I learn the name of the Chicago-bound train: Southwest 

Chief. I try to make sense of it. 

 

I book an Uber for home. It’s only nine in the morning, and I never even saw my train.  
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Loose Duplex from outside the 39th Street Wash n’ Fold 

 

No one would ever suspect you, ashy-haired man 

I meet at the laundromat. What kind of woman 

 

Sleeps with the man she meets at a laundromat? 

I think you could kill me if all the lights were off. 

 

If all the lightbulbs popped out one by one 

And it was just the two of us picking up socks and mechanically 

 

Putting them back down again, our arms four mechanisms, 

Gear-like, no longer capable of really touching, really feeling, 

 

I might be capable of touching you, but feeling anything 

For you or your white truck with trash piled to the ceiling— 

 

That’s a pile I don’t want to sift through. It’s not because you’re white trash; 

After all, you’ve already seen all my unmentionables: tights, panties 

 

Socks, bras. You’ve seen it all. It’s just that I wouldn’t mention you 

To my friends if we hooked up at my place three blocks north.  
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Itinerary for the Future 

 

Now, all you do is walk. 

Because if you don’t walk 

you’ll stay in bed on your phone all morning 

or even longer. 

You wonder why waking up for work 

at seven a.m. feels suffocating  

but somehow 

refusing to subscribe to 

the traditional nine-to-five 

the five-day work week 

a schedule without the possibility of remote work 

feels equally dogmatic 

and equally 

everywhere and nowhere.  
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The Landfill Here Is Full but We Dug Another on Mars 

 

Understandably, you were upset 

when some asshole in your building 

stole the black recycling bin you’d paid $9 for 

at the Ace Hardware store south of town. 

 

As your cheeks caught fire 

and your fist raised up by itself 

and shook in God’s sleeping face, 

you posted on Instagram about it. 

 

It was a time 

in which all your friends 

and friends of friends 

were finding new jobs, new partners, 

 

condos north of town with dog parks 

and covered parking. 

It was also a time 

in which you could still find solace 

 

in the hot rage 
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of minutiae. 

All this, you thought—as you took 

some other person’s bin inside— 

 

just to keep your trash contained 

and out of a landfill. All this, 

you thought—as you rinsed off 

a stranger’s bin in your shower— 

 

and who knows if recycling 

even works anymore? Isn’t there 

a colossal sewage island 

floating out in the ocean somewhere? 

 

With its own ecosystem? 

And to think: 

Grimes says Elon Musk 

lives below the poverty line. 

 

In 2092, when we’ve flattened 

the rainforests and the fish 

have all dried up— 

like the ones you saw 
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from a high cliff 

beside the Missouri River— 

future generations will inhabit 

the garbage island. 

 

But who cares about future generations?  

You’ll be long gone by the time they get here 

and I think we’ve all 

decided not to have children, anyway.  

 

Elon Musk is colonizing Mars— 

even Grimes became a capitalist 

when she had his children. 

Doesn’t it pay to play the game? 

 

And what do you have left 

to be raw about 

since you found your black recycling bin 

on the curb last week?  
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Atmospheric Conditions 

 

The sky was supposed to open up that day, and we needed—expected, even—a reprieve from 

the drought that hung over our summer heads like the guy at the bar who buys you a drink and 

expects you to talk to him all night. 

I’d kept a steady eye on the weather app, debating whether to drive the black Subaru 

home for fear of getting caught up in a torrential downpour that would send me swirling off 

the road. My brother, Clay, and I would be coming in from St. Louis. 

A dark bank of clouds appeared on the horizon as we arrived at our parents’ house. Out 

in the country at the top of a hill, I could almost see all the way down to the river. Dad was 

outside with a small, rolling greenhouse of plants he had grown from seed. He was in the 

process of taking them inside, ragged baseball cap low on his brow. 

“What are y’all getting ready to do?” he said in a rush. “You need to come inside.” 

“We’re going to the store,” I said. “We need storm supplies.” 

“I can see it on the radar—rain’s headed right for us. Can’t you just go to the gas 

station?” 

Mom had come outside by now. 

“It’s gonna get bad,” she said, eyeing the fluttering leaves on the trees. 

I knew better. As soon as she collected all the dogs and brought them inside to safety, 

she’d be on the screened-in porch, drinking Budweiser from red and silver cans—the ones that 

always made me feel like I’d just eaten a loaf of bread. By the time we got back, she’d be half-

buzzed, waiting for the rain to begin. 
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I wondered if this was a hillbilly thing, a Midwestern thing, or if families all over the 

country congregated on their porches to wait for… what? The second coming? A sign from 

something bigger than ourselves, perhaps. The chance for a reaction. We can take all the 

defensive measures we want, but to what end? 

