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Rule Number 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I came out to my father about a hundred miles off the coast of Hatteras, North Carolina, 

on a boat filled with freshly caught mahi-mahi and a couple of packs of thawed but unused 

ballyhoo. It wasn’t really planned, mostly because I had never intended to tell him, but I knew 

before I set my foot onto the rough surface of the deck what I would want to say if I could ever 

find the right words. 

The thing that straight people don’t understand about being closeted is how constant it is. 

The fear of exposure, making up potential excuses for hypothetical situations that haven’t 

happened and almost definitely won’t happen. I felt like a liar and a fraud when family members 

asked if I had a boyfriend, and I wanted to tell them about the girl that I was seeing but instead I 

would shake my head and smile when they suggested setting me up with a friend’s son. When 

you hide yourself like that it’s hard to think of yourself as anything other than shameful, and it 

wasn’t until I was in college that I was able to come out to most of family. Even still, Mom 

insisted that I leave my father out of it. He was the one last lingering piece of shame, stuck out 

on the North Carolina coast, worlds away from where I had settled myself in D.C. 
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This trip was meant to be an opportunity for reconnection, just the two of us spending 

some quality time together cradled between the rolling waves and clear blue sky. 

The moment I stepped foot onto his boat, Sailor’s Paradise, he started in on one of his 

famous  “Captain Lectures.” There was no rhyme or reason to these things, and just about 

anything could set him off. That day it was my Crocs, bright green and covered in little designs I 

had scribbled on during my middle school years, the only water shoes I owned, that tickled his 

trailer the wrong way. 

“Now, I know a smart young lady like yourself remembers what her father tells her. So I 

sure would like to know why you’re wearing those things on your feet when I specifically told 

you that I wasn’t going to allow them on my boat.  You’re gonna fall and hurt yourself wearing 

those things and you know how much I’d hate to turn this boat around if we’re in the fish.” 

He went right into it, not even a “Hello, how ya been?” In my defense, what he 

specifically told me was that I needed to wear some good boating shoes and seeing as how I 

hadn’t been fishing with him in about seven years I assumed that the Crocs would work. 

“It’s good to see you too, Captain,” I said. 

“What was that?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Well anyways, I’ve got a few pairs of good boat shoes you can try on ‘cause if you wear 

those damn plastic things you’re liable to lose your balance and head on overboard.” 

“Yes sir,” I said, because age had at least given me the ability to choose my battles, and 

this one sure as hell wasn’t worth pursuing. Instead, I was going to abide by The Captain’s 

favorite saying of all time, one that was nailed right in the center of his front door: 

Rule Number 1: The Captain is always right. 
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Rule Number 2: If the Captain is wrong, see Rule Number 1. 

Reminding him that I had worn Crocs on the boat since I was eight and that I had never 

once slipped would be useless and almost certainly lead to a more prolonged Captain Lecture 

about how I should listen to my elders, something that I was getting increasingly bad at. So it 

was better to just try on the shoes he handed me until I found a pair that were slightly too big but 

otherwise wearable. 

I got to the dock late - 5:45AM instead of 5:15AM – so The Captain had already stocked 

the boat with bait (ballyhoo, frozen tuna, a few packages of freeze-dried squid), bags of ice and 

sandwich supplies. When I was younger, before my parents got divorced and my granddad was 

the one captaining the boat, my excitement over an upcoming fishing trip would wake me up at 

four in the morning. I would carefully craft peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for the trip, 

cutting off the crusts for mine and putting both strawberry and grape jelly on The Captain’s. 

Sometimes I would even sleep in my bathing suit, an eye-searingly pink monstrosity that covered 

my little body from elbows to knees.  

But on this morning, the only thing I needed to do was make sure the rods were ready to 

go, no loose lines in danger of getting all tangled in the reel. An easy enough job, even for a city 

slicker like me. 

It had been a while since I had set foot (or Croc, as it were) on the Sailor’s Paradise, so it 

took me a few minutes to get reacquainted. The open deck had a rough, sandpaper texture to it, 

to provide more traction while you fought fish standing up, using the fighting belt. The fish box, 

located right over the motor at the back of the boat, smelled like salt and copper and looked like 

a scene from Carrie, blood stains splattered all the way up the sides and onto the inside of the 

lid. Beyond the deck was the cabin, which contained a bench seat with misshapen padding, a 
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creaky old chair bolted to the floor, and at least a couple thousand dollars worth of rods, reels, 

and fishing tackle. It wasn’t the nicest or the cleanest charter boat anchored in the Hatteras 

Landing Marina, but if you wanted a fishing experience, then you wanted Captain Wayne 

Arnolds. When I was seven, granddad’s hips got too bad to run the boat he loved and so my 

father, now The Captain to everyone, including his children, took over. His style of captaining 

was similar to granddad’s: gruff and unforgiving and very loud, so really the only difference was 

that now customers asked for Captain Wayne Arnolds Jr.  

When I was young I used to stare at the tackle for hours at a time, thumping myself down 

onto an old overturned bucket so I could pinch the fake squid and try to see if I could count how 

many hooks there were in the top drawer of the tackle box. I always had so many questions on 

these fishing trips, about the fish or the gear or the ocean, but I never got to ask The Captain 

directly. He resided in a world that seemed impossible for me to reach, up in the captain’s perch 

a whole fifteen rungs away. I could scale that ladder easily when the boat was sitting still in the 

marina or swaying back and forth softly on a nice summer day, but while the engines were 

running and the wake was high, you couldn’t have paid me to get up there. When we stopped to 

fish, the only words The Captain exchanged with anyone were in the form of yelled criticism, 

occasionally constructive, on how to gaff a mahi so as not to ruin the meat and asking why 

everyone was moving so damn slow when there were fish to be caught. When I was thirteen I 

finally asked one of my older cousins all the questions I was too nervous to pose to The Captain. 

He never took too kindly to ineptitude anyways, and so requesting that information from him 

was already unthinkable, even without the added barrier of the ladder. 
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When I finished checking the rods I pulled out some sunscreen, SPF 75+, and slathered it 

on my nose and the tops of my shoulders, which were more susceptible to burning than any other 

part of my body. 

“Do you want some or did you bring your own? ” I asked The Captain when I was done, 

extending the bottle towards him. He and my grandmother, as well as my grandfather, had all 

gotten skin cancer spots removed in the past year. 

“No,” he said. “I don’t need that mess.” 

“What?” 

“I said I don’t need it.  Listen up, girl.” 

“Why not?” I asked. 

“Because,” he said, stepping onto the bottom rungs of the ladder, “I’m never in direct 

sunlight.  I just get boat sun.” 

“Boat sun?” I repeated. “Isn’t that just regular sun that reflects off the water?” 

“I haven’t been in direct sun a day of my life. Boat sun doesn’t count,” he said, nodding 

his head. “Boat sun is different,” and then made his way up the ladder to the captain’s perch. 

Rule Number 1, I reminded myself. 

I screwed the cap onto the sunscreen and tossed it into the cabin. The Captain could do 

what he wanted, but I wasn’t going to risk getting half my nose removed because I didn’t take 

“boat sun” seriously. 

By 6:10 we were cruising out of the marina, just in time to watch the sun come up and 

turn the foamy white wake persimmon orange, tinted with hints of pink as subtle as the shade of 

lipstick Lauren would put on when we had date nights. 
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She didn’t understand why I hadn’t told my father yet, why most of the rest of my family 

- my mom, my aunts and uncles, my cousins - knew but he didn’t. 

“What makes him so different?” Lauren had asked me one night after my weekly three-

minute-long phone call with The Captain. She sat on the other end of the couch from me, 

sticking her socked feet into my lap. She was always good at giving me my space when I talked 

to The Captain. But I didn’t have a good answer for her.  

“I don’t really know. He’s just so unemotional, I never know how he’s going to react to 

anything. And,” I continued, rubbing her prickly calves absently, “I don’t want him to be 

disappointed in me.”  

She was quiet for a minute, letting the sounds of the neverending D.C. traffic trickle 

through the windows of our small apartment.  

“If he loves you then that shouldn’t even be an option,” she said. 

I smiled slightly and let it go. Lauren came out to her parents when she was thirteen, 

defiant and sure of herself and utterly fearless. They had laughed and nodded and said it was fine 

if she dated girls and that was that. For her, disappointment and love were two mutually 

exclusive circles in a venn diagram, unable to overlap in the slightest. It wasn’t like that in the 

Arnolds family. 

“Check our direction,” The Captain shouted down from his chair a few minutes into our 

journey. I knew he had some fancy fishing equipment, the kind that had radar and could tell you 

about how many fish were around you and where you should go to find more. But he was, to his 

core, an old-fashioned kind of person and preferred to do things the natural (hard) way. So I 

wandered from the open deck and into the cabin where a simple (simply useless, in my opinion) 

compass was embedded into the wooden switchboard that contained what looked like lots of 
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important seafaring dials, but I had never actually seen The Captain, or my granddad for that 

matter, use any of them. 

“Northeast,” I yelled back up to him, and that was the extent of our conversation for the 

four and a half hours it took us to find a school of mahi. I spent most of that time sleeping on the 

floor down in the cabin, the engine a comforting rumble right beneath my chest and belly, maybe 

not actively avoiding The Captain but certainly not doing anything to spend some quality time 

with him, the entire point of this little outing. 

My parents have been amicably divorced for almost twenty years now. Mom got 

remarried when I was nineteen and The Captain has had a string of long-term girlfriends (some 

overlapping) that have never really stuck. Despite going their separate ways two decades ago, 

they still insist on getting in each other's business.    

I was back in North Carolina for the weekend a few months before the trip to Hatteras, 

just a quick visit down to spend Easter with Mom’s side of the family. After dinner, Mom pulled 

me aside. 

“You haven’t been to see your father in a while, you know.” 

I nodded. 

“Well, I mean, I think he’d like to spend some time with you.” 

I shrugged. His phone calls, averaging at most four minutes per call, and not for lack of 

conversation topics, said otherwise. 

“C’mon now,” she said, not quite pleading. “You should go see him, take a trip out on the 

boat. He said the fishing’s been real good lately.” 

Maybe it’s unfair to pick sides when your parents divorce, but I had always been closer to 

my mom. We were similar people, in many ways. And so I knew that she wasn’t just saying this 
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because The Captain, in his roundabout way, was trying to show me that he wanted to spend 

time with me, but also because she thought that I should at least make an attempt to rekindle our 

strained relationship. 

“Okay,” I said, because I couldn’t not. Because there was some part of me that thought 

The Captain might have changed, that spending so much time away had mellowed him 

somehow. 

So now here I was, chopping up the thawed ballyhoo into chunks to stick on the hook of 

some of the rods because we were, as The Captain had yelled down to me, “Smack in the middle 

of a whole school of mahi.” 

He was right, of course. The water around the now still boat was almost frothing, the 

mahi slipping and sliding all over each other to get at the smaller fish that I saw only as hints of 

silver darting here and there. The Captain usually didn’t stop for schools because the ones we 

caught were almost always less than ten pounds and not worth his time, but I had always loved 

the instant gratification of sticking a rod over the side of the boat and then lifting it up with a 

pretty fish on the line. 

I have a memory from when I was young, maybe six or seven, of leaning over the side of 

the boat to watch the sparkling blues and greens and occasional flashes of yellow from the mahi 

all scrambling and writhing to get the little chunk of ballyhoo off my rod. For years after that I 

would have nightmares where a huge mahi or tuna or sometimes a shark would take hold of my 

line and tug and tug until I was pulled, rod and all, overboard. I don’t think I ever drowned in my 

dreams, but I remember vividly the panic and horror and pain of being shoved around in the 

melee of flailing fins and the small, sharp teeth of the fish, nipping at my skin and hair. 
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Of course, I didn’t know at the time that the mahi would probably just scatter had I ever 

actually gone over the side, too big and weird-looking to be mistaken for food. 

The Captain was yelling directions down to me from up in his perch, instructing me to 

put the rods in the rod holders and let the mahi get themselves nice and caught before I bothered 

to pull them up and into the boat. I did as he said, sticking them in and twisting until the groove 

at the base of the rod caught in the right place and secured it nice and tight. 

For years I had watched The Captain and my granddad pull the lines in with their bare 

hands, palms scarred and fingers blunt and sure, but I preferred to wear a pair of gloves as I 

yanked the fish into the boat and tossed them into the fish box. After each one was dumped in 

and the lid shut I pulled the line tight, hook still lodged in the lip of the mahi, and waited for it to 

thrash itself off the hook. It didn’t take long for me to go around and collect up all the fish, and 

my hands escaped without incident. 

After the frenzy was over and the boat was about twenty or twenty-five pounds heavier, 

we broke for lunch, a simple affair that The Captain liked to eat at 11:30 on the dot. 

