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Poetry
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Dominic Patacsil ’19
4 Portraits of a Vacant Home

 I. 
Stones composed 
of smaller stones:
Stepping stones, 
S through 
the garden’s palm, 
leading straight
to the tip
of a verdant 
middle finger. 
This is a carnal beginning.

 II.
At the surface 
of a fish tank
there is a flat plane
which extends beyond
its glass walls,
tickling the stucco 
with soft touch. 
Its graveled skin curls
and dust falls 
to the floorboards below.

 III. 
A drip of water 
runs down 
the chipped nose 
of an angel,
torpid for a moment 
as if a prayer
before gently falling 
to the algae basin below.
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 IV. 
In the garage 
there are three 
coat hooks, 
which, now rusted,
sit like begging hands -
veteran   hungry    help
With each cold footstep past
there is a sigh -
God   bless   you
yet vacant all the same.
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Immanuel Sodipe ’18
5 Poems on Mothers (& Chicago)

Lemon Pepper

I stepped in the lake.
Water was cold.
Chilled my body,
saved my soul.

As I sail 
across this sea,
can’t nobody funeral me.

I was born in a city;
lemon pepper, five wings.
Black momma, grandma
and Black auntie.

as I’m choked
by the police,
ain’t nobody 
Blacker than me. 
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95th to Howard

Mothers, I see always. 
They be on the red line. 

They fuss always. 
Tell they kid:
don’t end up on the red line. 

They was probably red lined. 

They parents 
ain’t have
mammas that work
‘cause they want to
or Christmas lights
or folks driving
past to admire. 

So they  mad. 
They fuss. 
They tell they children things
like: don’t end up 
on the red line. 
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Momma Mahatma Madonna

Every morning  she
a children counter. 

 “Boy  wake up! 
	 It’s	time	for	school,	
 to make something
	 out	yo	self.”	

Every		afternoon	 	 she
a survival teacher. 

 “Boy  wake up!
	 You	can’t	be	out
 here sellin dope
	 to	yo	folks.”

Every evening  she
a chicken wing cooker. 

	 “Boy	 	 eat	up!”
	 family	dinner	on	paper	towels
 sometimes

Every closing  she
a receipt counter; 
sometimes news watcher. 

 “Boy  wake up!
	 You	be	out	here
	 being	black.	I	won’t	
 lose 
	 		 you.”
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March 15 (a.k.a. going back to school from Spring Break)

 Momma is the matriarch. 

I have grown up 
And sit   on porcelain thrones  not gold-ones.

I have grown up. 

I have thumbed  through mail now
And know my momma don’t live here. 

And know PBS want donations. 
And know the church still miss her tithe. 

 I know she still stay everywhere. 
 On bus to unemployment; 
 on bus to Olive-Harvey. 
 Still she Link families and meals. 

But still    “not here”
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Today

today   is a good day.
the air taste warm
my breathing real short. 
today is a good day. 

today   remind me of spring time. 
remind me of my mom
sometimes. remind me
today is a good day. 

today   i walked around a lot. 
the air told me come here
so my breathing can be short. 
today is a good day. 

today   aint tomorrow
tomorrow gon be   cold
not   warm. my breathing
prolly gon be heavy
and long 
unlike   today.
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Gwen Carlson
At the End of the Day

At the end of the day I sometimes stand
out under the purple-blue evening sky
and measure my problems against the heights
of an old white pine.

I see it with the eyes of a biologist,
the massive and mighty network of unseen roots,
hair-like fingers mining the soil for water and nutrients
and sending them astonishing heights with only
the simple forces of molecular attraction, tension, adhesion,
to fleets of chloroplasts harvesting sunshine in swaying needles.
The tree flexes gracefully with a light wind.
And I take an unhurried breath while my own hidden
network of branching blood vessels sustains me,
armies of cells combust sugars, a creature
of the same sunshine and water and humus,
the idle breeze tugging at my loose hair.

Twilight deepens
and above its scarred and wrinkled woody base
the black needles at the tree’s top are pointing
heavenward. Everything that matters is slow,
deeply-rooted, far-reaching,
miraculous.
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Kelsey Johnson

Black History or 
The Midge Fly Speaks

She looked at me and said
Midge, where are you from ?