I kept these thoughts to myself, mostly. 

Clay and I started off down the gravel road, driving away from the shelter of my 

parents’ wide lawn and the house contained within it. Overhead, one side of the sky stretched 

out in white, almost pale green, while the other inched closer, transforming from ash to metallic 

gray and settling into deep black. Humidity floated on air that had just gone from still to 

blustery. With the windows down, we drove in silence, keeping the air conditioner off. Down 

the same road I had crashed on in the snow years ago.  

“These are the perfect makings for a storm,” Clay said. He looked at me expectantly. 

 

* 

 

It had happened once before in this car, except instead of summer it had been winter, and 

instead of rain, there had been a slow, slick dusting of white powder over the road and ice 

underneath. I’d taken off for work when the snow started falling on the highway, skittered into 

oncoming traffic, rotated twice, and stopped against a cliff face on the other side of the road. 

The cliff had stopped my car from rolling on—I’d only been a couple feet away from careening 

down into a gully full of water. Looking down over the edge, I saw flakes of new snow 

dissolving into its surface. The creek moved fast for its size and probably would’ve swept me 

away. It’s so funny how easily water can kill us. As I scooted across my passenger seat to open 
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that door (the handle on the other one was dented shut) I wondered if I would have drowned 

or frozen to death first. 

Other cars lined each side of the highway. Drivers sat gulping in ragged breaths of stale 

car air, their own hearts beating fast, pulses elevated. We had all lost control. With white 

knuckles, our hands gripped the same steering wheels that had betrayed us moments before. 

What song had been playing on the radio? Mine had stopped working. 

Before I could think about slogging off in the direction of a gas station, or worse, all 

the way back to my parents’ house, two men pulled a giant truck into the gathering bank of 

snow on my side of the road. They had a flashing light strung up through one of the windows. 

“You all right?” 

The man who hopped out of the truck was definitely from the country, I guessed. He 

looked like a firefighter. Big, muscular, dark haired, heavy black boots. Deep voice. Genuine 

concern for my well-being. His bushy mustache was busy catching bits of snowflake. His 

friend had a pair of Carhartt coveralls on over a puffy camo jacket. 

“I’m fine,” I said, blinking up at them through the snow. “My airbag didn’t go off.” 

“That’s surprising,” said the one in camo. “You almost took a swim.” 

“I’m glad I didn’t,” I said, laughing. 

“We can take you home.” 

This came from Mustache, who peered down at the space between the cliff face and 

the front bumper of my car. He crept closer to me in the snow. 

“Frank,” he said. 

He reminded me of my ex-boyfriend. 

“Frank,” I said. “I only live a few miles away.” 
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He grinned. 

 

* 

 

The air pressure was dropping by the minute as we pulled into the near-empty grocery store 

parking lot, and the looks on the faces of employees who were still stocking shelves were 

somber. Everybody in there was stone-faced. I wanted to linger in the produce aisle, 

daydreaming about what would happen if my family was all trapped together for days. I caught 

myself, thinking twice about whether or not this would be a positive experience. 

“You think we need the necessities? Candles?” I said, wandering over to the small row 

of cleaning supplies. 

“This storm is just gonna blow in and blow out,” said Clay, rolling his eyes. 

I gave him a smug look. 

“Not so fast.” 

Tornado sirens had just started to sound beyond the store’s glass doors. 

“Oh, whatever,” he said, grabbing a bottle of merlot. He’d probably mix it with Coke 

and ice cubes, as he was apt to do. “Let’s get out of here.” 

The lights flickered once as we set our storm haul down on the conveyor belt: chips, 

alcohol, cans of chicken noodle, long butane lighters, Diet Coke, oranges, cheddar cheese, hot 

dog buns, dog food, candles. 

“For when the power goes out,” I said. “You never know.” 

 You’d have thought we were badly preparing for the apocalypse. 
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“Where will you go if the power goes out?” I asked the woman who was checking us 

out. 

“I’m not sure,” she said, eyeing me like I’d asked her about one of Saturn’s moons. “I 

guess we’ll go over to the deli area. There’s a walk-in freezer back there.” 

“Seems legit,” said my brother, casual, rushing me past the credit card reader to pay. I 

stood between the row of cash registers and a set of sliding doors, which popped open 

automatically. How does she not know? I thought. 

I wanted to know. 