We lobbed some ice over the freshly caught mahi, some of them with enough life left in 

them to slap around and attempt a dramatic escape when we opened the fish box, but not quite 

enough to actually wriggle their way out of it. 

“You want ham and mustard or ham and mayonnaise?” he asked me, placing a few slices 

of Sara Lee’s white bread onto a styrofoam plate. 

“Actually I’m vegan.” 

“You’re a what?” 

“Never mind.” 
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We sat in relative silence, the waves slapping against the hull of the boat, a few water 

bottles rolling around down in the cargo hold as he munched on his ham and mustard sandwich 

and I bit into the Clif bar I had brought in a rare moment of foresight. We were sitting out in the 

sun, The Captain in the main fighting chair and me off to his left, a bit behind him. The chairs 

were turned away from each other just slightly, so we could avoid eye contact while gazing out 

at the ocean but still at least seem attentive. 

“How’s Miss Kitty?” I asked. Miss Kitty was, from what I knew, The Captain’s current 

girlfriend. She had given me a journal and a copy of the novel she had self-published for my 

birthday that year. It was a romance about a woman that went fishing with the mysterious and 

handsome captain of a deep-sea fishing vessel. They end up falling in love and, according to the 

reviews on Amazon, the sex scenes were quite steamy. But I never could bring myself to read it.  

“She’s fine,” he said. 

More silence. Now that I had graduated and gotten employed at a proper job I no longer 

had my age old excuse of needing to read a book for class to avoid these uncomfortable moments 

of mutual awareness. 

The quiet stretched on, the late August sun glaring off the waves and forcing my eyes 

into slits, and I could feel a little piece of me, small but persistent, that wanted to make The 

Captain feel just as painfully out of place as I did growing up. The uncomfortable silence we 

were stewing in was just too similar to that feeling of wrongness I had struggled through for 

years before I came to terms with myself. 

Maybe I’m selfish, for wanting him to hurt like I did. Maybe telling him out of bitterness, 

as a way to shut down the connection Mom had wanted so badly for me to rekindle, was the 

wrong thing to do. But I did it anyway. 
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“Hey daddy, you know I’m gay, right?” I snuck a glance at him out of the corner of my 

eye. He looked the same as always. Long and lean, skin tanned and almost leathery from so 

many hours spent out in the sun. His sunglasses were planted firmly over his eyes, his long 

sleeved shirt, made out of some fancy lightweight material, was rolled up to his elbows. His 

mouth was a straight line. 

“I’d prefer not to talk about that,” he said, still gazing out at the waves, or maybe at the 

mass of seaweed about a hundred yards away, covered in seagulls who had decided to use it as a 

rest stop. 

“I have a girlfriend,” I pressed. “Her name’s Lauren, we’ve been dating for about three 

years now. You met her at my graduation.” 

Maybe it would have been better if he had reacted badly, if he had started yelling or 

throwing things or acknowledged in some way what I had said. But he didn’t. Maybe I could 

have argued with him, talked some sense into him and explained how he was being unreasonable 

and ridiculous and reactionary. But I couldn’t. 

“I’m gonna go up top and start us heading back,” he said, brushing some crumbs off his 

pants and onto the deck speckled red and pink with mahi blood. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be 

catching anything else today.” 

I said nothing because it didn’t seem like there was anything to say. 

As I watched him ascend the ladder up to the captain’s chair, I thought about the mahi we 

had just caught, how their colors, so vibrant in the water, were really just manifestations of 

excitement and fear. When they went into the fish box they were quickly dimming, bright silver 

and green and blue and occasional flashes of yellow reduced to a dull, sickly brown. 
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Mom likes to tell people that the first time I caught a mahi on the Sailor’s Paradise, a 

small one no bigger than two or three pounds, I started crying when I realized it was going to die 

and demanded that we throw it back over the side so it could be with its family. I don’t 

remember ever doing this, but I wouldn’t necessarily be surprised. I was a sensitive kid. 

On the way back to the marina I sat in the big fighting chair and stared back at our wake, 

waves rippling out behind us like a zipper being pulled. The Captain didn’t yell down to ask me 

what direction we were heading, but we got there just fine. 

As we floated into his docking area, I grabbed a rope from the dock and wound it around 

the cleat on the left side, and then did it again for the right. I hosed down the deck, washing away 

the scales and blood left by the mahi I had hauled into the boat. Someone that knew Captain 

Wayne Arnolds Jr, a friend or acquaintance or rival captain, brought over a wheelbarrow full of 

ice, so I stuck my hand into the fish box and pulled out the six mahi we had caught. They were 

slimy now, and rigid from the ice and death. 

I did it all mechanically, the process ingrained in me after years of family fishing trips. 

The Captain was still sitting in his chair, fifteen rungs up.   
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The ad was short and to the point, something that Eliza usually would have looked right 

over because it didn’t have enough detail and she hated responding to an ad when she wasn’t 

entirely sure what they would want from her. At the very least, this ad was clear on what the 

person wanted.  

She read it while sitting on the old rickety stool at the front of Sappho’s Garden, 

“manning the register,” which, on a day as dreary and dull as a straight wedding, mostly 

consisted of scanning newspaper ads for any part time jobs and finally finishing Audre Lorde’s 

biomythography. Karen wasn’t around, probably back in her office balancing the books or some 

other important financial thing, but Eliza still glanced around guiltily after reading the first two 

sentences, an embarrassed tint painting her cheeks the color of ripe peaches.  
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“Get it together Eliza,” she whispered furiously, an embarrassing side effect of working 

alone for long periods of time, reshelving books, repairing the damaged ones, loading in boxes 

and organizing them in the back room. She loved it, of course, but after working at Sappho’s she 

felt like she was already ready to take on the status of slightly crazed librarian at the ripe age of 

twenty five.  

“You work in a lesbian bookshop,” she continued, clutching the newspaper tightly 

between her large, callused hands. Yesterday she had to repair a how-to book on eating out and 

laughed her way through the entire thing. But this felt different. The book was clinical to some 

degree, a simple set of instructions on how to find the clitoris and what to do with it once it had 

been located. The ad though, that was personal, revealing, intimate.  

She was woman enough to admit that emotions were not her strong suit, except perhaps 

sarcasm and irony. 

Thankfully, a customer came in right before Eliza started vocally haranguing herself for 

being so emotionally unavailable, and instead she folded up the newspaper and shoved it under 

the stack of books she needed to repair. Out of sight out of mind, and all that jazz.  

She was able to occupy herself with work for almost the entirety of her remaining shift. 

There were books that people had ordered that she needed to pull from the shelves and one of the 

most-frequented sections, which contained their very small collection of gay male romance 

novels, had been completely ransacked by a cadre of giggling young women. It took her an hour 

to get everything back in order, and she had to get Karen, who actually owned the store, to sit at 

the front and ring everyone up. Karen didn’t particularly like interacting with people, which was 

why she hired Eliza in the first place, but she liked organizing shelves even less, so Eliza hadn’t 
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felt too bad about pulling her from the office tucked away in the very back of the store during a 

lull in customers.  

The store itself wasn’t very large, maybe 50x50 square feet, but it was big enough to have 

a little reading nook with an old couch that Karen and Eliza had dragged in off the street a few 

months ago. There were twenty large bookshelves that reached almost all the way to the ceiling 

and were stuffed full of autobiographies, novels, how-to books, and anything else remotely 

related to women-loving-women. Most of the books were in good shape - their customers had the 

option to rent or buy any of the books offered, and almost always brought them back in the same 

condition they had been rented - but occasionally one or two of them needed a little extra love so 

Eliza would take them to the back, whip out the glue and cardboard, and get to work.  

“Closing up, Lizzy!” Karen called from the front of the store, right as Eliza was sliding 

the last misplaced book back into its proper spot. She unfolded her legs from where she had been 

sitting on the floor, the hard carpet leaving little imprints on her ankles where the leg of her pants 

had ridden up, and rose steadily to her feet. 

Eliza had been working here for almost five years and had been essentially running it for 

four of those. Karen loved her store and covered all of the behind-the-scenes stuff, finances and 

new books to be purchased and keeping up with customer fines, but she couldn’t stand dealing 

with the customers themselves, unless they were regulars or obviously queer. She didn’t have the 

patience or the temperament for the people that inevitably came in to look around the store like it 

was some kind of home for freakshows. According to Big Toni, one of the many lesbians that 

frequented the shop, Karen almost had to close Sappho’s down because she threw a stapler at 

someone that was harassing a patron. Honestly, Eliza believed it.  
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Karen, despite being only a few years older than Eliza (thirty-one to Eliza’s twenty-five) 

had an air of wisdom and surety about her that Eliza was infinitely envious of. Karen was 

outspoken and loud and abrasive, she cried at the drop of a hat and she loved her friends and 

family with every bit of herself, to the point that sometimes Eliza worried all that loving would 

eventually leave Karen empty. 

“Come and look at this,” Karen said as she was straightening up the front desk. Karen 

was holding the day’s newspaper. “Oh my,” she said gleefully, “this woman really knows what 

she wants. A ‘dangerous butch top’...Lizzy, this could be you! What if you’re destined to be 

together?” Karen was also, despite years of unsuccessful long-term relationships, a firm believer 

in soulmates. She had been subtly (or so she thought) looking for Eliza’s soulmate for years now.  

“Only, I’m not dangerous. Or much of a top.” 

“Oh come on now, you could be dangerous!” 

“Karen,” Eliza said flatly, “I work in a lesbian bookstore. I’m only dangerous to 

heterosexuals.” 

“Well...you’re definitely butch enough.” Eliza looked down at her outfit that day which 

consisted entirely of clothing that she had purchased from the men’s section of her favorite thrift 

store. A pair of dark-wash jeans that were just slightly too long for her legs, a white-ribbed tank 

top, and a bomber jacket over top, not to mention her buzzed hair and clunky, too-big motorcycle 

boots.  

She shrugged an affirmative because yes, she was certainly butch enough.  

“I’m just saying,” Karen continued, undeterred by Eliza’s apparent disinterest, “I think 

you should give it a chance. Just send her a letter or something, tell her a little bit about yourself, 
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attach a photo, maybe one of the ones Amy took at dinner the other night, oh you looked very 

butch and a bit dangerous in those pictures.” 

“Karen,” Eliza choked out, “I’m not responding to the stupid ad. And that’s final.” 

 

~ 

 

“So…..” 

“Don’t,” Eliza said, balling up the latest draft of her letter and throwing it in the faded, 

but still stubbornly rainbow, trashcan. She started again. 

 

Hello VIOLENT FEMME, 

I saw your ad in the newspaper the other day and couldn’t help but would love to know more 

about you. I work at Sappho’s Garden on 49th Street if you’d like to come by sometime, or 

maybe we could grab coffee. Just so you aren’t disappointed if we ever meet, I’m the opposite of 

dangerous and I’ve been told that I’m not much of a top. But I do bench press about 210. 

Anyways, I hope to see you soon, if just for a nice chat about the latest Girlschool song.  

All the best, 

SOFT BUTCH 

 

 “Ooh, I love that pen name,” Karen said, peeking over Eliza’s shoulder. “It’s very you.” 

 Eliza huffed out a sigh and let her head thud loudly on the desk, smearing the ink slightly 

and resigning herself to at least five more drafts before she was finally satisfied enough to 

actually send her response off.  
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 Eventually, Karen got bored of watching Eliza draft what was essentially the exact same 

letter over and over again and wandered to the back of the store where she was, hopefully, 

looking over their finances, but, more realistically, was calling all the women in her book club 

and letting them know that she finally found Eliza a soulmate, and yes, she was sure of it this 

time. Just a few months ago Karen had managed to set Eliza up with a very confused woman 

who was also very straight. The kind of straight that used terms like “ex-girlfriend” to describe 

women that she had once been friends with. It was, to say the least, a very awkward first (and 

only) date. 

 On the plus side, Eliza knew that VIOLENT FEMME was interested in women, which 

was a step above her usual taste. 

 “For someone so aggressively gay, you’ve got quite the penchant for falling in love with 

heterosexual women,” Karen used to tell her, pushing a cup of warm tea into her hands after she 

told Karen all about her latest romantic mishaps. Eventually, Eliza had just given up. Obviously, 

searching out a partner was just not meant to be. So she decided to wait, and if something or 

someone came along, then she would pursue them.  

Maybe some of Karen’s romantic optimism had rubbed off on her, but Eliza was feeling 

pretty good about responding to VIOLENT FEMME. At worst she wouldn’t get a response back, 

and at best, well, maybe she could go on a date with someone she might actually have a chance 

of sleeping with. 

 

~ 
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Eliza was an expert at compartmentalization, something that she had mastered as a baby 

dyke growing up in the middle of unforgiving Montana, and so she managed to avoid thinking 

about the ad and her letter and what a possible response might be for almost three whole days. It 

worked perfectly well until something that she couldn’t avoid was dropped off at the store just a 

few days later and delivered to her by Karen with the overwhelming glee of a small child high on 

sweet tarts.  