And I could tell as
She said this
she was looking at
My skin.
It is muddy
And a dead give away
	 But	she	didn’t	understand	so	she	wanted	to	know	where	I	was	from.
And I could tell she was looking at my long Skinny Legs
Which I get from my grandaddy
But she did not know my grandaddy
 So she wanted to know where I was from.
Then I saw her examining the wings
On the small of my back
All my people have them  But she did not know this fact
 So she kept asking me where I was from.

I told her

I am from here.
Same as you.

Because	I	know	she	didn’t	mean	from	what	state
Do your people originate.
That is clear as day.
I was born in the Indiana streambeds

Winner of the 2018 Quantum Leap Poetry Contest,  
co-sponsored by Indiana Humanities and Indy Reads Books



10

And there I will die.

My people get caught up in the torrid life cycle
Of Being born a midge fly.
 It is a thankless job
But the whole ecosystem loves our guts.
And after my most recent soapbox soliloquy
A salamander gave me
A standing ovation

 There were tears in her eyes when she said 
 don’t be afraid. we won’t eat you.
  (but it is common knowledge that salamanders love to  
  eat and love to lie)

And do not ask me where I come from if you do not want an honest answer.
I do not know where I come from because 
 My great great great didn’t choose to come here.

But once she was plunged into this infected dirt she chose not to die.
She gave birth to her larvae
And whispered
Paint this polluted streambed red with your bloodskin
Crawl amongst the broken bottles if you have to but
When it is time to sprout your wings and fly
Do it.

See
We raise our Children
With lungs of steel.
We no longer need oxygen to survive.

She looked at me and asked me
  where are you from ?

 As if I do not ask this question of myself over and over again.
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where are you from ?

As in
  you are a mere midge fly.
   What is the basis for your

  Entire
   Existence ?
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Patrick Jahnke ’18
I did not learn about electricity

in elementary school classrooms
from coloring books and take home
activities. Students slid notes from desk to desk
to figure out what sport to play at recess.

I did not learn about electricity
during physics in college--sitting in the lab,
hungover from the night before, we added extra electrons
to our bodies, hoping to shock the professor
when handing in our lab notebooks.

No, I did not learn electricity this way. I learned it
during high school biology class. While studying DNA,
we were asked to create double helixes with pipe cleaners--
mixing art with science. My friends,
the kind your mother tells you to stay away from,
and I came together in the back of the classroom.

Our teacher stepped out for a few seconds, leaving us
with pipe cleaners and an outlet, seemingly begging for our connection.
Bending the pipe cleaner to not leave either slot curious,
I inserted, carefully, like it was my last token at the arcade.
My fingertips began to burn from the heat of the wire.
A light, like sparklers on the 4th of July, jolted students’ eyes
towards our own as the polyester disappeared into flames and the teacher
reappeared in the classroom. Her voice remained quiet--a river
at early dawn-- “I hope you know you’re getting a detention.”
To this day, when asked about electricity,
I touch the tip of my finger to the nearest outlet
and smile.
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Alexander Schnur
Limestone Ghosts

Beneath the glaciated face of Indiana
lay a great ancient graveyard—
calcium carbonate ardently crafted
to clothe legions of Ordovician 
ocean creatures: super-compacted 
skeletal structures harvested for housing 
and capital constructions. Entire spans 
of species entombed for eons—
ghosts in the lime.
The hardiest horn corals and brachiopods
untouched by time—kings and empresses
of long dormant dynasties, mummified
in silt solidified by the hot hearts
of burgeoning mountains—until Intro 
Geology students prize them
from roadcuts south of Richmond.
The last vestiges of a vast inland sea
cast into canvas sample sacks
to adorn dorm rooms and weigh down
errant sheaves of pressed wood pulp.



14

Heather Chaddock
Mary Anne Went Swimming
June 3, 1990

A summer storm, then you
Swimming fast through humidity and mosquitoes
There had been a tornado outbreak on June 2

In the Midwest: a total of 65 tornadoes!
37 occurred in Indiana
Of those, 8 Hoosiers lost their lives

The morning after, you dove
Into the rain-filled, cement basement
Of the last house to be built in our neighborhood

Its wide, square maw was open
Like an industrial in-ground pool
Begging for someone to swallow

But how to get you out, Mary Anne?
You shrieked with theatrical delight
Taunting us to join you

With your dirty blond hair wet and matted
You were an F4 in intensity on the Fujita scale
The rest of the neighbor-kids, mere cold-air-funnels