“That reminds me,” I said. “Can we get a bag of ice?” 

“Small or large?” 

“Large, and—” I began. 

A long peal of thunder cut me off, mid-thought. I was just about to ask her to retrieve 

a pack of cigarettes from the tall glass case that sat beside the cooler filled with bags of ice. 

Hovering above the credit card reader, my brother’s hand seemed in control of the situation. 

He stared down at it, willing it to type four numbers. If we were able to just finish this 

transaction, we’d be out of here, on our way, back to the refuge of home. Never mind the 

boiling wall of storm clouds that had apparently come across the Rockies earlier than expected, 

its might and brute force depicted on my phone’s radar in bright splashes of orange, yellow, 

and red. 

“What else?” our cashier demanded, her face pale. 

“Cigarettes,” I said. “Can I have a pack of American Spirits? In the yellow box.” 

At this point, my brother’s number-punching hand was going off. It ran through his 

curls. I could see small beads of sweat popping up at his hairline. 
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Has the air conditioner gone out? I thought. Surely not. That would be ridiculous. 

Clay gave me a look. The cashier fumbled for a key. 

“You think of cigarettes,” he said. “Of course.” 

“What?” I asked. “It’s not even raining yet.” 

“Cigarettes are gonna be the thing that traps us in this fucking grocery store.” 

“You’ll thank me later when you decide you want one.” 

“I have a vape,” he said, with great authority. 

It was raining now, though, and for a minute I thought that both the siren and the radar 

data had been some weatherman’s trick. The siren continued, but I could see cars driving by 

without their wipers turned on. If my brain had its own set of eyes, they’d be rolling at this 

storm. Where was the danger? I didn’t venture out into the incoming chaos for a couple of fat 

rain drops. But as soon as the siren died down, the hail started. It was like the elements had 

decided to become performers on stage for a day, playing off one another in the most climactic 

of scenes. 

Fat rain drops, exit left. 

Hail the size of golf balls, that’s your queue. 

Siren: get lost. 

“Oh, God,” mused the cashier, staring out past the glass. The front door no longer 

popped open automatically. “My car. It’s new.” 

 “Oh, you have insurance,” I assured her. Like I knew all her secrets. 

The hail came in waves, piling up in little potholes in the parking lot, glazing tops of 

cars in a shimmering crescendo, pounding against the grocery store’s roof, walls, and glass 

doors. 
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 “We’ve locked the doors!” A voice shouted. The hail was pebble-sized now. 

 My brother whirled around in disbelief. “We need to pay.” 

 “Is this really all that serious?” I asked. I wanted to see a storm, but not within the 

confines of a Whole Foods, let alone this little old Schulte’s. They didn’t even sell the blueberry 

candles I liked. 

 “We have a policy,” said the manager. “We’d like customers to head to the back—” 

 “Oh, no,” said Clay, serious now. “I am not about to be stuck here.” 

He jammed the credit card into its reader in one slick, defiant motion, like a man who 

was finally closing on a long-standing deal. The cashier handed us a receipt. 

 “If you fill out the survey at the bottom, you could win one thousand dollars—” 

“Matilda! Damn you,” barked the manager, his voice strangely warped by the thuds of 

hail on the roof and glass. “Damn the survey!” 

His voice sounded familiar to me. 

 

* 

 

I swear I could’ve been a meteorologist in a past life. 

Maybe I was some kind of tornado chaser, like Bill Paxton in Twister. Bill wasn’t like 

the other guys—he wanted to help people. As kids, Clay and I would watch the film over and 

over, even attaching belts and ropes to the swing set in the back yard, pretending to get sucked 

up by a tornado. 

“Cow!” One of us would yell. 

“’Nother cow!” Yelled the other.  
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What was it that made us cherish that particular slice of 1990s cheese? 

The part where Bill crouches down to pick up a handful of dirt—that always got me. 

He sniffs it, I think. Totally superfluous, but he makes it work. 

In 1993, when I was four or five, Dad talked to a guy who worked at one of the local 

newspapers in some small Missouri town. This man told Dad one hell of a story about the flood 

of 1993, which Dad later relayed to me. 

As things stood, rain began falling in May and continued through June, causing 

flooding along the Mississippi, Missouri, and Kansas rivers. The month of July was wet, too, 

so St. Louis and its suburbs began to take on water. Anheuser-Busch—the corporation that 

owned Budweiser at the time—even distributed six packs of water to flood victims. In August, 

levee breaks were reported across Missouri and Illinois. Rivers continued to swell well over 

banks and into homes and businesses, and water reached record-level highs at the point at 

which the Missouri and Mississippi rivers meet. The water at this particular confluence sloshed 

in at about 400 feet above sea level. 