“What does it say? Read it out loud!” Karen demanded, and was quickly chorused by the 

members of Karen’s book club. Their meeting was supposed to be over thirty minutes ago, but 

Eliza suspected that they had decided to wait around just so they could involve themselves in 

Eliza’s business. 

She sighed but acquiesced, cutting the envelope open carefully and smoothing out the 

lined paper that was folded up inside of it.  

 

SOFT BUTCH, 

I’ve got to admit, I didn’t really expect anyone to answer my ad, especially since I was pretty 

well on my way to drunk when I drafted it. But all the same, I’m glad you wrote me. You sound 

like someone I’d be interested in meeting. And I really -  

  

 Eliza paused and her cheeks flushed violently, freckles and moles standing out starkly 

from her red face. 

“Oh, my god, I’m not reading the rest of this out loud,” she said, folding the letter up into 

a tiny square and shoving it deep into one of her pockets. The crowd of women who had gone 



Contours,	by	Abigail	Armstrong	
	

22	

silent whilst Eliza was reciting the letter let out a mighty groan of displeasure, Karen being the 

loudest among them.  

Ms. Fleischman, a lovely eighty-seven year old queer who could barely walk, patted 

Eliza on the head as she slowly made her way toward the exit.  

“You know we only want the best for you, right, dear?” 

Maybe it was strange to view Mrs. Fleischman, and some of the other older women in the 

group, as a motherly or grandmotherly figure, but for Eliza, who had lost her mother the moment 

she revealed that she was queer as a three dollar bill, it made perfect sense. These women were 

her family now, Mrs. Fleischman and Big Toni and Amy and Tammy and Karen and all the other 

women that had welcomed her into their little slice of New York life. They were loving and 

lovely and loved to gossip and Eliza didn’t know what she would do without them. 

“Yes, Ms. Fleischman,” she said. “I know.”  

 Eliza accepted the rest of the hugs and gentle kisses and bits of well-meaning advice from 

all the women that had gathered with a smile, strained but genuine. After the door had shut and 

the little bell that hung above it had stopped ringing, Eliza turned around and pinned Karen with 

a long suffering look.  

 “It’s such a coincidence that every single woman in your book club, even Ms. Fleischman 

who can barely walk on her own, decided that they wanted to hang around the shop for a bit after 

discussing Stone Butch Blues for two hours, isn’t it?”  

 “Yep,” Karen said, hands clasped behind her back innocently and eyes focused 

somewhere over Eliza’s shoulder. “It sure is.” 

 “Well, it seems like you’ve got everything up front handled, so I’ll just take my break in 

the back,” Eliza said, turning and walking away before she had even finished her sentence. Karen 
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could deal with whatever customers might come in for a few minutes. She deserved it after 

inviting over the entirety of her book club just to stick their noses in Eliza’s business. It had been 

so long since she had business that people wanted to stick their noses in that she had almost 

forgotten what it felt like. But she certainly hadn’t forgotten just how much she hated it.  

 Still, she felt a little thrill go through her at the thought of the cause of all the nose-

sticking.  

  

And I really don’t mind if you’re much of a top as long as you’re willing to hold me down when 

you fuck me. If I haven’t scared you off yet, then please write back. I’d love to meet you for that 

coffee. 

Sincerely, 

VIOLENT FEMME  

 

Eliza ripped a piece of paper out of one of Karen’s notebooks and started penning her 

response, letting her hand move across the page without too much input from her brain because 

her brain always managed to fuck things up, and she desperately didn’t want that to happen this 

time. 

 

FEMME, 

I can’t say that I’ve had very much experience holding people down, but I’d love to give it a try 

with you. There’s a great diner on 87th and 2nd that serves the best coffee in New York if you’d 

like to meet up some time. 
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 Here, Eliza paused and weighed the pros and cons of what the next sentence might be. 

Her first thought was, “Also, my apartment is only two blocks from there and I’m fully stocked 

on female condoms,” while a voice in her head that sounded suspiciously like Karen’s was 

firmly on the side of “And maybe we could take a walk through Central Park if it’s a nice day.”  

Romance or sex? A nice conversation with an interesting woman or a romp in the sheets 

after a year long dry spell?  

Fuck, Eliza thought, and thumped her head onto the table. Karen was going to give her a 

concussion by proxy at this rate.  

 

And maybe we could take a walk through Central Park if it’s a nice day. I’m free this Saturday if 

you’d like to meet.  

I hope to see you soon, 

BUTCH 

 

As she slipped the letter into the blue dropbox by Sappho’s, the one with a distressingly 

detailed penis painted on one side and “nice dick” written in large block letters on the other, she 

was suddenly struck by the absurdity of what she was doing.  

VIOLENT FEMME could be anyone. They could be an asshole kid that wanted to fuck 

with some gullible queers or, worse, one of the three actually gay ex-girlfriends that Eliza had. 

What if it was Danielle? Oh god, this was exactly the kind of thing Danielle would do.  

Eliza was on the brink of diving into the dropbox and retrieving the stupid letter herself, 

federal law be damned, when she remembered that Danielle had moved to San Francisco with 

Caroline a few years ago. She sagged against the dropbox in relief and patted the penis fondly.  



Contours,	by	Abigail	Armstrong	
	

25	

She just needed to stop worrying about the what ifs and lean in. She could do that. 

 

~ 

 

“I can’t do this,” Eliza said, frantically looking around Karen’s office for her tie. She 

remembered bringing it into work this morning so Karen could help her pick out an outfit, but 

quickly realized that Karen’s idea of fashion consisted primarily of things that were either tie-

dyed, flowy, or some combination of the two. Today, she was wearing a floor length dress that 

had swirls of color mashed into every inch of the fabric and a very seventies headband holding 

back her wildly curly hair. Eliza was doomed. 

“Yes, you can,” Karen said, determined. “Sit down and put on your boots, I’m going to 

look for the tie and if we can’t find it then you’re just going to have to go without it. It’s late fall, 

no one wears ties under heavy jackets and besides, you’re meeting her at a diner for lunch, a tie 

would be too formal.” 

Eliza suddenly found her eyes wet at the corners as Karen methodically searched through 

her office for Eliza’s stupid tie. Where would she be without Karen? Eliza was often consumed 

with thoughts of “what if” and “if only I had done something different,” but she had somehow 

managed to avoid thinking about where she would be if she hadn’t met Karen. 

Dead, probably, as overdramatic as that seemed. Or living under a bridge somewhere, 

cold and hungry. She had heard about that happening to people after they left home for New 

York, had seen it often enough on dirty street corners and in gritty, indie movies, but had never 

really considered that she could have been one of them. Eliza was lucky, as strange as that might 

seem. She had walked into a quaint little bookshop and chatted with the woman behind the 
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counter, a few years older than her with overwhelmingly curly hair and a booming, high-pitched 

voice. The woman asked if Eliza would like a job in a bookshop that could use a bit of butch 

energy and someone that wouldn’t yell at customers and she had said yes, as simple as that.  

Eliza found herself dabbing at her wet eyes with the sleeve of her jacket, a brown faux 

leather monstrosity that Karen said matched the brown of her eyes.  

A few minutes later, Karen held up the tie in triumph. It had been tangled in the leaves of 

the small ficus that Karen’s last partner had left behind. Karen was the kind of person that 

cherished everything she got out of relationships, whether that be experience, a broken heart, or a 

potted plant that she was determined to keep alive. Eliza, on the other hand, tended to purge 

whatever remnants were left, cleaning her apartment thoroughly and weeding out every last bit 

of emotion that she had attached to whoever it was that was leaving this time. Last year it was 

Danielle, who was adventurous and energetic and wanted Eliza to move on from Sappho’s 

Garden to bigger and better things. Eliza wouldn’t leave and Danielle wouldn’t stay and that was 

the end of that. 

Karen handed the tie over and Eliza proceeded to get herself together, making sure her 

shirt wasn’t too wrinkled and the strings on her boots were wrapped back around her ankles one 

time so they wouldn’t drag on the ground. She posed, attempting an air of confidence, hands on 

her square hips with one foot propped up on Karen’s desk chair.  

“Acceptable?” Eliza asked, torn between sounding flippant and utterly serious.  

Karen, bless her, took Eliza’s question seriously and looked at her with grave 

contemplation.  

“Perfect,” Karen said, nodding once, and Eliza carefully took her foot out of the chair and 

walked over to Karen. Eliza’s arms went to Karen’s waist and gripped tightly, so her cheek was 
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mashed directly into Karen’s collarbone and, after a second of stillness, Karen’s arms wrapped 

around Eliza’s shoulders. They stood there for a few quiet moments, feeling each other’s 

diaphragms contract and expand.  

“Thank you,” Eliza said, muffled against Karen’s chest and Karen just squeezed her 

tighter for a moment before letting go.  

 

~ 

  

 Eliza got to Toni’s Diner a whopping forty-five minutes early, but she couldn’t bring 

herself to go all the way back to Sappho’s just to leave again after ten minutes. She was certainly 

tempted to, though. Karen would laugh at her, surely, and then probably make her a cup of warm 

tea to calm her nerves.  

Instead, Big Toni came by Eliza’s booth, the one farthest away from the door with a 

decent view of the street and the people walking by, and offered her coffee on the house.  

“You know you don’t never have to pay for coffee in here,” she said, sliding a ceramic 

mug filled with steaming brown liquid across the tabletop. 

“Thanks.” 

“You waiting for Karen or something?” Big Toni asked.  

“Oh, uh, actually I’m waiting on a date,” she said. 

“Okay, well be sure to tell Karen I say hello.” 

Eliza nodded and Big Toni wandered off to welcome some customers that had just 

entered, one of whom looked conspicuously out of place. When she spotted Eliza, she gave her a 

questioning nod. Eliza was increasingly less and less sure that this was something she wanted to 
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do, but she refused to give in now, before they had even met, so Eliza smiled and gestured for 

VIOLENT FEMME to come and sit down.  

VIOLENT FEMME, who went by Franny, was in her mid-thirties and was, as her 

moniker suggested, violently femme. She wore a dress that was a lovely pale pink over pristine 

white tights and her blonde hair was long and wavy, perfect for Eliza’s hands to play with and 

braid. Franny’s shoes had a heel as thin and sharp as a fish bone and she towered over Eliza, 

which she was perfectly fine with but which caused Franny to frown when she realized that at 

her full height she was almost a full foot taller than Eliza. She was tall and beautiful and, despite 

Eliza’s apparent shortcomings, still seemed interested in being taken home and held down by 

Eliza’s large hands. Her delicate wrists would certainly look nice covered in little fingertip 

bruises.  

But. 

Eliza didn’t really want to date Franny. Fuck her, yes, definitely. Go out to concerts and 

make breakfast together and introduce her to Ms. Fleischman, not quite. She wished that she 

could point to one specific thing, that Franny was annoying or married or not attractive, but it 

wasn’t any of those things. There wasn’t anything wrong with Franny other than the fact that she 

wasn’t Karen. 

“Franny,” Eliza said after they finished sharing a slice of slightly undercooked apple pie, 

“I think you’re great. Really. This has been a lot of fun.” 

“But...” Franny said, already catching on. Eliza wanted to slam her head into the tabletop 

because why didn’t she want this again? 

“But, I don’t want to string you along. I’m kind of caught up on someone else, I think. 

I’m sorry.” 
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Franny looked contemplative for a long moment, scratching her fork against the bottom 

of the pie plate.  

“You don’t even want to give it a try?” she asked. 

“Not really, no,” Eliza said, and then decided that Franny deserved a fuller explanation. 

“You see, I have this friend. And I know this sounds stupid, but she’s really stuck on the idea of 

soulmates and how once you find her or figure out it’s her then you’ll just know. I guess she’s 

managed to jam herself into my brain or something because I didn’t feel anything when I met 

you and I’m pretty sure it’s because I’ve already found her. But I’d love to hang out again, 

maybe as friends. If you want to.” 

Franny tapped her nails against the ceramic coffee mug still half-full of cool coffee and 

shrugged. “So no dating, but that doesn’t mean no fucking, does it?” she asked, eyeing Eliza 

thoroughly. 

Eliza smiled. 

“As much as I’d love to say yes, and believe me I would love to say yes, I don’t think 

that’s the best idea.” Eliza caught Big Toni’s eye from across the diner and beckoned her over. 

“But I think you should meet my friend, Big Toni. I have a feeling you’ll get along.”  
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Salt Formations 
 
 
 
 
 
	

Natalie and I have been close ever since we were kids, only three and a half years apart 

and equally intent on causing as much havoc as we possibly could. 