I envied your mildewy name
Made cool and ironic by your feckless attitude
Not even one feck did you give

But how to get you out?
The builders had poured this concrete tomb
but they hadn’t put the stairs on for ascension yet
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You were stuck!
I was a terrified five-year-old
And I realized it before you:

The fifteen-year-old baby
Floundering at the bottom of the world’s widest well
I don’t know how they got you out

I ran home, abandoning you
Jealous of your stupidity and freedom
Sure that the thrill of watching you leap would find punishment for me, too

I secretly hoped they would leave you there, treading water
And continue to build that house around you
As a cage to contain your wild spirit
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Dominic Patacsil ’19
My Date with Sylvia Plath

I wish that I had met Sylvia Plath. 
Ted Hughes was a dick,
and she would have adored me
more than dying. 

Plus, I’m a goner for short
hair and short
lines, so naturally I would fall 
for her.
--
Sylvia, 
I wish you hadn’t cooked 
your head like a crown roast.

I dream of us sharing dinner:
I open a bottle of wine
and neither of us drink it
or even talk. It’s all too
formal. 

We are more comfortable
scrunching the tablecloth 
in our fingers and imagining
that the linen 
is a zipper. 
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Patrick Jahnke ’18
My Worst Gift

To pull the metal splinter from my palm 
my father recited a story in a low voice. 
I watched his lovely face and not the blade. 
Before the story ended, he’d removed 
the iron sliver I thought I’d die from.
- “The Gift” Li-Young Lee

My first time coming home
With a black eye, my father tossed
Me an ice pack with one hand,
And drank a beer with his other.
I told him the story of a bully
And his voice remained calm, a well
Of dark water, a nightmare. 

His words like decaying houses
Are replaced with pictures of the black eye
He gave the bully’s dad the next day.
I would then grow up
To be where I am now, in front
Of a man who had bumped into my son,
Sending him to the ground with no apology.

Before I throw a punch, I see 
The wrinkles each knuckle, like Pangea,
Except this time, it does not break. 
Instead, chips of my tooth
Soar through the air, like a painter
Scraping away the paint flecks. 
Back home, I have a beer and an ice pack
Waiting for me.
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H. Valia
Ode to Lake Michigan

When giant hands of glacier
Scoured a bowl in Paleozoic rocks
Your ancestors rushed to occupy it
As if following a divine order.

You held on
To the retreating glacier
And filled your bosom
With a sea of fresh water.

Who can fault you?
A gatherer by nature
Concerned, providing shelter
For all in and around your shore.

Rocks beneath your feet
Witnessed a slow progression of life
But behind the dunes and outwash plains
You saw miracles that humans accomplished.

Farmers tilling their fields
Mill laborers pouring steel
Refinery workers distilling fuel
Cities seeming to touch the sky.

You danced with joy
When humans celebrated life
And cried in solitude
When humans disregarded nature.
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Then you worried the fate of humans
Would it be swallowed
By nature’s destructive force?
Or, like Mammoths, be erased, hunted by others?

Then the faces of fossil treasures
Dancing under the moonlit sky
Speak to you in wonder of Nature’s rule,
“The Vulnerability of life.”
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Hannah Baker
The Rabbit Hole

There is this moment right before I fall asleep,
That my brain decides is the perfect time
To become an Olympic champion,
In Question Ping-Pong.

Picking up a racket, it serves up the questions,
Bouncing them off the walls of my brain,
Each one, an unsolvable mystery of the universe.
This Rabbit Hole is not optional.

As much as I loathe the choice of when,
This is my favorite part of being a human.
The inquiry, the puzzle,
The paradox.

I remember the first time I read about Schrodinger’s box.
Putting words to my thoughts was impossible.
 How could two things be simultaneously true?
And, simultaneously not?

My brain melts when I think about subatomic particles,
These parts of us, that are so integral,
And yet, they are governed by the uncertainty principle.
It’s, well, inexplicable.

Even what defies the laws of Newton;
Wave and Particle duality, having a split personality,
Seeming to be impossible, is actually just a phenomenal
Opportunity to see things in a different color.
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They say truth is stranger than fiction,
And nowhere is that more true than in science, fiction this is not.
The questions are a common thread,
That have led to some Jedi-level problems being solved.

When the limits of our physical world are tested,
Our understanding of reality is rocked,
We must channel our inner Socrates
Knowing that really, we know nothing at all.