Soon, media picked up the story, and a reporter flew into town from some place up 

north. She was a hot-shot, as the story goes, and her version of reporting was not countrified. 

I think she was probably wary to show her vulnerable side to all the men who crowded into 

boats, whisking off over waves and suspended debris to rescue folks whose houses floated, 

detached, from foundations under the water. 

This woman, whose name I forget, decided she’d step into a boat too. I imagine her 

trading her shiny, patent leather heels for boots, thinking I can do anything better than you can 

and convincing some good old boys to risk life and limb for a fresh TV angle. 



 

 161 

At first, the men from radio stations and news outlets told her, “No, no—you don’t 

know how to man one of these things.” The boys couldn’t help themselves, though—bless their 

hearts. 

I see them saying, “We’ll go with you, ma’am, and we’ll take a camera crew.” 

Sure enough, they piloted the young reporter out to the old prison, which had to be 

evacuated as the waters rose around it. Apparently, it was one of the few remaining structures 

that still hung onto its roof. She planned to jump out of the boat, onto the roof—never mind 

that the water was climbing yet, and the wind was snapping limbs from trees—and give it hell 

in a single take. 

Dad always laughs at this part in the story, and Clay rolls his eyes. 

The reporter peered out over the edge of the boat as it pulled up alongside the prison, 

and— 

The roof was full of snakes! 

Snakes and birds. Lizards, dead fish. Anything and everything that had conjured up the 

wherewithal to perch on that single slab of white roof. A newly formed island where no island 

had been needed before. A sort of single-minded ecosystem, all its own. 

 

* 

 

Matilda’s face turned from white to red in an instant, and her eyes darted to the pile of groceries 

that still needed to be bagged. 

Nobody moved, not even the manager, whose cheeks flushed with a similar heat. At 

long last, Matilda’s eyes fixed on a spot beyond the glass doors—the spot in which she’d 
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parked her car that morning. Company policy stated that employees were to save closer parking 

spots for customers, and Matilda knew it. Earlier in the day, this particular rule had seemed far 

more applicable than the one that discusses herding customers into a meat locker when the 

storm of the century rolls into town. 

The hailstones had grown to the size of small kiwi fruit. 

“I quit!” Matilda shrieked over the hail. “My car is ruined—my bank account is empty. 

You forgot to give me a raise last week, Frank.” 

Frank, I thought, and the snow day came rushing into view. He’d seemingly been 

hiding behind a pair of double doors. He didn’t seem like a coward then, but he sure as shit did 

now. 

I was surprised to know that the mustache still rivaled most other mustaches. Clay gave 

me one of his sidelong looks. 

Frank stared at me. 

Matilda stared at her car. 

I stared at the two of them as my brother began to slowly bag his own groceries. Then 

he thought twice, dumping everything into a paper sack. Frank appeared to be having a fit. 

“You can’t quit, Mattie,” he said. “I won’t let you—” 

“Open the doors, Frank. I’ve had it with you,” Matilda said, throwing her red cashier’s 

apron at him. The thin collar was stuck in one of her earrings. This would have been hilarious 

to me if it hadn’t been for Frank’s obvious neglect as a manager. For a split second, I recalled 

my own days working in the liquor section of a grocery store. They never paid me enough to 

be there, either, but I bought my first car with those wages. It was rear wheel drive, horrible in 

rain and snow. 
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“Open the doors, Frank,” I said. “We’re out.” 

“You’d be breaking the law,” Frank said. Then: “What’s your name?” 

I could see a thin vein throbbing in his forehead. Now, I had him pinned as the type of 

guy who does not go against company policy. Ever. 

“Give us the keys!” We screamed. 

The hail subsided then, never fully reaching golf ball status. 

“Fine,” gasped Frank, who looked like he might abandon ship himself. He unlocked 

the front doors, which sidled open as if by magic. 

Matilda was the first one out, barely tossing a backwards glance at her previous 

employer, who stood with his hand on one of the red carts. She beelined for a Honda, and I 

questioned whether the hail had done any damage after all. I was happy for Matilda. My head 

buzzed with excitement at the thought of almost getting trapped in a grocery store. Things 

could’ve been much worse, I thought. Would Frank have even let us out if the hail hadn’t 

stopped? I swore he had a secret crush on Matilda—this is why he looked so forlorn back there 

by the carts. Did he remember who I was? 