She was the oldest, the troublemaker, the one that pushed limits and patience and dragged 

me behind her whenever she could. I was the good kid, the one that didn’t talk back or get in 

trouble at school or had many friends. There was always something between us though, some 

measure of sameness, connecting us. 

We were a force to be reckoned with, a whirlwind of raw energy that found a way to do 

anything and everything. We were also, in true Weber fashion, unhealthily competitive. If 

Natalie jumped across the second widest part of the ditch, then I would jump across the widest 

part. If I caught a fat, throaty frog right off the muddy bank of Todd’s Pond then Natalie would 

catch two. 

When I was seven and Natalie was ten, Dad hammered three big spikes into the old 

maple tree in our front yard, riddled with holes from persistent woodpeckers. Each year Dad said 

it would be the tree’s last, that this was finally the year the poor thing would give up and die. But 

it never did. It still hasn’t. Every winter it loses its leaves, leaving the blackened trunk bare with 
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only some bright spots of moss growing at the base for color. And every spring it surprises us, 

little buds of green sprouting off the limbs and unfolding into vibrant leaves that turn a striking 

orange in the fall. And the cycle begins again. 

The spring that Dad put the big spikes in the tree was the spring that I got stuck up there. 

It was Natalie’s fault, of course. She climbed so high, so far that the branches she was standing 

on were no bigger around than her arm, so high up that every gust of wind made her sway gently 

with the breeze. I remember her smile, how happy she looked, like she was in a different world, 

or maybe like she could see a different one from all the way up there. 

“I wanna come up,” I said, and heaved myself onto the first spike. We weren’t supposed 

to be in the tree at the same time if Mom or Dad weren’t watching, but I didn’t care. It looked so 

nice. I wanted to be that far into the sky. 

“You won’t be able to get as high as me,” Natalie said, matter of fact. And that was it. 

The gauntlet was thrown. 

I took the usual route up the spikes stuck in the thick trunk, stepping assuredly onto the 

one branch that stuck out perpendicular to the tree itself, and planned my next move. By the time 

I had shimmied halfway up the tree Natalie was already down on the ground, feet planted firmly 

among the gnarled roots, neck tilted back and watching me. It was silent the whole time until - 

“You look dumb from this angle,” Natalie said. 

“You look dumb,” I said, and continued climbing. 

It wasn’t until I made it up to where Natalie had been that I realized just how high I had 

climbed. The branches were springy and creaked with every movement I made. If I looked to my 

right and squinted I could see as far as Todd’s Pond, the water shimmering gently in the sun. I 

looked down, right at the ground, and my entire body shivered hard enough that I felt the tree 
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rattle beneath me. I took a deep breath and clung to the thickest part of the tree I could get my 

arms around and decided right then that I wasn’t going to be moving any time soon. 

“Should I get Mom?” Natalie asked me. Tears were pricking at the corners of my eyes, 

shame and embarrassment and fear welling up in me and spilling over before I could stop it. 

“No!” I yelled, but it came out slightly muffled by the bark I was pressing my face 

against. 

“I’m gonna get Mom,” Natalie said, mostly to herself, and started walking towards the 

house. 

“Wait!” I said. “Don’t leave me up here by myself.” 

I don’t know if she didn’t hear me or just decided to ignore me, but she walked into the 

house without an upward glance. I was stranded thirty feet off the sweet, sweet solid ground, and 

my only hope of rescue had just disappeared from sight. 

As I was waiting for someone to come and get me, a few cars drove slowly past, driver 

and passenger alike craning their head out the window to see what kind of large, neon orange 

bird managed to get itself stuck in the Weber’s maple tree. 

Our mother, in her infinite wisdom, decided to call the firefighter that lived three doors 

down from us on Peterton Dr. to wrangle me out of the tree. His name was James and he had a 

big white pickup that always stuck out into the road a little bit because his driveway was too 

small. By the time he walked over, Mom and Dad and Natalie were gathered around the base of 

the tree. They were also laughing. 

James got to the base of the tree and peered up through the branches, and as soon as he 

met my gaze, my eyes red and puffy from crying, he started laughing too. It took him ten 

minutes just to get up the spikes. 
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Eventually, he got high enough that I could reach down and grab his hand, and he guided 

me down the rest of the way, letting out bursts of laughter every few feet. I reached the lowest 

branch and Mom lifted me under my armpits and put me down firmly on the ground, brushing 

off the twigs and bits of leaves that were sticking to the front of my shirt. 

“Thank you Mr. James,” I said, wiping at my eyes. I wanted to be anywhere but there, 

standing in front of all those adults with tear tracks staining my cheeks. It was Natalie that 

grabbed my hand and led me away, back inside the house and into the living room. She flipped 

on the TV and plugged in our SpongeBob SquarePants controller and let me have the first two 

turns at the bubble pop game before demanding I give her the controller because she was better 

at this game anyways. 

~ 

When Natalie turned twelve she started getting angry. Not just a base level teenage angst 

but a deep, all-encompassing rage that none of us knew how to deal with. 

We shared a room at this point, because my room downstairs had been infested with 

wasps, the only bug that I was really, truly afraid of. There were two twin beds in the upstairs 

room, but we shoved them together so we could turn on our sides and whisper at each other until 

exhaustion forced our eyes closed. Some nights I couldn’t sleep because of the tension pouring 

off of Natalie. She would shake and shiver and her breath would hiss out from between her teeth 

and sometimes, if it got really bad, she would take a pillow and scream into it until she collapsed 

on top of the covers and slept like that. 

Our parents made appointments with a counselor, a family friend named Daniel that had 

thin glasses and graying hair and a benign smile. But every time she went in to see him she 
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would sit on his brown leather couch with her feet planted firmly on the floor and her hands 

resting in her lap and she wouldn’t say anything, not a word. 

“What’s wrong with her?” Mom asked me one night. I was ten and Natalie was thirteen 

and I had never seen anyone with so much anger in them before. 

I shrugged and said nothing because all I knew was that some nights, the nights when 

Natalie wasn’t shaking apart with anger, she would stare at the ceiling and let tears roll down her 

face. I knew that she felt suffocated, claustrophobic in our town of 7,000 people. I knew that she 

was going to do whatever it took to get out. 

When she was fourteen and I was eleven she threw a roll of packing tape at me as hard as 

she could. I don’t remember why she did it, probably just a stupid argument over who got to pick 

the TV channel that escalated, but the blade of it caught me on the apple of my cheek, right 

below my eye. I still have a scar there, small and white and easy to find if you know where to 

look. 

I ran to the bathroom with my palm cupped around the slice and slammed the door 

behind me, locking it with a practiced twist. A moment later I heard Natalie ram her shoulder 

into the door, and it shook in its frame. 

She screamed and yelled and pounded on the door and then, when she realized that I 

wasn’t going to open the door, she walked away. I thought, for a moment, that she had given in 

but a minute later I heard a rustling outside the door and could do nothing but sit on the pale pink 

tile as Natalie slowly and methodically unscrewed every single bolt holding the doorknob in 

place. 

Before the last screw could be taken out, Mom got home, and when she saw the mark on 

my face, still sluggishly pushing out blood, there was hell to pay. 
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Sometimes when Natalie and Mom argued, when they really got into it, Mom would try 

and leave, just to get away from us for a bit, get some air that wasn’t tainted with Natalie’s rage 

and my unblinking apathy. But Natalie would never let her. She would stand on the back of the 

van, grab hold of the bars on the roof and refuse to let go. 

She was a master of conflict and I was the exact opposite. I flinched at just the thought of 

confrontation, and had to force down bile if it was ever thrust upon me. But even through this, 

somehow, we stayed close. She pulled ahead, three and a half years older than me and existing in 

a land utterly foreign, filled with boys and makeup and hidden makeouts in movie theaters. I 

stayed behind, sitting on our stained living room carpet and trying desperately to convince 

myself that I, too, wanted to put on lipstick and kiss boys in darkened hallways. 

The summer that Natalie turned sixteen, she started sneaking boys into our room through 

the second story window. It was just one boy at first, her boyfriend Raphael. He was shorter than 

her, a cute Mexican boy with curly hair and thick lips. 

The first time he came through the window we played truth or dare, just the three of us.  

“Truth or dare?” Natalie asked me, sitting cross-legged in the middle of her bed. 

“Dare.” 

“I dare you to...put on one of my old ballet outfits.” 

I dug through our closet and found a leotard covered in gaudy gems, with a tutu to match, 

so I struggled into it and peeked out into the room to make sure they were paying attention to my 

big entrance. But Natalie and Raphael were kissing, gripping each other by the neck and hip, and 

so I closed the door and sat down and picked at the jewels on the front of the leotard until Natalie 

knocked on the door and asked why it was taking me so long. 
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“Truth or dare?” Raphael asked me later, after he had made Natalie run around the house 

without a shirt on and after Raphael had told us that he didn’t know how to swim. 

“Truth.” 

“Who was the first boy you had a crush on?” He smiled as he said it, face soft and kind.  

“Um. I don’t think I’ve ever had a crush on a boy,” I said. I didn’t realize then that Truth 

or Dare wasn’t a binding contract, that sometimes lying can be easier than explaining the truth. 

“What,” he laughed, “are you a dyke or something?”  

I didn’t react, didn’t know what to say, but Natalie did. She always acted when I couldn’t. 

“Get out,” Natalie said. She stood up from where she’d been sitting on the old recliner 

tucked into a corner of our room. She had put on makeup before Raphael came over, to make her 

brown eyes look especially wide and welcoming. Now, instead of appealing, the mascara on her 

eyelashes and the red staining her lips made her look crazed, unhinged. Raphael was stunned. 

“Get the fuck out,” Natalie screamed, loud enough to wake our parents down the hall, and 

Raphael did. He grabbed his keys and stomped down the stairs and Natalie followed him, just a 

step behind. 

I stayed in our room and listened to the front door slam shut, to the cough of Raphael’s 

truck as he pulled out of our driveway. More than anything else, I was tired. I didn’t want to 

think about what Raphael had said, about what it could mean, so I crawled into bed and curled on 

my side, nose pressed against the wall. 

Natalie came back in after a few minutes and flopped onto her side of the bed. She didn’t 

shake apart this time. Her breath was soft and slow and even and before I fell into sleep I 

whispered, “Thank you.”  
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        I don’t think we ever talked about it when we were younger - we didn’t have the words or 

the experience to know that this was anything other than normal - but that feeling of 

connectedness, of obligation, hasn’t gone away. It’s changed, maybe, but I keep her secrets and 

she keeps mine, and in our family that isn’t always so easy to do. 

~ 

A month after my high school graduation I was on a plane to Chile to visit Natalie, who 

had spent her junior year abroad learning Spanish. It was my combination 

graduation/birthday/Christmas present; three weeks of me and Natalie, together in a foreign 

country, speaking a language I didn’t understand. 

I hadn’t seen her in almost a year, not since Mom and I had waved her off at the airport in 

Raleigh, watching until she disappeared into the crowds of people going through security. We 

didn’t talk much because her Internet connection wasn’t great and she was always more of an 

outdoor person anyway, itching to go outside and wander up and down the cerros that formed 

Viña del Mar. We Skyped only three times while Natalie was there: when she got a Chilean 

boyfriend, when I got my acceptance letters for college, and when she wanted me to know that I 

was going to visit her in Chile. 

That distance was good for us, I think. Natalie was never good at existing in close 

proximity to the people she was related to. Her anger, her need for conflict lessened somewhat 

when she moved away to college. We all let out a collective sigh of relief that first weekend she 

came back and smiled, looking calm and unburdened for the first time since we were kids.  

It didn’t go away completely, of course. After her first year at UNCW she came home for 

the summer looking hunted. She was getting restless. Our dad always said she was like a shark – 

one drop of blood, one show of weakness during an argument and she would finish you off like a 
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slow-moving fish. But I don’t think any of us realized just how true that analogy was. She was 

the kind of person that needed to move. She didn’t like consistency or familiarity or treading 

water; she wanted to meet new people and see new things and if she couldn’t, if something got in 

her way then she wouldn’t die, like a shark, but instead she got mean.  

We went a lot of different places in the three weeks I was in Chile: Santiago, Viña del 

Mar, Valparaíso, Olmué, and a little town tucked into the Atacama Desert called San Pedro. 

That’s the place I’ll remember the most, with its dry air, red-brown rocks and dirt and dust, and 

the deep blackness that swallowed everyone up at night. 

There was a bike trail near the hostel where we were staying. It ran right through El Valle 

de la Luna - The Valley of the Moon. It was six miles of sparse landscape, craggy outcrops of 

cliffs hewn with salt and the relentless, beating sun. 

“My ass is killing me,” I said, halfway through the first six miles. I had no idea the depth 

of the pain that was to come. 

“Your ass will be fine,” Natalie said, but she definitely winced the next time our bikes 

jolted over a bump in the path. 