Not knowing an answer,
Is just a stepping-stone to exploration.
Not understanding,
Just means that there is more to be found.

This Rabbit Hole is wide and it is vast.
The questions hurled at the speed of light.
It sometimes feels as if the only Mad-hatter here is me,
Only certain in my uncertainty.

But, if, you too, lie awake overwhelmed with
The weight of all the worries and curiosities,
Know that my brain and I are with you,
Taking home the gold in Question Ping-Pong.
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Keo Joseph
The Sense of Wonder Deepens 
as Us Scientists Grow Old

Twin goddesses of mind and heart-
The old divide of fact and art-
Chimeric, fuse as one as days grow old.

A breath, a byte, a beetle; hold the skein up to the sun;
Trace the curve, the nerve, the feather; love the ways the fibers run-
Till the Furies snip your telomere of gold.



Essays
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Jade Doty ’18
Dasein’s Essence and Mineness

 In the footnotes of Macquarrie and Robinson’s translated 
version of Heidegger’s Being and Time, it says that Dasein means 
the “kind of Being that belongs to persons” (27). This is the base 
understanding of Dasein that should be used when thinking about the 
rest of Heidegger’s claims of Dasein. To think of Dasein in this context, 
one must know that all humans’ (a term Heidegger does not use) have 
Beings that are far different than all other Beings. Specifically, we are 
the only Beings that are able to think about our Beings. Heidegger 
unfolds this concept through the claim that “The ‘essence’ of Dasein 
lies in its existence”. To better understand this complex claim it is 
helpful to continue further and read his claim that Being “is an issue” 
for Dasein  (Macquarrie & Robinson 67). 
 Narrowly, Dasein is the Being in which belongs to us; and in our 
Being, Being is an issue for us.  To understand this plainly, when one 
wakes up, you think of the many possibilities of Being that you will take 
later on in the day; when you find yourself in an unwanted situation, you 
think of all the different possibilities of Being you could take on in the 
past; when you are sitting and eating a bowl of cereal, you sometimes 
are thinking of your current state of Being. All the personal claims of I 
was, I am, and I will are all ways in which we concern ourselves with 
our own Being, a way of thinking of our possibilities of existence. This 
is purely Dasein. Going back to the previous paragraph, our Beings 
have the ability of reflection in that our Beings reflect on their own 
Beings. This is why the “essence of Dasein lies in its existence”; the 
Being that is Dasein is Dasein because it looks at its own existence. 
Therefore in order to think of Dasein, one must have Dasein. So to put 
simply, what it means to be lies in the possibilities of to be; Dasein is 
this Being that exists due to its possibilities of to be. 
 The essence of Dasein overarches on how “Dasein has in 
each case mineness” (68). All humans are Dasein; Being that belongs 
to persons. Therefore all accounts of Dasein are its own possibility and 
not another’s. When I am aware of my own existence and thinking about 
the possibilities of Being, I am solely thinking of my own possibilities of 
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Being. All inquiries of Dasein stem from my own perspective, therefore 
I can only ponder on my Being, the Dasein that belongs to me. This is 
why Dasein has mineness; the only Dasein that one can inquire about 
is their own. 
 After writing and thinking about these two topics in depth, I 
realize that some may see that Dasein should be considered a what 
after reading this explanation on these two Heidegger claims. But 
Dasein is not a what, but rather a who. Yet, to think of these claims, 
it is necessary to use terms that place Dasein as a what, when it is 
actually a who because it is one’s Being, their existence. Dasein is not 
a possession that one has; Dasein is the existence of one’s self. 

Works Cited

Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time, Translated by John Macquarrie   
 and Edward Robinson, HarperCollins Publishers, 2008, New   
 York, NY, Print.
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Richard Gunderman ’83
Frankengod

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein shines a withering light on the human 
longing for divinity. Among the powers traditionally associated with the 
divine are three: to create life, to restore life, and to inspire worship. 
These divine prerogatives are beautifully depicted in Michelangelo’s 
“Creation of Adam,” the Gospel story of the raising of Lazarus, and 
the first Commandment, “You shall have no other gods before me.” 
Mere scientific and technological prowess, however, do not confer 
divinity. Case in point: Victor Frankenstein, who conceives of both his 
life mission and his ambition in god-like terms.