And Clay—a mere five minutes ago!—he’d been ready and willing to fight a middle-

aged grocery store manager. 

I laughed to myself as we walked to the car. 

“Not funny,” he said, staring up and out towards the highway that would point us home. 

The wall of dark clouds had swept in again, chasing out the lighter one, which was—

presumably—still filled with hail.  
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The woman who appears to me as a small figure leaning 

 

through an open window over the street is 

unmasked. Teeth fill up her mouth, sit 

sharply and point at me as she speaks in 

languages I know but do not understand 

over the windshield wipers. In the slow 

flood that comes predetermined, I am 

caught in fish jaws, held up on the lines I 

cast myself. That narrowness, a 

hollowness there amid gills and pin bones 

and gasping fish flesh. There was 

closeness in the water I walked over on 

the way to Hillsdale, Kansas, a familiarity 

in the bobbers caught by low-hanging 

branches. How long has it been? asks my 

dad on the phone, and I know then that I 

am a ship, that I am capable of 

foundering.  
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There’s a house on Freeman Street 

 

but it wasn’t always blue. 

I remember white clapboard, a mess 

 

of honeysuckle, something invasive 

that stayed wrapped around wrought iron. 

 

My cousins tore all that out—burned every terrible vine, 

and the house stands better for it, has outlived 

 

a 1942 tornado, pools of blood and water 

ankle deep in the storm cellar. Here. 

 

Find the new conversation. Find Pop’s calloused palms 

and my tender ones, both products of his strife. 

 

To the southeast, Zinc, Arkansas: headquarters to a klan 

faction. My cousins avoid whole parts of their home state. 

 

When I get back to Kansas City and take my shirt off, 

I smell stagnant, coppery like history.  



 

 166 

When Dad got struck by lightning 

 

he was not standing in my grandparents’ yard 

as I’d long imagined. He was 17, crouched on the porch 

that stuck out from the side of a trailer like a tooth 

sticks out of a mouth. And though he’s been sober 

for 25 years, he drank a beer while his friend gripped 

the metal railing, stormexpectant. Beneath their feet lay 

Ozark soil: feeble, capable of sustaining generations. Besides, 

the only fertile land around slept useless 

at the bottom of a man-made lake. I ask him 

what it feels like before the universe makes 

itself known. The pop of shattered glass, 

he says, lightbulbs detonating. 

And after? Peals of thunder.  
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Other Repercussions 

published in Midwest Review 

 

Four cousins circle a small, near-abandoned town square in the dark of the night. It’s nine p.m. 

on Thanksgiving. The next day is Black Friday, consumer America’s best and last semi-digital 

free-for-all. Two of the cousins are a brother and sister, 15 and 20 years old. The others, sisters: 

the oldest barely 21, the youngest 14. The brother and sister have come from the city to spend 

time with their father’s side of the family, as they are apt to do, and the oldest cousin, who 

currently drives the slickest Pontiac in town, knows these streets and hollers like the back of 

her hand. 

The country cousins live in Berryville, Arkansas, land of Walmarts and deer stands, of 

beer-addled floats on the Buffalo River in summer. The city cousins don’t know it yet, but they 

will later take this backwoods stereotype with a grain of table salt. The complexity of northwest 

Arkansas—the good and the bad—sits far and away from the generalizations of a 

contemporary country song. This is a place of hillbilly mysticism, grit, and ingenuity, and the 

cousins bear witness to it all. 

On this night, there aren’t enough country songs in the world to fill up the small, black 

space of a car, and for the moment, the city cousins convince themselves they like ballads 

about old dogs and rodeos. The Pontiac creeps slowly past the town square and onto the main 

drag, where things seem a little more alive. 

Red and yellow neon from the local Sonic bounces from pavement to shiny truck bed 

and back again. Eureka Avenue rests electric in the glow of headlights. 

“What do we do now?” asks the brother. 



 

 168 

“We cruise,” says the 21-year-old, as if the answer were obvious. 

The youngest cousin nods from the backseat, new to the game and keen to learn. 

Light slips like liquid as the passengers all rest elbows and the crooks of arms on the 

Pontiac’s window ledges. Every song on the radio is a comforting lull, and the night is a reverie. 

The driver rolls down the windows, claws for fresh air, rakes it between her fingers. Every 

cousin breathes deeply and there is nothing in the world so balmy and lush as late November. 

The car approaches a familiar black shape on the side of the road. 

“Hey,” says the brother. “Didn’t we drive by that already?” 

“Yeah,” says his sister. “What is it?” 