        The six miles wouldn’t have been so bad if it was all flat, hard-packed dirt. But there 

were hills, long and winding and too steep to bike up that we had to climb on foot instead.  

At the end of the six-mile long path, we found a short metal fence and a sign that said, in 

both English and Spanish. Keep Out. Go No Further. 

        “We should probably -” 

        “Keep out?” Natalie interrupted. “Go no further?” 

        “Yes,” I said. My ass hurt and my head hurt and skin was starting to tighten from 

dehydration. And we still had six miles left to bike back. 
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        “You can stay here then,” Natalie said, settling her bike onto its kickstand and then 

walking towards the two tall rocks that indicated the end of the path. The gauntlet had been 

thrown. 

        Natalie hopped over the short fence and I followed. The two rocks were actually more 

like cliffs, rising up on either side of us and shading us from the sun. We picked our way 

carefully along the uneven floor of the path that was no longer really a path at all until we turned 

a corner and stopped suddenly. 

        There were drifts of white covering the red Martian rocks and sand and even up the sides 

of the cliffs, sparkling and almost impossibly bright, too bright to look at directly. 

        “Is that snow?” I asked. It couldn’t be but...maybe it could. 

        Natalie snorted. “No, dumbass, it’s salt. We’re in the middle of the driest desert in the 

world and you thought snow before you thought salt?” 

        I huffed but didn’t bother to answer. I knew it was a rhetorical question anyway. Instead, 

I knelt down, salt crunching under my knees, and pushed my hands into a clump of the stuff, just 

to see what it felt like. It was scratchy and grainy stuck to my hands and t-shirt like cockleburs 

and, despite all that, I was still desperately tempted to make a salt angel. 

        “C’mon, let’s head back. This is boring,” Natalie said, and started walking back towards 

our bikes while I was still elbow deep in salt. There was nothing else to do but follow her, so 

that’s what I did. 

        That night the cold desert air was worse than ever, so we both crawled into the bottom 

bunk and layered on the blankets. Exhaustion was trying to coax me into sleep but I could feel 

Natalie vibrating restlessly next to me. She always wanted to talk when she got like this, unable 
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to keep still even while lying horizontal. So I waited, digging my nails into my palms when my 

eyes starting drifting shut without my permission. And then, finally - 

“I can’t believe you forgave me for all the shitty things I’ve done to you,” she whispered. 

The room was cold, biting at the tip of my nose, but my body was warm under all the blankets, 

squished next to Natalie. 

“What?” I said. 

“I was such a piece of shit to you for forever,” she said. “And now I just want to make 

sure you know how important you are in my life.” 

“Oh,” I said. 

“Okay?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “Okay.” 
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A Passing On 
 
 
 
 
 
	

There once was a woman who lived in a house down a long winding road in the middle 

of Pennsylvania. She was large in all senses, with thick skin and big bones, a name heavy with 

syllables (Ophelia) and a soft round belly cradled all around by pink stretch marks. Her face was 

round, too, chin peaking out from beneath the swells of skin around her throat, gray eyes 

constantly hidden by her wide smile. The house itself was small, ordinary, covered almost 

entirely by the ivy that had taken root in its weathered brick walls. It had a chimney that puffed 

wisps of smoke out of the top when she lit a fire during the deep cold that settled into the house 

that winter. Beside the house was a shed made of planks of grey wood, filled with knick knacks 

and baubles and countless cans of paint and primer stacked meticulously in one of the dark 

corners. Its hinges were red with rust but the door opened with barely a squeak. The driveway 

was made of gravel and overhung by trees, lovely green trees whose leaves never changed or 

fell, just stayed that same vibrant earthy green all year round. 

The house was left to Ophelia by her grandmother, a whisper of a woman that succumbed 

to the voices in her head and lived out the rest of her days in a nice little nursing home an hour 

outside of Philadelphia.  
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In the past, Ophelia only frequented the house in the summer, when there was no need for 

the fireplace and the days were lengthy and bright.  

“Family bonding,” her mother would tell her, smile just a bit strained. Her mother was a 

business woman with a head for finance and a penchant for pencil skirts and she didn’t like the 

little old house hidden deep in the woods. But Ophelia’s grandmother was something of a 

recluse, wouldn’t come out even if someone huffed and puffed and blew her house down, and so 

for a few weeks every summer Ophelia got to live away from the world. She loved it, reveled in 

the silence of the woods, the cloying smell of pine, the games of make-believe where she got to 

be the prince and climb the tallest tower in the castle - the squat maple tree with sturdy, lowdown 

limbs - and save the imaginary princess. 

Ophelia was fifteen when her grandmother was sent off to the nursing home, twenty 

when her grandmother died and twenty-one when she was told that the house now belonged to 

her. She didn’t need it at the time, considered selling it, but decided instead to have someone 

look after it, make sure the house didn’t go to rot, and then maybe one day make it her own 

again. It was easy to forget, easy to move from her mother’s house to her girlfriend’s house and 

forget about the other house, the house that belonged to her.  

But things changed, situations complicated themselves, people fell out of love and 

Ophelia shifted her belongings into her beat up old truck and then again into her new home.  

She had settled herself in this old house in the woods for a few days when she started 

noticing it. The pipes were creaking and old and whooshed whenever she drew water to wash 

dishes or clothes or herself. The pipes were old and creaking but they didn’t drip, not ever, and 

Ophelia made sure of it. Her father had been a plumber, the kind that liked to talk while he 

worked, and she had been the type of child that liked to listen, and so they would spend minutes 
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and hours and afternoons like that, her father wedged under a sink and talking, the child sitting 

on top of his toolbox and listening. 

The pipes didn’t drip. She took good care of them. But every once in awhile she would 

hear it, a pat-pat-pat just loud enough to be heard no matter where in the little house she was. 

She would heave herself up from her spot on the threadbare floral couch or the sagging old 

mattress and check on the faucets systematically: kitchen sink, downstairs sink, downstairs tub, 

upstairs sink, upstairs shower. No water on the porcelain, no slight but steady drip down into the 

drain, no reason for her to have abandoned her novel. 

Afterwards, she would laugh and settle back down into the threadbare floral couch or the 

sagging old mattress and think about the human mind and how it liked to play tricks. She would 

think about her ears and the long hours spent listening to her father work on dripping pipes and 

she would think about the many and varied ailments that the human body was capable of 

contracting. She would think that maybe she had developed a new form of tinnitus, one that 

dripped instead of rang, but she didn’t like hospitals and didn’t particularly care about 

discovering a new illness, so she did nothing. And every time she heard the faucets dripping she 

would make the rounds: kitchen sink, downstairs sink, downstairs tub, upstairs sink, upstairs 

shower. 

Ophelia liked working, being active, and so she decided to do what she could to make the 

house, once her grandmother’s but now passed onto her in death, livable and lovely and nice. 

There was plenty of work to be done, and Ophelia wanted to do it.  

She thought about going into town, pushing her truck through the thick layer of snow that 

covered the ground, but recoiled against the idea. It was so nice inside, warm and comforting and 

familiar. She had plenty of food, had stocked up for the winter on her drive in, and the thought of 
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interacting with someone, the possibility of being recognized even after so long away, was 

unthinkable.  

So Ophelia wandered around the house, peeked into closets filled with dimness and dust, 

and looked for something to do, something she could fix. She found the shed a few hours later, 

bundled up in sweaters to brave the cold bite of winter. There was no light in the room, not even 

a single bare lightbulb, so she had to prop the heavy door open with a broken off slab of 

concrete, one of those things found in sheds but whose origin was always unknown.  

The paint and the brushes and the scrapers were all there, shoved in a corner and partially 

covered by a tarp, as if someone had hastily tried to hide it. She remembered the last few 

summers that she visited her grandmother, how she would start talking about putting up new 

wallpaper and covering up the old pattern. The first time it was a soft faded green with twisting 

vines running throughout. The next summer it was beige and brown fleur de lis’, and the year 

after that a deep blue that would creep through the house at dusk. The next summer Ophelia’s 

mother refused to go, and that winter she put Ophelia’s grandmother in a home. 

It was going to be hard work, of course. It certainly wasn’t going to be easy to scrape off 

the layers of wallpaper that she remembered her grandmother had insisted on putting up, but the 

most difficult thing, Ophelia decided, was deciding. 

Should she start in the kitchen painted yellow, bright enough that she had to squint her 

eyes in the mornings but sickly enough to avoid being cheerful? Or should she take on the living 

room, layers and layers of wallpaper ready to soak up any paint she brushed on unless she took 

the sharp metal edge of a tool and scraped until the wallpaper was nothing but ribbons on the 

floor? Could she begin in the tiny bathroom where she could barely squeeze her bulk, do her best 

to brush the paint on smooth with no drips, no pat-pat-pat of excess paint sliding down the wall? 
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The wallpaper, she finally decided, had to go. She got out the tools - the scrapers and 

buckets she would fill with the pulled off old stuff - and she pulled out a chair, one of the sturdy 

wooden ones with a soft cushion set into the seat and she prepared to get to work. 

As she moved to sink the scraper into the thick layers of paper a draft breezed through the 

old house and whispered in Ophelia’s ear, so soft and hoarse it almost went unheard. “Don’t,” it 

said.  

She cocked her head to the side, straining her ears. Were the faucets dripping again? 

She waited a moment. Two moments. And heard nothing else, so Ophelia set the sharp 

metal edge of the scraper against the wallpaper and used the heel of her palm to shove it in, hard 

and quick and deep, and then dragged it down down down until she felt her hands start to 

tremble. 

“Don’t,” it said, louder, pushing into her ears forcefully, and she didn’t. 

She slid her sturdy wooden chair across the floor until it was snug under the circular table 

she ate on and she packed up the scrapers and brushes and buckets of paint and then she took 

everything into the dusty shed and stacked it quietly, carefully until it was all tucked away in a 

corner. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused and her movements were sharp, mechanical, lacking 

the fluidity that usually comes with muscle and bone and blood. Then she turned around, closed 

the door and went to draw herself a bath. 

It was a large tub, made of white porcelain and covered by hairline cracks so fine that her 

socks slid right over them as she stepped in. She turned the water on, nice and hot so it billowed 

steam into the empty space of the bathroom, and then she lay back, letting the water soak into her 

clothes and rise around her mountainous body. It crept up and up, and when only the tops of her 

knees and her stomach were dry she reached out with her socked toes and turned it off. 
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She lay there, still and silent in the water, and stared up at the water stains that marred the 

bumpy Stucco ceiling, the mold growing in the corners, the shower head dripping a slow but 

steady stream of droplets, plop-plop-plop, into the tub full of water and flesh. 

When she dunked her head underwater the stains on the ceiling would move, flow into 

one another, coagulate into a bigger shape that looked like a bird, wings outstretched, flying. She 

held her breath and stared upwards until there were spots on the edge of her vision and those, 

too, reminded her of birds, the way they would flit about and disappear just as easily as they 

appeared.  

She thought, for a moment, about what would happen if she stayed down at the bottom of 

the tub, if the spots in her vision would expand until it swallowed everything else up or if she 

would be forced to inhale the water she had been soaking in first. It would be nice, she thought, 

if she was just...gone. Most everyone she knew was gone, to the other side, her grandmother had 

always told her. She wanted to be there. It would be nice, she was sure of it. 

It wasn’t the first time she had thought those things. She had come here, to this lonely 

house at the end of a long winding road in the middle of Pennsylvania, to get away from those 

thoughts. But they seemed off, somehow. Stale. Inorganic. Plastic. Like someone had plucked 

out her memories from the bad times and replicated them as she lay unblinking at the shapes on 

the ceiling. 

She closed her eyes and in the blackness saw a woman, familiar and knowing. She 

wanted to open her mouth, to ask who she was, ask what she was doing there. But the woman 

behind her eyes smiled and put a finger to Ophelia’s lips, a brush of coolness against warm skin, 

and then beckoned her to sit up up up. 
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Her breaths were loud and echoing when she came up for air, and she had to blink her 

eyes a few times before she remembered where she was. She was in her grandmother’s house. 

She was in her house. She was sitting in an old tub with her clothes still on, weighing her down 

and enticing her to go back under the water, just for a little bit, just enough to appreciate the 

silence and clear her head again. 

There was something in the house, she realized. The house that her grandmother had 

loved, the one that her mother refused to touch or even talk about. Something had made its home 

here, and now Ophelia was the one that was intruding.  

She sat up straighter, shook her head until the water made pat-pat-pat sounds as it was 

flung off the ends of her hair, and pulled the plug out of the bottom of the tub. It drained quickly, 

but she barely had the energy to pull herself up. Lethargy had made a home inside her bones, her 

organs, had slithered beneath her skin. 