Marveling at the audacity of his scientific and technological quest to 
create life, Victor muses, “I could not consider the magnitude and 
complexity of my plan as any argument of its impracticality. It was with 
these feelings that I began the creation of a human being.” In other 
words, both the nature of his project – generating human life – and its 
extraordinary difficulty serve only to underscore the grandeur of his 
ambition and the unparalleled nature of his achievement, which will 
come to fruition at the first stirring of his new creature.

The death of Victor’s mother during his teenage years had filled him 
with the horror of “those whose dearest ties are rent by that most 
irreparable evil,” death. Realizing that “to examine the causes of life, 
we must first have recourse to death,” he pours himself into the study 
of “how the fine form of man was degraded and wasted” and “how the 
worm inherited the wonders of the eye and brain.” So obsessed is he 
with bringing the dead back to life that he must “dabble among the 
unhallowed damps of the grave” and “torture the living animal.”

Reflecting on the enthusiasm that bore his quest onward, Victor 
describes life and death as “ideal bounds, which I would first break 
through, and pour a torrent of light into our dark world,” with the result 
that “a new species would bless me as its creator and source,” “many 
happy and excellent natures owing their being to me.” Having birthed 
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a new creature without the aid of a mother, “No father could claim the 
gratitude of his child so completely as I should deserve theirs.” The 
members of this new race, in other words, would worship him as their 
god.

Yet Victor’s yearnings for divine grandeur end in loathing and despair, 
and his labors to instill life virtually destroy him. He becomes “nervous 
to a most painful degree,” so much that “even the fall of a leaf startled 
me, and I shunned my fellow-creatures as if I had been guilty of a 
crime.” He is horrified “at the wreck I had become.” Moreover, when 
the creature finally stirs, it is not pride but “breathless horror and 
disgust” that fill his heart. Unable to endure the sight, he “rushed out 
of the room,” convinced that “no mortal could support the horror of that 
countenance.”

Frankenstein represents an abject lesson in the dangers of human 
arrogance, especially pride in our scientific knowledge and technical 
capabilities. In so doing, it echoes foundational texts of Western 
civilization. Consider the Genesis narrative of the Tower of Babel, in 
which human beings develop an improved means of baking bricks, 
which they dream of stacking high enough to storm the heavens. Or 
the ancient Greek myth of Prometheus, the source of Frankenstein’s 
alternate title, The Modern Prometheus, who gave man divine fire and 
was sentenced to eternal torture.

The tale of Victor Frankenstein reminds us that there is more to real 
divinity than mere parlor trickery. Suppose a prophet could turn water 
into wine, walk on water, open the eyes of the blind, or even bring 
the dead back to life. Would such wonders by themselves establish 
that a wizard deserves universal acknowledgement as a moral teacher 
and fit object of worship? I think not. When it comes to real divinity, 
there is more to a god than the ability to do what human beings regard 
as inherently impossible. A true god is defined less by power than by 
goodness.

An important source of Victor’s deadly misapprehension is his own 
education. At university, he falls under the influence of men “deeply 
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imbued” with the secrets of natural science, who regard time devoted 
to anything else as “utterly and entirely lost.” They advise him instead 
to “penetrate into the recesses of nature,” “ascend into the heavens” 
and to acquire “new and almost unlimited powers” that can “command 
the thunders of heaven, mimic the earthquake, and even mock the 
invisible world with its own shadows.”

So Victor resolves to pioneer “a new way.” Natural philosophy, and 
in particular chemistry become “nearly my sole occupation.” For 
two whole years, he pays his family no visits, and “the stars often 
disappeared in the light of morning whilst I was still engaged in my 
laboratory.” He comes to believe that “what had been the study and 
desire of the wisest men since the creation of the world was now within 
my grasp.” He becomes convinced, in other words, that the conquest 
of death and creation of life are the greatest of all human challenges.

What Victor’s lop-sided education and single-minded obsession have 
hidden from him, however, is the fact that the “wisest men since the 
creation of the world” were less interested in overcoming death and 
restoring life than in discovering how people could avoid becoming 
dead to what matters most in life and help their fellow human beings 
live fully. In eschewing literature, philosophy, the arts, and religion, and 
pouring himself entirely into his labors at the laboratory bench, Victor 
has acquired superhuman powers but forfeited his own humanity.