“You want to stop?” says the driver. 

The youngest cousin opens her door first, eager to prove she’s got what it takes. The 

thing is heavy, its shell hard and glossy like a beetle’s exoskeleton. She lifts it up by the handle 

and yanks it into the car after her. She pulls the door shut and the car rolls back into traffic. 

“A suitcase,” she yelps. She pushes it onto the middle seat between herself and the 

brother. The cousin riding shotgun crooks her neck back to eye the thing. 

“Is this a bad idea?” someone wonders. 

“Should we give it to the cops?” 

But the youngest cousin is already unzipping it, corner by corner. The cousins up front 

exchange surreptitious glances. The night has taken on a wild sheen, like they’ve cast a lure 

out into the dark universe and detected a bite. Given the chance, they would have unzipped the 

thing, too. 

 

* 
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When my dad got struck by lightning, he wasn’t standing on my grandparents’ porch in 

Golden, Missouri, like I’d long imagined. 

 “I wasn’t,” he says on the other end of the phone, quarantined in a house that sits just 

eight miles south of the state capital. 

 “No?” I ask. I’m driving to Target in Kansas City, the insides of my car sanitized with 

the last of a blue tube of antibacterial wipes. They’ve caused the backs of my hands to slough 

off in tiny sheets. I flip them over, staring at each palm. I wonder if it’s possible for skin to 

absorb enough Lysol to render the Lysol ineffective. 

 “Am I on speakerphone?” 

 “You’re in my car, dad.” 

 “Oh,” he says. “Sounds like you’re at the bottom of a well.” 

The lightning struck him when he was 17 or 18. He’s been sober for 25 years, doesn’t 

rub it in anybody’s face. He neither hides nor openly mentions the fact that he went to an 

Atlanta rehabilitation center when I was a child living in a Saltbox-style house with sweeping 

oaks in the backyard. It just doesn’t come up. 

 “You weren’t on Mimi and Pop’s porch?” I ask. My grandparents. Mimi in a red wig 

that looks exactly like her real hair, Pop head and shoulders taller than anybody else in our 

family, his hair a shock of white. Navy and gray flannel shirt. Boots. Hands rough from 

working the earth and its creatures, always reaching gently for a grandchild’s wrist or the top 

of one of our heads. 
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 “No, I was standing next to this trailer on a porch with a metal railing. Drinking a beer. 

My friend had his hand on the railing. Shocked the shit out of us. He came away with burns on 

his hand.” 

 “You weren’t injured? No weird markings?” I ask. I’d read about people who had 

received temporary fern-like motifs down one arm or a leg after the lightning left their bodies. 

 “No,” he laughs. “I was lucky.” 

I like to ask him these questions and at first he doesn’t understand why. I’m not sure I 

do, either—not entirely. Even as an adolescent, there was a part of me that was fascinated by 

his family’s life in the Ozarks. I’d go down there for weeks at a time in the summer, the freckles 

on my shoulders popping out from running barefoot through makeshift sprinklers. 

Trampolines. Minor injuries. Things move slower down there in the low hills. The minute hand 

on Mimi’s wooden cuckoo clock stops suddenly and without my notice. 

“What did you think at the time?” 

 “Not much,” he says. 

I find this hard to believe. If I was struck by lightning and lived to tell the tale, I know 

I’d give into some woo-woo bullshit and believe I was somehow sanctified by the universe. 

I’d think I was better than everybody. I would never say it, but I’d think it. 

 “You didn’t think the universe chose you,” I say. 

I’m giving him shit now. 

 He pauses in a way that tells me he’s thought about it. “Chose me?” 

 “Yes, what would that feel like?” I ask. 

 “Emily,” he says, all serious. “I shocked myself the other day reaching my hand into a 

fishpond. That didn’t even come close to this lightning strike.” 
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 “See?” I say. “You have unknown power.” 

 

* 

 

The driving cousin pulls into traffic, sails back past the glowing Sonic sign and up towards the 

abandoned town square. She stops the Pontiac at a blinking stoplight and glances both ways 

down the road before turning around in her seat. 

 “Well? What’s in there?” she asks. The younger cousins are staring into the suitcase 

like it’s the most beautiful thing they’ve ever seen. 

 “Jeans,” says the brother. 

“A hair straightener,” says the youngest one. She pulls it out for examination, snapping 

its jaws together once. “A nice one.” 

The brother reaches over, fully unzips the thing, slaps the front side of it down across 

his lap for all to see. His hands find a leathery green deposit bag. 