The only thing she could do was blink, blink the water out of her eyes as it dripped from 

the thickness of her close-cropped hair. She blinked and the water clinging to her eyelashes 

dropped into the empty tub with tiny plop-plop-plops. She blinked and the woman she had seen 

in the darkness behind her eyelids was there, across from her in the tub, sitting with her legs 

crossed and a gentle smile on her face. The woman had light hair and soft looking lips and a 

large nose with a bump in the middle. 

The faucet was dripping again, a quiet pat-pat-pat. 

“I’m sorry,” the woman said, and her voice was whispery soft and rough as gravel. “I got 

scared. I overreacted.” 

“It’s okay,” Ophelia said, and her voice was booming and loud and filled the remaining 

space in the bathroom like a thunderclap.  
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“I haven’t seen anyone in a long time, you know. Not since Harriet. And she was always 

trying to change things, trying to make our house different, but I never liked it. I didn’t like it and 

I always asked her not to, I always asked her to just leave things be but she wouldn’t stop until 

she left for good.” 

“It’s okay,” Ophelia said again. “I understand.” She looked down, examined her pruning 

fingers, and when she looked up again the woman was gone.  

Ophelia climbed out of the tub, stripped off her soggy clothes and then walked, still 

dripping, into her room. The sheets stuck uncomfortably to her wet skin but she fell asleep easily 

and dreamt of a house unstuck, full of twisted and leaking pipes. 

When she woke Ophelia padded downstairs and sat in the living room, in the old suede 

recliner that she loved. It had been blue once, a nice color as rich as the deep ocean, but now it 

was a faded gray, the rows of suede rubbed away at the seat and the arms. It was comfortable, 

familiar. That’s why she loved it so much. She remembered when she was a child, the way the 

seat and arms used to try and swallow her up, her legs dangling down, her toes tipped to try and 

brush the floor. It was hers. 

The house was hers, too, but it didn’t feel like it. She didn’t know it fully, didn’t know its 

secrets and dark places and rhythms. Not like the something that inhabited it. She thought, 

though, that she might get there one day.  

The thing in the house, the woman, was frightened of Ophelia, of what she might do. Of 

what she could do. It had been alone in the house for so long, used to silence and isolation. 

Ophelia’s actions, her presence, must be thunderous and disturbing. 
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She was scared, Ophelia knew now. She could feel it in the way the floorboards trembled 

at night when the woman thought she was asleep, the way the phantom drip would invade her 

head until it was a booming gong and then cut off all at once. 

There was a decision to be made, and the hardest part of making a decision was deciding. 

It took her all morning. At noon, she went out to the shed and grabbed all the supplies - paint 

cans, brushes, rollers, scrapers, buckets - until it was gathered in a drop cloth, spattered with bits 

of primer and paint and plaster. It was heavy, heavy enough that she had to drag it along the 

uneven dirt floor of the shed and into the bright light reflecting off the snow banks that 

surrounded the house. 

The woman was nervous, she knew, was poised on the brink of panic, so she shushed her, 

stroked the shivering bricks covered in dense ivy. The house was part of the woman, Ophelia 

knew. They were one and the same.  

There was a fire pit in the center of the yard, covered entirely by blankets of white snow 

but she dragged the makeshift bag there anyway and left it, reentered the house for the last few 

things she would need. It was rumbling inside now, the pat-pat-pat of dripping water coming 

from every corner. 

“Please,” Ophelia whispered. “Let me do this. I won’t hurt you.” 

There was gasoline under the kitchen sink and a box of matches behind the spice rack and 

she grabbed them both, careful not to spill any gas on her clothes. 

She tied up the edges of the drop cloth, double knotted it so that nothing could spill out 

from the sides. Then she poured the gasoline slowly, methodically, until the entire thing was 

soaked through. 
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She stepped back, tore at the hem of her shirt until a piece ripped off, and dipped the end 

in what little bit of gas was left. It took her seven tries to light a match, but once she touched the 

flame to the piece of cloth it was easy as anything to toss it into the middle of the fire pit, where 

the bundle sat innocently. 

It was easy as anything to watch the fire swallow it all up. 

Ophelia leaned against the house, hands clenched in the thick vines, and laughed and 

laughed and laughed. She felt the house settle at her back, the woman inside it sighing in relief. 

She heard the gentle murmur of waving leaves, the violent crackling of the fire, the quiet 

melting of snow into the dead ground. It all built, one upon the other, until Ophelia was deaf to 

anything but the roaring in her ears. 

“Thank you,” she heard, clear even through the white noise. 

“You’re welcome.” 

Ophelia walked back into the house and closed the door firmly against the gusting wind. 

She peeled off the layers of clothing she wore to protect herself from the chill - ski jacket, 

sweater, long-sleeved shirt - and hung them up on the rickety wooden coatrack stationed by the 

door, then made her way over to her recliner. She ran her fingers over the remaining suede ridges 

and leaned back until the footrest popped out.  

There was a disturbance in the air, a shivering sensation that passed over Ophelia’s skin 

like a feather. Ophelia blinked and the woman was sitting across from her on the brown leather 

couch, legs tucked up underneath her, elbows resting on her knees. 

“Are you going to stay?” the woman asked her. There was something about the woman 

that reminded Ophelia of the first girl she ever kissed. She had been fourteen and the girl, Cassie, 

had been fifteen. They were friends, not too close but close enough that they would go to movies 
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together sometimes, would skip classes and go to the theater with $3 matinees and sit in the dark 

room, just the two of them, smiling and giggling to each other. Ophelia couldn’t remember what 

movie they were watching when Cassie leaned over and gently nudged their mouths together, but 

she knew that she would never forget the feeling of her soft lips, the way Cassie’s nose grazed 

her cheek, the flutter of eyelashes, the little gasp of surprise that Ophelia let out.  

Ophelia thought about her mother, about the fear that had been in her eyes when Ophelia 

told her she was going to stay at the house in the woods until she got back on her feet. Her 

mother must know something about the house, to be that scared, but Ophelia didn’t understand 

why. The woman in the house was lonely, that was it. And Ophelia knew something about 

loneliness.  

“Yes,” Ophelia said. “I think I will.” 
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Hurricane, Utah 
 
 
 
 
 
	

“The moon looks awfully suspicious tonight,” Frankie said, curled on her side behind 

Stella and staring out the little window of their trailer. The moon was bright, its craggy gray face 

staring down into their bed, making Frankie’s pale skin glow and bathing Stella’s hairy arms 

with white light. 

“The moon definitely isn’t sentient enough to look anything other than rocky,” Stella 

said. She closed her eyes and wrapped Frankie’s arms tighter around her waist. 

“I don’t see how you can know that for sure.” 

“Babe. Please go to sleep. We can talk about it in the morning if you want.” 

“Okay,” Frankie said, brushing her nose against the top of Stella’s spine. “But you have 

to promise you’ll actually listen to my theory this time.” 

Stella, exhausted from a full day of computer programming and wrangling their kid into 

bed at a reasonable time, was already asleep and snoring, too far gone for even Frankie to wake 

up. 

~ 
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There was a routine to their mornings, or at least the semblance of a routine, well 

thought-out but not nearly flexible enough to accommodate the volatile emotions of a seven year 

old. Manny was a squirmy little kid, intent on finishing what he started and with an avowed 

distaste for anything green; a distaste that Stella shared but couldn’t give in to if she wanted him 

to eat vegetables at any point in the foreseeable future. 

“Manny, how many times do we have to tell you that you need to eat your breakfast first 

and then you can color in your sketchpad?” Frankie asked, tucked into the little reading nook 

with an easel and jars of nontoxic paint, her own miniature studio. She liked to tell Stella that 

dawn was the best time to paint, the sun rising up into the vast Utah sky, the tips of the cacti 

perking up at the first hint of warmth, the quiet so deep you can taste it on your tongue, sweet 

and cloying. Personally, Stella thought that was a load of shit. Frankie just liked to have an 

excuse to laze around their living room and take naps while fielding orders from her Etsy shop. 

Stella made her way over to Manny, who was doing a phenomenal job of ignoring them, 

and grabbed his fists with her large hands, dwarfing them in comparison, two little moons resting 

in the blank emptiness of space. Her palms were warm and welcoming, coaxing his clenched 

hands open until he dropped the marker he was using.  

“Did Mama Frankie ask you to stop coloring?” Stella asked, looking sternly into the deep 

brown of Manny’s eyes, the ones he inherited from her. 

“I don’t remember.” 

“Manuel. You’re a smart boy, I know you remember.” 

“Yes Mama Stella.” 

“Yes what?” 

“Mama Frankie told me to quit coloring.” 
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“And why didn’t you do what she said?” 

“Because I wanted to finish my drawing so I could show you and Mama Frankie.” 

Frankie looked over from where she had been carefully shading in the russet oranges and gentle 

beiges of the rocks that rose up like giants out of the sand, a smile tugging at the corners of her 

mouth. As much as Frankie tried to play it cool, Stella knew she was delighted that Manny 

seemed to have inherited her propensity for visual art. Their fridge was filled with pages ripped 

from Manny’s sketchpad, drawings of big dinosaurs and cacti and dogs. Stella’s favorite was the 

one that featured her and Frankie on either side of Manny, holding his hands. It was mostly just 

three blobs connected by two thin lines, but underneath each blob Manny had painstakingly 

written their names: Estella, Manuel and Franklyn.  

Stella expected something similar, maybe a more detailed drawing of their little family, 

with noses and eyes and ears this time, but instead what she saw, drawn on the page in Manny’s 

childish scrawl, was a monster. A familiar one. It had four red crayon lines etched into its cheeks 

right below dark, bulbous eyes and its lanky body was outlined with green, its mouth a dark 

smear. Stella still remembers the feel of its hands, moist and huge, pressing into her body, 

skating along the edge of her jaw. Frankie kicked and yelled until she was hoarse but Stella had 

just drifted, vacant and sad, while the creature explored their flesh.  

It was something that she and Frankie had tried desperately not to speak of in front of 

Manny. They had been so careful, keeping all of their musings, at one time such a huge part of 

their life, relegated to the bedroom or the miniscule shower barely large enough for their bodies. 

Manny would make his own decisions on this; they would not force their (often warranted) 

paranoia and mistrust upon him, their beautiful little boy. 
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“Stella?” Frankie said into the stretched out quiet. Stella handed over Manny’s drawing, 

unable to speak. In times of tension Stella often found herself stricken mute. She would open her 

mouth and strain her throat, but her vocal chords, usually so intent on producing a sound louder 

than she intended, would be paralyzed. 

“Manny, why did you draw this?” Frankie asked. Her hands were shaking but her voice 

was deep and steady, sure.  

“I don’t know.” Manny said it matter-of-factly, looking away from their searching eyes 

and back down at his barely-touched breakfast. 

“Honey,” Frankie said, dropping her brush into the bowl of murky brown water and 

making her way over to Stella and Manny, squatting down beside the two of them, “you’re not in 

trouble or anything, ok, we just want you to tell us if you drew this from your imagination or if 

you saw something, or someone, that made you want to draw it.” 

She didn’t ask if he had seen it at school, or if he had noticed any strange lights outside 

his bedroom window at night, or if he had felt paralyzed, unable to move, while lying in bed. 

After years of chasing conclusive proof of the existence of extraterrestrials, Frankie and Stella 

had learned that the power of suggestion was a strong one, especially for young children. To 

preserve the accuracy of a witness’s sighting, it was important to allow them to speak of their 

encounter in their own words. Asking leading questions, naming specific places or colors or 

creatures, would taint the witness’s consciousness, planting ideas that may not have been there 

organically. 

Frankie never thought she would use those techniques, once as familiar as breathing, on 

her own son. At least, that’s what she and Stella had both hoped to avoid by settling down. They 

had loved it so much when they were young, working odd jobs for a few months, making enough 
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so that they could go on the road, just the two of them, a map, and whatever UFO they were 

running after this time. But they knew that things would have to change with a kid in the picture, 

so they stayed in Hurricane. It was close to Frankie’s family, who considered her betrayal of 

faith unforgivable but still loved Manny, even in the light of his mother’s misgivings. 

Manny sat, poking at his oatmeal, seemingly oblivious to the worry in Frankie’s voice. “I 

don’t know. Maybe.” 

“Maybe?” Stella asked, tongue unsticking from the roof of her mouth, voice rough but 

audible. 

He shrugged, done with both his breakfast and his mommy’s weird questions, and 

hopped down from where he was perched on a creaky metal folding chair that they had found at 

a yard sale a few months ago. Frankie didn’t believe in buying new, thought it was a waste of 

money, and so their furniture consisted of old, half-broken things purchased at yard sales and 

pulled off the side of the road.  

“Alrighty then,” Stella said, clearing her throat of the last of the remaining tightness, 

“let’s get you to school.” 