The human form consists of more than mere muscle, bones, and 
blood. Likewise, human life requires more than mere pulse, respiration, 
and the capacity for motion. In contrast to the beasts, a human being 
possesses a character, the faculty that makes a person admirable 
or despicable, and it is through the excellence of character we call 
wisdom that we become either fully human, or in sad cases such as 
Victor’s, a degradation of humanity. The core of wisdom is humility. 
Frankenstein provides an unforgettable reminder of own finitude and 
the incontrovertible fact that we are not gods.
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Dr. Richard Gunderman ’83
Frankenstein and the Missing Mother

Mary Shelley had many reasons to be concerned with motherhood and 
the consequences of motherlessness. Her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, 
one of the greatest feminists ever to write in the English language, had 
died from complications arising from her daughter’s birth. Shelley’s 
own attempts at motherhood resulted in miscarriages and the deaths 
of three children before producing her only off-spring, son Percy, who 
survived to adulthood.

Mothers in Frankenstein lead short lives. Victor Frankenstein’s mother, 
Caroline, herself an or-phan who is taken in by his father, dies of scarlet 
fever while nursing Victor’s “cousin” and eventual wife, Elizabeth. 
Assuming Caroline’s maternal duties, Elizabeth later marries Victor 
before being killed by the monster on their honeymoon. Justine, the 
Frankensteins’ housekeeper who is falsely convicted of the murder of 
Victor’s younger brother, had also grown up motherless.

Frankenstein’s most dramatic instance of motherlessness is the 
monster itself, the first human being ever created without a woman. 
Reflecting on this feat, Victor remarks that “no father could claim the 
gratitude of his child so completely” as he would deserve that of the 
new race of creatures he was creating. Simply put, he had devised a 
new way of bestowing life that completely side-stepped the need for 
conception, pregnancy, and childbirth.

Yet he had not done away entirely with the need for maternity. For 
though he had “selected the creature’s features as beautiful,” the 
moment he beholds it stirring, he recoils in horror. “The beauty of the 
dream vanished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart.” 
Unbound by any maternal af-fection or calling, he is “unable to endure 
the aspect of the being I had created,” and rushes out of the room. 
Perhaps in part because his creation was never part of him, he feels at 
liberty to abandon it.



31

The roots of the problem lie largely in the fact that Victor has moved 
procreation from the do-main of the natural – the purview of Mother 
Nature – to that of the technological. His quest is a purely scientific one 
– a study of chemistry, anatomy, and the decay of the human body so 
completely devoid of any regard for the sacred that he came to regard 
a churchyard as nothing more than a “receptacle of bodies deprived 
of life.”

To him, there is nothing mysterious about life and death. The animation 
of lifeless matter looms before him as nothing more than a daunting 
but purely technical challenge. He dreams of the power “to renew life,” 
and becomes so engrossed in this one pursuit that his eyes “become 
insensible to the charms of nature,” including the unfolding of the 
seasons around him. A “single great object” swallows up “every habit 
of his nature.”

What long reigned as one of the most mysterious and awe-inspiring 
experiences in human life – the birth of a human being – has in 
Victor’s mind become little more than proof of his own greatness: “I 
was surprised, that among so many men of genius who had directed 
their enquiries toward the same science, I alone should be reserved to 
discover so astonishing a secret.” To Victor, the act of creation is less 
about the creature than the creator.

Devoid of the feminine, bringing forth new life becomes a completely 
masculine act, an exercise of mastery and control over a reluctant but 
ultimately compliant nature. Victor’s cold detachment from his creation 
contrasts sharply with the experience of childbirth as described by 
those who have been through it – a description not of conquest but 
endurance, and the unfolding of something that cannot be controlled.
Consider this description of labor by the 20th century activist Dorothy 
Day in her essay, “Having a Baby – A Christmas Story”:

Where before there had been waves, there were now tidal waves. 
Earthquake and fire swept my body. My spirit was a battleground on 
which thousands were butchered in a most horrible manner.
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It is not difficult to imagine Day having just read Frankenstein’s account 
of bringing forth new life when she penned these lines about men 
giving birth:

‘What do they know about it, the idiots?’ I thought. And it gave me 
pleasure to imagine one of them in the throes of childbirth. How they 
would groan and holler and rebel. And wouldn’t they make everybody 
else miserable around them?