 

* 

 

On the way to Target, I had called my dad to talk about something I thought he already knew. 

When a story is considered canon in a family, or amongst friends, for so long, there’s this 

assumption that everybody already knows about it or has heard the most remarkable bits and 

pieces. Like that lightning strike on the porch so many years ago. I knew it had happened, but 

the details surrounding the location, my dad’s age, the beer, the trailer—I would’ve never been 

privy to this second layer of information had I not asked. 
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Both men had survived and all that remained was a burn to the one hand that held the 

railing. What if the friend had moments before thrown a beer can in the grass, instead gripping 

the railing with both hands when the lightning struck? Double the shock? In one hand, through 

the heart, out the other side. As I drive, I listen, replaying what could’ve happened over and 

over in my mind. Both hands burned this time. This time, the image of branches seared into 

the back of an arm. 

Years after the fact, though, I imagine it’s no big deal. 

Has the initial shock worn off, or had they both gone back inside the trailer, one 

showing all the girls at the party the burned hand, a memento to the fact that he’d come up 

against the universe and won? The rest of the night spent forgetting. 

Yes, we must consider our decision to stand outside drinking beers in a lightning storm, 

which probably wasn’t the wisest choice, but look—we didn’t die. 

I can’t say I haven’t done the same. 

“You ever hear the story about the suitcase?” I ask him, still at the bottom of a well on 

the way to Target. 

“No,” he says. “I never heard about any suitcase.” 

 

* 

 

The Pontiac swings on down the road, dark reflection gleaming and sly in the glass of each 

passing thrift store window. The cousins stop at Stubbs Brothers Grocery, the old country store 

down the street from a house with a red roof that’s been in their family for generations. The 

cousin in the passenger seat hops out, stretches, slides two quarters into an old soda machine 
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that sits among the mass of bricks and old tires. A can of Diet Coke rolls to the bottom and she 

jumps. 

The night is strange. 

 The oldest cousin rifles through the suitcase—jeans, hair straightener, bag of makeup, 

blouses, heels. She’s handed the deposit bag; the brother holds it between his thumb and 

forefinger. It’s light. He looks at her, eyes wide. She looks inside. 

 “Checks,” she says. 

 “Look again.” 

There’s a soft gasp from the front seat, and the oldest cousin pulls out a wad of green 

bills. Tens, twenties. She counts. Five hundred dollars. Six. Eight hundred and some change. 

 They stare at one another in the dark. The music goes soft. 

 “We have to turn this into the police,” one says. 

 “What?” says another. “What if somebody stole this money?” 

 “I bet they dropped the bag because they knew they’d been caught.” 

 “This straightener, though,” somebody says. “These jeans would fit me.” 

 “Our fingerprints are all over this stuff now,” says the oldest cousin. 

 “But we found it,” says another, feverish. “The cops would understand.” 

 “We’d just be turning it in, then?” 

 “Who’s to say the cops wouldn’t just take the money?” 

 It’s going on midnight now—the lights on Eureka Avenue have faded and coalesced 

into a single long stretch of afterglow. The liquor store overheads are still on. The Sonic neon 

glows as bright as ever, promising oceans of technicolor liquid. 

 “I say we just keep it,” says a cousin. The others look at her. 
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 The checks are shuffled through again. 

“These are all written out to the car dealership across town. Those people are assholes.” 

 “Really? Let me see.” 

 “See?” 

 “They are assholes. I remember the son from class, so high and mighty…” 

 “Okay, then, it’s settled.” 

 

* 

 

“You did what?” asks my dad. 

I laugh nervously over the phone. Hadn’t I been old enough to know better? 

For so long I’d blamed youth, environment. The freedom to be bored in a small town. 

My cousins and I never did make sense of the deposit bag inside the suitcase, or how it had 

come to rest where it did. The youngest cousin tells me she can’t even think about Black Friday 

without recalling it.  

At the time we considered ourselves blameless. We rationalized the suitcase landing in 

our laps, so to speak. We hadn’t been caught. But what’s meant to come to light always will: 

though my dad’s lightning strike holds the same strange, mist-tinged quality for me as any epic 

big fish tale, the suitcase and our collective reaction to it was anything but naturally occurring. 

 “What did you do with it?” 

 “We threw it off a bridge,” I say. 

“No,” says my dad. “What bridge?” 

“Man, I don’t know. I thought you knew this story.” 
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A long pause. 

 “Emily, that could’ve been someone’s Christmas money,” he says, finally, and I feel 

like a kid again, like I’ve violated his simplest, most careful instructions: be open, be honest. 