Riding to school was part of their morning routine, although who drove and whether they 

got there on time was always up in the air. On this particular morning Stella drove, Frankie in the 

passenger seat and Manny strapped down in his car seat. Vehicle traffic in Hurricane was never 

really a problem seeing as it was a town of less than 15,000 people, but the foot traffic made 

Frankie want to bulldoze over a couple of Latter Day Saints members, so Stella usually drove in 

the mornings. 
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The car was quiet, absent Manny’s usual sunny chatter. Frankie, generally incapable of 

sitting properly in her seat, was sitting the right way around, looking straight out the windshield 

and gripping Stella’s hand tightly. 

They pulled up to the line for the Drop’n’Drive at Lil’ Sprouts Elementary School and 

Frankie reached back and unbuckled Manny, handed him some money for lunch and then pulled 

him forward until she could wrap her arms around him in a hug. 

“Love you buddy. Be good at school today,” she said. 

“Love you too Mama Frankie.” 

They inched closer to the front of the line and Manny got ready to fling open the side 

door. Stella pressed the brake and snagged Manny by the front of his shirt before he could leave 

the car. She tugged him towards the front seat, just far enough to kiss his forehead.  

“I love you,” she said, smoothing his fine blonde hair away from his eyes. 

He rolled his eyes, said, “I know Mama Stella. I love you too,” and then removed himself 

from her grip and threw the car door open. A chorus of honks sounded from behind them, urging 

them to move forward, so Stella let her foot off the brake and clutched at Frankie’s hand until 

she could no longer feel it. 

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Frankie said, holding back just as tight. “He could have just 

drawn something he saw on TV. You know we like to watch Star Trek when you have to go in 

and work late.” 

“I know.” 

“If he was taken -” Stella sucked in a breath, as if Frankie’s words had hit her in her soft, 

vulnerable stomach. Frankie started over. “If he was taken, then we’ll just have to make sure that 

they didn’t do anything to hurt him.” 
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“And to make sure they never take him again,” Stella said. She pulled into their parking 

space back home, a rectangular area covered in gravel a few feet from the door of the trailer. 

“Yeah,” Frankie said as gravel crunched under the slowly rotating tires. Her voice was 

steel. “That too.” 

~ 

Stella and Frankie met when they were fifteen, after Frankie’s parents finally let her 

enroll in public high school. She had been going to Liahona Preparatory Academy, a private 

school for LDS members only, and the freedom to choose between classes like band or robotics 

or shop felt like she had already been given her own planet to rule over. Robotics was easily 

Stella’s favorite class, because the teacher, Mr. Robertson, didn’t really care what she did as long 

as she got her work done. Frankie spent the class doodling eyes all over her notes while Stella 

diligently wrote down everything that Mr. Robertson said, just in case he included it on their 

weekly quiz. By all accounts they shouldn’t have worked, but in the span of about six months 

they went from strangers to lab partners to friends to inseparable. It took them three years after 

that to start dating, but they’ve been together for seventeen years since.  

It would have been easier to steer their obsessions towards something more productive, 

something that could have helped them later on in life, but it was hard to care about something 

when it was full of people that either outright hated them or disagreed with their “lifestyle 

choice.” How could their fellow conspiracy theorists blink an eye at two women in love when 

they were dissecting video footage of the moon landing to determine whether or not it was 

faked? They were weirdos, yes, but not any more so than anyone else.  
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And so they started looking into UFO sightings and accounts of alien encounters when 

they were seventeen, started believing them more often than not when they were twenty four, 

and had their own close encounter at thirty-two. 

A decade and a half of chasing something that seemed impossible, and then to have it 

confirmed for them without a doubt? It should have made them even more dedicated to the 

cause, impossibly committed to revealing to the rest of the world that we are not alone. It should 

have been something celebrated and told and retold, over and over until their voices were hoarse 

and the crowds of people gathered around to hear the truth could only repeat Stella and Frankie’s 

words back to one another. It should have given them a deeper insight into the consciousness of a 

being not of this earth.  

It wasn’t like that at all. 

It was two days of violation and hurt and fear. Moments of sharp clarity subsumed by 

dizzying blindness and the overwhelming urge to scream. It was the stuff of nightmares, the stuff 

that filled the testimonies of people that they had interviewed but never really listened to. How 

could they have continued on in their search if they had truly understood the horror and trauma 

that these abductees had experienced? 

They woke up in their trailer, parked out in the middle of nowhere in the Utah desert, two 

days later, after what felt like a lifetime, sheets rumpled and kicked down to the foot of the bed, 

tangled up in one another so completely that it felt like the prelude to orgasm, or maybe the 

aftereffects. They felt disoriented, swollen, tottering around like toddlers as the endolymph fluid 

in their ears readjusted to earth’s gravitational pull. There was blood under their fingernails and 

speckled on the backs of their hands.  
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What do you do when you and your partner have just been abducted by some kind of 

unknown, unidentifiable being? Well. You go to Super Taqueria and get the 3-for-2 deal. Then 

you go back home, put your head firmly in your partner’s lap, and cry a whole bunch. 

They talked, after the tacos and the tears. About what they had been trying to accomplish 

by chasing after UFOs for so long. Was it proof? Recognition? Knowledge? Whatever it was, 

any desire to accomplish it had deserted them in the face of their own experience. When Manny 

came along in the wake of their abduction it made sense to create a new life, away from all those 

forgotten beliefs. And now, after almost seven years in Hurricane with little reminder of their 

past, their son might have been taken as well. It was unacceptable. 

~ 

After years of partnership, Frankie and Stella knew how to work together under pressure. 

Frankie would call whoever needed to be called - Stella’s supervisor at IBM, the principal at the 

Lil’ Sprouts Elementary School - and charm them with her southern Utah’n accent while Stella 

would research, looking up names and phone numbers and email addresses that weren’t readily 

available and sliding them across the table to Frankie. 

They were a bit out of practice - Frankie overshot charming and went straight into down-

home hick while Stella stomped around their bedroom trying to find her old travel journal, 

pleather-bound and ragged from years on the road, where she kept contact information for all 

their old acquaintances - but after Frankie’s second stilted phone call they got back into the 

swing of things. 

“Hey Al, it’s Frankie, from college?” 

“Oh shit, Frankie? I thought you and your girl had gone and gotten yourselves taken to 

the mothership.” 
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“Yeah, well, we fought our way out. We need some help if you don’t mind.” 

“What do you need?” 

“I know you used to be good buddies with that meteorologist over in Salt Lake. Is there 

any way you could ask him if he’s seen or heard about any weird weather patterns around 

Hurricane in the past month or so?” 

“You think something came through there?” 

“Well,” Frankie said, not sure how much she should say. Al had been a good friend back 

at Southern Utah University, had actually been the one to invite her and Stella to the Conspiracy 

Club in the first place. But he was still, as far as she was aware, active in circles that she and 

Stella had abandoned long before they stopped chasing and planted themselves in the harsh sands 

of Hurricane. She finally settled on, “We’ve got our suspicions,” and left it at that. 

It took them a little over an hour to call everyone they could think to contact. Frankie 

wasted little time on pleasantries, and their acquaintances (friends? fellow believers?) could 

sense the intensity in her voice. When they asked after Stella, Frankie responded with a curt 

“She’s doing fine,” and pressed on, asking favor after favor of people she hadn’t seen in years. 

They were all understanding, though. A community like that, with nothing more than 

circumstantial evidence and a willingness to believe the impossible, had to be. 

“Okay, so I’ve called everyone that might be able to help in the Utah area. Do we wanna 

try Arizona next?” Frankie’s knee was bouncing up and down, causing Stella’s pen to roll right 

off the table. 

Stella wanted to call every single person in her journal, every number that she had 

scribbled down for hotels and local police departments, and then maybe a few on top of that, 
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ones that had surely been disconnected but that she knew all the same. Her mami. Her Tio 

Miguel. Her baby sister. 

“No,” Stella said. She leaned down and picked up the pen, hooked it onto the old pages of 

her journal. Frankie’s leg remained at a steady jog under the table, so Stella reached over and 

pressed her large palm over the meat of Frankie’s thigh. Her leg slowed, and then stopped. It was 

quiet in the trailer, only their breathing, slightly louder than usual, disturbing the morning. It 

wasn’t even noon yet. “We’re going to go see Lynn while we wait for everyone to get back to 

us.” 

Lynn L. Excell was the Chief of Police in Hurricane, had been for thirty years, and she 

was the kind of intimidating woman that Stella often felt compelled to call Sir. She was also, as 

far as Stella and Frankie knew, the only other believer in town. 

        “I haven’t heard or seen anything weird, no. At least nothing non-human. A couple of the 

folks from that polygamist colony came through the other day but they didn’t stick around very 

long.” 

        Frankie hated it, but one of the only reasons she and Stella were able to do what they 

wanted without too many people giving them trouble was the proximity of something worse than 

two women living with one another and raising a child together. Even still, that didn’t stop 

everyone.  

 “I know you’ve never had an encounter,” Frankie began, quieting her voice so it wouldn’t 

echo through the police station, “but these fuckers are the real deal. They’re humanoid and tall, 

maybe 6’5’ or 6’6’, and they’ve got markings on their face. Four lines across what we would call 

each cheek. The eyes are big and black and its body is green. If you see anything, don’t try to 
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reason with it or talk to it because you won’t be able to. If you’ve got your gun, shoot it. 

Otherwise, just get away as fast as you can. And then call us.” 

 “Jesus H. Christ, Frankie,” Lynn said. “I’ll let you know if I see anything. Just take care 

of yourselves.” 

 “Thank you, Lynn. We really appreciate it,” Stella said. 

 “You really think those things are around here?” 

 Frankie shrugged. “I hope not.” 

 “Alright, well, you let me know if I can do anything else. And tell Manny that Cheeseball 

misses him.” Cheeseball, Lynn’s enormous orange cat, hated everyone except for Lynn, her 

husband Daniel, the man in charge of Animal Control, and Manny. After their first meeting 

Manny had begged for a kitten of his own, but Stella and Frankie had both agreed that their 

trailer was too small for a cat and an outdoor pet would likely be eaten by desert foxes. 

 Frankie and Stella left with a promise that Lynn would contact them if she noticed 

anything that seemed even remotely extraterrestrial. It wasn’t much. It wasn’t anything. But it 

was all they could do. 

As the afternoon wore on the calls came in, a litany of reassurances: no unusual weather 

patterns, no sightings in or around Hurricane for at least seven years, no strange animal behavior, 

no nothing. 

When they were younger, wide-eyed and eager to confirm the existence of even the most 

unlikely UFO, reports like these would send them into a funk. Frankie would claim government 

cover-ups and Stella would replay witness accounts over and over again until the words were no 

longer coherent and her head was full of static. So much had changed in seven years. So much 

more than they could have ever predicted. 
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They were sitting in the Lil’ Sprouts Elementary parking lot, almost a whole hour early to 

pick Manny up, and for the first time that day Stella felt as if she could breathe freely. Frankie’s 

elbow was planted firmly on the driver’s armrest, her head resting on Stella’s shoulder, long hair 

the color of corn silk prickling Stella’s neck.  

“So. Why do you think he drew that thing?” Frankie asked into the silence. 

“Assuming he wasn’t taken?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well,” Stella said, “he’s a creative kid.” 

“He gets that from his mother,” Frankie chimed in, smirking. 

“He could have overheard us talking about it. You know how thin the walls in our trailer 

are.” 

“I know,” Frankie said. 

“Or,” Stella began as the bell signaling the end of school started ringing, “he was just 

drawing a man with scars on his face. And he used the green marker because green is his favorite 

color.” 

Children streamed out of the front door of the school, running to get their favorite seat on 

the bus and looking around for any sign of their parents’ car in the Drop’n’Drive line or the 

parking lot. 

“Maybe,” Frankie said, doubtful, but let it drop when they saw Manny push his way to 

the front of the sidewalk.  

When Manny spotted them his eyes, beautiful brown and almond-shaped like Stella’s, lit 

up. He smiled, cheeks dimpling, and waved goodbye to a tall man standing just a few feet behind 
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him. The man had scars on both cheeks and wide, dark eyes and his smile was the same, the 

exact same, as Manny’s.  
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PANACEA 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When I was a few months old, arms and legs chubby and soft, unable yet to keep myself 

up under my own power, my family took me to the island of Shackleford, a thin strip of land a 

few miles off the North Carolina coast. There was a ferry that took tourists to the island every 

two hours, but my Grandma Panaccione had a boat (the PANACEA) and an extensive 

knowledge of the shallow waters you had to navigate to get there, and so we all piled into her 

boat, me and Mom and Grandma Panaccione and my older sister Meredith, and struck out into 

the calm ocean waves for a destination I didn’t yet know.  