In Day’s account, gestation and parturition are not like pushing buttons 
on a control panel but an experience along which the mother is swept, 
something she does not so much choose as endure. And when it is 
over, she is presented with a baby fashioned less by her than in her 
and through her. The form of the baby, from its sex to its features, is a 
joyful surprise even to the woman who has served as the locus of its 
development over three-quarters of a year.

For Victor, the process is quite different. He too is surprised, but his 
surprise reflects the fact that, although he has in fact painstakingly 
selected each of the creature’s features, the whole turns out radically 
different from what he envisioned. He thought every aspect of the 
creature was subject to his control, but instead of a superman he has 
produced a monster. His horror is magnified by the fact that his creature 
is a product, while Dorothy Day’s daughter is a gift.

Thanks to Frankenstein, we can pose a question that would have 
seemed nonsensical through-out most of the course of human history: 
What does a mother add? The answer, in simplest terms, is that 
mothers add to life something that Victor Frankenstein – who treats the 
whole process of creation as nothing more than a challenge to his own 
ingenuity – is unable even to recognize, let alone to wield: the power of 
a love that puts creature before creator.

Victor has made something new, but it was never a part of him, and 
from the moment he lays eyes on it he seeks to disassociate himself 
from it completely. Because the creature’s appearance dis-appoints 
him, he feels within his rights to turn his back on it – to abandon it 
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to a world utterly unpre-pared to receive it. The circumstances of the 
creature’s birth may be monstrous, but it is not yet a mon-strosity. 
Only by depriving it of any semblance of love does Victor create a true 
monster.
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Kirstin Northenscold
Inside Spaces

In a strangely orgasmic and cathartic scene in The Handmaid’s Tale, 
a handmaid gives birth surrounded by a circle of women. The women 
hold each other, they sway, they even mimic the sounds the laboring 
woman makes. They are drunk off of lemonade spiked with alcohol 
and drunk off of labor. They hurt when it is over, as if they themselves 
had given birth to the child. They are ecstatic, or in pregnancy terms, 
they glow. 

Years ago I taught this book to ninth grade students (a mistake I 
discovered too late to turn back). Then, I had focused primarily on the 
handmaid’s realization that it – birth – was happening again. “No, no, 
no,” she says, in remembrance of the times before. While pregnant, I 
taught the book again, this time to high school seniors. In this reading, 
I was struck by the circle of women there not to comfort the laboring 
woman, but to experience birth. The dystopian world of The Handmaid’s 
Tale is clearly wrong, but that decidedly female moment felt strangely 
right. 

Throughout my entire pregnancy, I felt a similar circle of women closing 
in on me. They were family, friends, coworkers, strangers, and books. 
Everywhere I looked, women were there to answer my questions – and 
only women. In quick internet searches about pregnancy, a pre-existing 
medical condition, the top hits on Google were consistently message 
boards. In the midst of contractions, I Googled “what do labor pains 
feel like.” I got answers from the circle of women, but nowhere else. 
A similarly worded search for sepsis gets a hit from the Mayo Clinic 
within the first few posts. Pregnancy, as a medical condition, is serious 
and deadly, yet not a single doctor mentioned this as a real possibility. 

In only one bright pink book, The Real Deal Guide to Pregnancy – 
which has two listings in its entire index for “Vagina,” both involving 
having sex while pregnant – was there mention of the mother dying. 
This reference was small, oblique, and frightening. In this book, various 
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sassy cartoon women accompanied poorly organized chapters on 
food, sex, clothing, and sleep. In the corner of one page, there was a 
small thought bubble that said it might be time to “update your living 
will.”

In Kristin Lavransdatter, by Sigrid Undset, which I was reading at the 
same time as my early pregnancy, Kristin births eight sons during 
her life. Undset’s medieval Norwegian trilogy, published 1920-1922, 
ultimately won her the Nobel Prize in Literature. The texts are considered 
incredibly authentic representations of medieval Norwegian life, even as 
the heroine seems so modern. Kristin rejects the husband her parents 
choose for her and marries the man she loves, Erlend, a hotheaded 
philanderer who is still technically married to his much older, estranged 
wife. Kristin is two months pregnant when she marries, and her mother 
realizes this as she is fitting Kristin for her wedding dress. They do not 
speak of it, just as she and her father do not discuss the moment when 
he realizes Kristin has already had sex with Erlend before marriage. 
She is close to her father but not to her mother, who is distant and 
resentful. When Kristin gives birth, which lasts two days, her mother 
is not there. The journey is too long and they haven’t reconciled. The 
women from the village come, though, and they spend the entire time 
with Kristin, even as it seemed she would die, even as she knelt on the 
ground and screamed. Kristin does this eight times in her life, and each 
time the women come.