 The bridge turns out to be one he knows—one of several that crosses the Kings River, 

which joins the White River before ultimately flowing into Table Rock Lake. 

 “Table Rock Lake,” he says, “is a man-made lake. The only fertile land in those hills 

is at the bottom.” 

 “Along with the suitcase,” I say. 

 “Emily.” 

“I guess I ratted myself out.” 

“Yeah, you ratted everybody else out, too,” he says. 

He’s still focused on the bridge over Kings River, his voice waning in soft 

contemplation. “You know,” he starts, “I used to cross the bridge there years ago. It was so 

narrow, the bus barely fit between the rails. I was afraid it would collapse any minute.” 

“What happened to it?” I ask. I don’t remember a narrow bridge. 

“You threw the suitcase off the new one,” he says. “They blew the old one up.”  
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NOTES 

 

Borderline personality disorder, or BPD, is refenced in the essay “I Never See Her Anymore.” 

To my knowledge, this disorder is difficult to diagnose, and, like many mental illnesses, falls 

short in illuminating the entirety of a person’s character. According to a Verywell Mind article 

written in the vein of the DSM, or Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 

“BPD is a pervasive pattern of instability in interpersonal relationships, self-image, and 

emotion, as well as marked impulsivity beginning by early adulthood and present in a variety 

of contexts.”  I’ve added a reference to the article on the next page as I think the full definition 

provides context. 

 

The Bob Dylan song mentioned in the poem “In this stupid video I watch” is “Mr. Tambourine 

Man.” The lyrics read: “Yes, to dance beneath the diamond sky with one hand waving free / 

silhouetted by the sea.” Hunter S. Thompson said he liked this particular Dylan song best, but 

the “would-be sister who lost her mother” liked “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” better. 

 

The duplex form, as mentioned before, was created by Jericho Brown, who signed my copy of 

his book of poems, The Tradition. “Yes,” he writes, “I’m so angry I spent years thinking of 

ways to gut the sonnet.” The duplex is a blues-esque marriage of sonnet and ghazal and uses 

repetition to think about a subject under different lights. The third line is a changed echo of the 

second, the fifth an echo of the fourth, and so on. “I decided to call the form a duplex because 

something about its repetition and its couplets made me feel like it was a house with two 

addresses. It is, indeed, a mutt of a form as so many of us in this nation are only now 
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empowered to live fully in all of our identities,” writes Brown. “I wanted to highlight the 

trouble of a wall between us who live within a single structure.” 

 

Obviously, Wilco. If I could do the MFA all over again, I’d write about music more. If it’s any 

indication, the music review source Pitchfork gave the 2001 album Yankee Hotel Foxtrot a 

perfect 10/10. The song referenced here is called “Reservations.” 

 

The song “Broadripple is Burning” by Margot and the Nuclear So and So’s is a song that an 

ex of mine played constantly. It still haunts me (in a good way, though it’s very depressing). 

The band spells their name this way, with an apostrophe, for reasons unknown. 

 

The Beyoncé song in “Lathrop” is the instant classic, “Black Parade,” which came out on 

Juneteenth. The piece and the song don’t have much to do with one another contextually, but 

I was listening to “Black Parade” on repeat and, around the same time, reading Heather 

Altfeld’s stunningly unusual “Obituary for Dead Languages.” Lathrop is the name of my 

historic, 100-year-old apartment building on Wyandotte. Anyway, somehow Beyoncé’s lyrics 

ended up informing the ghosts that haunt the halls of Lathrop. She sings, “Ancestors on the 

wall / let the ghosts chit-chat,” which kind of sounds like “And sisters on the wall / let the 

ghosts chit-chat.” This reminds me of the girl in the last part of the piece who keeps seeing 

faces in ordinary objects. 

 

In the poem “The Landfill Here Is Full but We Dug Another on Mars,” the line “And Grimes 

says Elon Musk / lives below the poverty line” refers to her 2022 Vanity Fair interview, in 
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which she—an outspoken, unflinchingly liberal musician who happens to be worth at least $10 

million (per celebritynetworth.com)—equates actual poverty to Musk’s apparent cheapskate-

ed-ness. Grimes’s albums, especially the masterpiece that is “Visions,” played heavy in my 

early 20s and have stuck with me to this day, but she still annoys me. I wonder if we can or 

should, as listeners, separate the artist from the celebrity persona. (I also wonder if my 

recycling does anything when I simultaneously waste water on hot showers, use paper towels 

instead of cloth, etc.)  
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