        Everything I know about the island came from Grandma Panaccione. I don’t remember 

that first trip, but I’m sure that she spent the boat ride there talking about the pelicans we 

sometimes saw or the dolphins that liked to try and swim alongside the boat or the Shackleford 

ponies that lived on the island. Shackleford is famous for its ponies, beautiful things that graze 

around the island as they please, short and round-bellied and wild. Grandma Panaccione was 

adamant about not disturbing the ponies or getting too close to them. 
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        “If their ears are back,” she told me when I was old enough to wander off on my own, 

“then they’re not happy. And if they’re not happy, then you probably won’t be either.” 

My favorite part about boat rides to Shackleford has always been going under the 

drawbridge that connects Beaufort and Harkers Island. There are usually seagulls perched 

underneath the bridge that like to squawk and act offended when we cross under slowly, yelling 

until our voices reverberate between the ocean water and the metal of the bridge. 

        “You have to yell a secret,” grandma told me when I was seven, hair cropped in a shiny 

bowl cut and thick white sunscreen slathered on my face. 

        “Why?” 

        “Because the seagulls like hearing them.” 

        The waters surrounding the island are shallow, filled with scuttling horseshoe crabs and 

little fish that dart away at the slightest provocation, so the boat has to be anchored out a few 

hundred feet away from shore. There’s a picture somewhere of Mom wading through chest high 

water and hoisting me up above her head, a life jacket buckled securely around my waist and a 

miniature bucket hat shading my face from the sun. When I was a little older, a terror of a 

toddler, I refused to wade through the water if it was above my ankles, so grandma would pull up 

the motor and float us in until the bottom of the boat dragged over land so I could jump off and 

plop my butt down in the gritty sand. I didn’t understand until I was older that we had to anchor 

so far out because of the tide, that the pull of the moon was echoed in the ebb and flow of the 

waves on the shore. 

        Once the anchors had been wedged deep enough into the seabed and the boat was 

secured, we still had a ways to go. Depending on where we had anchored, either Bell’s Island or 

Wade Shore, we had to trek a well-worn path through the old oaks, gnarled and rough from the 
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salty wind blowing off the ocean, or we had to walk through a field of cacti and broken bits of 

seashells. The path to Wade Shore walked the line between the marsh, filled with stinking mud, 

crabs, and stiff marsh grass, and the woods proper, where the trunks of trees were overwhelmed 

by tangles of bushes and vines, left unchecked by the island’s hoofed inhabitants. 

        There was always horse shit on the path to Wade Shore, big piles of the stuff that matured 

in the hot sun until it gave off a very particular scent. Grandma loved the smell of it, would talk 

your ear off about how nourishing it was for plants and how people always gave the stuff a bad 

rap anyways. 

“The only bad thing about horse shit,” she would say, “is the flies.” 

After the woods came the dunes, with sand hot enough to burn the bottoms of our feet 

and deep enough that we sank into it a little with each step. This was always the most difficult, 

hauling coolers and bags in full view of the sun, so hot that the sweat on our skin would cause 

the straps of the coolers and bags full of towels and books to slip off and fall onto the sand, 

making little dents in the ground. 

We knew that once we got to the dunes we were almost to the ocean. I could always hear 

it first, the soft roar and shhh of the waves that filtered it’s way to my ears, that could have been 

the wind whipping through the marsh grass and cattails except I knew it wasn’t. 

“First you hear it, then you smell it and then you can see it,” grandma would tell us. 

But after the dunes and before the ocean came the Bowl. The Bowl formed naturally I 

think, perhaps made by the hurricane that came through in the 1800s, when people still lived on 

the island. The sides of the Bowl were high, maybe twenty feet of steep sand, while the bottom 

was flat as anything. The path ran right through it and signaled our arrival to the ocean, marked 
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where we would start running, bags bouncing in our arms as we rushed to the top of the Bowl 

and then down onto the angled beach looking out onto the water. 

Shoes were kicked off, bags were dropped to the ground, sunglasses were discarded as 

we dashed into the water, screaming at the chill. Even now I can’t help the flash of adrenaline 

that rushes through me every time we see the Bowl. I can’t help the urge to drop everything and 

sprint up that final dune, burst out onto the beach in an explosion of sand and then dive headfirst 

into the water, eyes clenched tight against the salt. 

        Shackleford has always been a place for firsts – first beach, first time getting drunk (off 

cheap peppermint schnapps and chocolate sauce), first time I saw lightning strike water – so it 

was only appropriate that Shackleford was the first place I went with grandma after her surgery. 

~ 

Our most recent trip was in early August, a week before my senior year of college, the 

only time that would work for everyone. It was just the four of us again, like that first trip I don’t 

remember. 

“We’re gonna have a Girls Weekend!” Mom told me. “You and me and Meredith and 

Grandma Panaccione.” 

When R.B. heard the news, he wanted to come too, but Mom just laughed. 

“Are you a girl? Do you have a vagina?” 

“I could,” R.B. said, chin sticking out and arms crossed over his chest. He’s taller than 

me now, and tan from his time spent first mating on Grandaddy Bruce’s boat all summer. His 

face, though, his face is the same. Just as similar to mine as I remember. 
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“I changed your diaper, honey. I know what’s down there,” Mom said, and flicked R.B. 

on the nose. We all laughed at the faux outraged look on his face, but I felt bad. He loved the 

beach more than anyone, except maybe grandma. 

I tried to talk to Mom about it, tried to convince her that R.B. should come for at least a 

day or two, but she was firm about this as she is with few things. 

“It needs to be us,” she said. “For grandma, it needs to be just us.” 

I didn’t ask what she meant by that, and I’m still not entirely sure, but I did know that this 

was going to be grandma’s first time back to Shackleford since her surgery. And it was going to 

be the first time I had seen her since she was crumpled up in a hospital bed. 

Seven months ago Grandma Panaccione was rushed to the emergency room in New Bern 

because she hadn’t been able to poop for four days and was experiencing intense pain in her 

colon. She went in expecting to get military grade laxatives and maybe some Percocet if she was 

lucky (her words, not mine) and came out with the shiny new diagnosis of colon cancer. 

They had to operate immediately to remove the cancerous tumor that was blocking her 

colon and Grandma, hopped up on morphine and getting ready to go into surgery, told the nurses 

that she didn’t really mind much about the cancer, she was upset that she was going to miss the 

last two days of the bluegrass festival that she and her boyfriend were attending.  

I was in class at the time all this was happening, listening to my professor drone on about 

John Milton and the intricacy of British politics in the 1600s. Mom called me right when I got 

out of class and told me what was happening in short, heavy sentences. 

“Everything’s going to be all right,” Mom said first, because that’s what she always does 

before telling me bad news. “Grandma’s in the hospital right now. A blockage in her colon. 

She’s going into surgery some time today or early tomorrow.” 
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“What,” I said. “What the fuck.” I had another class across the quad in ten minutes, not 

enough time to do much of anything except make my way mechanically across the grass and sit 

down on the Wilson steps. 

“I know,” Mom said. 

Mom was driving to New Bern that night, after she got a sub to cover her class - not 

always the easiest thing to do since she teaches severely mentally handicapped children and there 

are only a small number of teachers qualified to do that job. I didn’t have a car at this point, 

relying primarily on my roommates and a rusty old bike that couldn’t switch between gears 

anymore for transportation, so I resigned myself to getting updates by text and phone calls. 

I didn’t cry until that night, when Mom updated me on Grandma’s status. 

“She’s stable right now,” she said, her exhaustion crackling across the connection. “They 

can’t operate until early tomorrow morning but she’s hopped up on painkillers right now and 

pretty out of it. She was still lucid enough to hit on her doctor, though.” 

I laughed, because of course she did, and said goodbye to Mom through the beginning of 

what I knew already would be a very draining cry. 

My roommate Wynter, one of Grandma Panaccione’s biggest fans, offered to drive me to 

New Bern the next night so I could see her after she got out of surgery. We both had things to do, 

a big paper for me and a group project for her, but I took her up on it anyway. 

I don’t remember much of the car ride there or back, but I do remember playing charades 

in the empty waiting room with Mom and some of my cousins, and I certainly remember seeing 

grandma. 

 Mom took me back to see her, dodging around nurses and beeping machines until we 

reached the very last room in the hallway, slightly bigger than the others. 
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“Only the best for Grandma,” Mom said.  

I stepped inside carefully and saw Grandma sleeping, mouth slightly open and hands 

resting on top of the thin hospital blanket, tubes disappearing into the delicate skin of her wrist. I 

sat by her bed and held her hand while Mom stood at my side, talking quietly to one of the 

nurses.  

Her eyes fluttered open after a few minutes and she smiled as soon as she saw me. 

“What’re you doing here?” she slurred, patting my arm with the hand I wasn’t gripping 

onto like a lifeline. “You have school and classes.” 

“Yeah, well, I figured I needed to come down and check out that bluegrass festival you 

skipped out on.” 

“Oh shut up.” 

I laughed and squeezed her hand a little tighter. 

“At least they got you a good looking doctor,” I said. Mom had updated me earlier, told 

me that grandma was being an absolutely relentless flirt. 

“He keeps giving me these big ass horse pills. And you know what they say about a man 

with big pills,” she said, pulling me closer. 

“What do they say about men with big pills?” I asked. Usually I tried not to encourage 

her like that, but if she was making dick jokes, she was definitely feeling better, and I couldn’t 

ruin her fun. 

“They give you a lot to swallow,” she said, and immediately burst into the loud cackle 

that I inherited from her. 

I put my head down on the side of the hospital bed and laughed until I was shaking. 

Wynter and I had to leave soon after, but I got to see her one more time before we left. 
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I held her hand and kissed her cheek and I started to walk out of the room but then she 

called me back.  

“Abigail. Don’t ever skip a colonoscopy,” she said, voice stern. “Or else you’ll get butt 

cancer like me.” 

~ 

 

        The trip in August was good. Calm. 

        Grandma still had a colostomy bag, her colon sewed up tight and healing since they had 

to remove a few inches of it, and her hearing was as bad as ever. 

“At least I don’t have to dig a hole if I have to take a shit!” she said, yelled really, on the 

boat ride over because she was the biggest proponent of leaving things as you found them I have 

ever met. 

I was almost legal, less than a month from 21, but grandma had never really cared about that 

anyways, so we brought over a case of hard cider and some tequila for margaritas on the beach. 

        We forgot the bottle opener, though, so Meredith ended up wrenching the caps off with a 

rusty old wrench found in the bottom of the boat. 

        Meredith and I both had our tattoos at this point, a simple line drawing of some of the 

shells we find on Shackleford. Wentletraps are our favorites, small and delicate but strong 

enough for some to survive the currents of the Atlantic Ocean and wash up on a little island 

whole and beautiful. Mom is the expert sheller, can spot a wentletrap from up to five feet, while 

Meredith and I are simply her apprentices. 

        We didn’t find many on this trip, because we were out of practice or because there just 

weren’t many around, but as we were just about done Grandma Panaccione came over to see 
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what we had found. She stepped toward us and I noticed, right as she put her foot down, a glint 

of spiralling white. 

        “Lift up your foot!” I said, loud enough to make it through to grandma’s hearing aid, and 

after a moment of confusion she complied. 

        I pulled it right out of the center of her footprint, and held it up so we all could see. 

        “Oh wow,” grandma breathed, rubbing her the arch of her foot against the ground. 

        “That’s so awesome,” Mom said, laughing and clapping excitedly. 

        I was filled with a weird sense of pride, like it took something other than just decent 

eyesight to find this specific wentletrap. I kept it, of course, and Meredith and I took about a 

million pictures of the little shells balancing atop our arms, where our tattoos are. 

        A little while later, after the sun had convinced us to take a swim, we were all floating in 

the ocean, grandma going topless as was her preference ever since she had discovered that she 

really hated being constrained by normalcy. 

        “I want to get a tattoo,” she said, eyes closed and face tipped toward the wispy clouds in 

the sky. “I want one over my scars.” Her hands moved automatically, fingers tracing the 

puckered line in the center of her stomach and the circle that was fondly referred to as her “new 

asshole,” hidden by the colostomy bag. 

        “I’d go with you,” Meredith said, standing up now in the waist deep water. 

        “Me too,” I said, not to be outdone. 

        “I want a seashell. Maybe an olive, or an auger. Or an oyster.” 

There’s a photo in our house, hung up in a frame, of Grandma Panaccione feeding me 

baby food from an oyster shell because they had forgotten the spoons. It’s one of my favorites. 

“I think that’d be perfect,” I said. 
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To my family: thank you for your boundless enthusiasm and positive energy and the 

wealth of stories you provide me with. 

 

To my friends: thank you for listening to my ideas and never dismissing them as too 

ridiculous or complicated. Special thanks to Katy and Wynter for listening to me complain about 

this for months and reading my stories anyway. 

 

To Kenan: thank you for being our guide and fearless leader. I couldn’t have asked for a 

better mentor. 

 

To my fellow classmates: thank you for your invaluable critiques and for our group chat, 

which always guarantees a laugh. I can’t wait to see what y’all do next. 

 

	