When I returned to Minnesota for Christmas, I mentioned to my mother 
the line in the pregnancy book about making a living will. I asked her 
why no one was talking to me about death, not a single doctor or 
friend. When had childbirth, the leading killer of women for centuries, 
become easy? She was eager to talk to me about pregnancy as a way 
to connect, but not about dying. She had tried unsuccessfully for five 
years after I was born to have another child. She wanted to discuss 
the intimacies we never talked about earlier in my life. In reality, she 
wanted to be pregnant. “Some women have their mothers there when 
they give birth,” she began with some hesitation. “Do you think that 
is something you would want?” Not at all, I thought. “I’ll have to think 
about it,” I said, not wanting to ruin Christmas and our visit. Some 
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months later I called her to respond to her question by inviting her to 
Indianapolis two weeks after our child would be born. “Why don’t you 
think about it,” she said, suggesting I would need immediate help at 
home. “You just don’t know how hard it is.”

Was it simply assumed that your mother would be there for the birth of 
her grandchild? While my choice seemed at first like a choice unique 
to me and the relationship I have with my mother, in fact I bucked up 
against some kind of unspoken tradition. The privacy I wanted with my 
partner at the time of birth, which seemed natural and healthy to me, 
seemed to others secretive and exclusionary. This deeply private act 
was seen by others as something communal. I imagined the women 
surrounding Kristin and wondered at her mother, Ragnfrid, who stayed 
home. What kept her there was her own will, though there had been 
no invitation.

In fact, women have presided over pregnancy for most of history. 
In historical texts on medicine, men express a mystery surrounding 
female inside spaces. They often write with conviction about this 
mystery, seeming to say that no one but women truly knows what goes 
on inside, and even their knowledge is a kind of lay understanding, 
gathered from intuition and dumb luck. 

What men did know of anatomy and physiology before the time of 
common autopsy, they felt quite certain of. That a uterus had seven 
cells was common knowledge. That the menstrual blood turned into 
breast milk made Galenic sense. That this blood was food for the baby 
in utero was commonplace. Excess blood was purged after birth and if 
left inside of the womb, would putrefy and kill the woman. Men seemed 
preoccupied with menstrual blood with almost as much passion as 
men these days avoid the feminine hygiene aisle. As Albertus Magnus 
would write in Women’s Secrets in the late 13th or early 14th century, 
“[W]omen are so full of venom in the time of their menstruation that they 
poison animals by their glance,” and, of course, give men leprosy and 
cancer through intercourse. He continues, “[A]lthough certain women 
do not know the secret cause of what I shall describe, many women 
are familiar with the effect.”
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That second part seems key. Women know, even if they don’t understand. 
Medical historian Monica Green suggests that the few medical texts 
written by or owned by women should, instead of suggesting a lack of 
understanding, hint at a “’submerged’ oral tradition” of women’s work 
with women’s health. In other words, women have been talking about 
and healing their bodies much longer than men have had interest in 
being gynecological experts. 

For centuries, the assumption was that the female anatomy was a 
direct corollary to the male anatomy, but on the inside. Women had a 
penis, testicles, and semen. More accurately, they had something like 
a penis, testicles, and semen, which were hidden inside as opposed to 
hanging in front of them. As historian Katharine Park writes in Secrets 
of Women, “The female figure has come to illustrate internal anatomy 
in general, apparently by association with the uterus: where the male 
bodies are mostly surfaces, the woman is identified with a visualizable 
inside.” Consider the paintings and frescos of the Virgin Mary with 
Jesus literally glowing inside of Mary’s womb. Similarly, Mary glows 
within the womb of her mother, Anne. 

In medieval anatomical illustrations of the body, women seem to be 
filled almost entirely with reproductive organs and veins leading from 
these organs to the rest of the body. Women were filled with bags and 
blood waiting to be filled, emptied, and refilled. Fallopian tubes wouldn’t 
exist until the 16th century when they were discovered by Gabrielle 
Fallopio. That he named parts of the female reproductive system after 
himself seems illustrative of how men of science and medicine looked 
at female bodies. Fallopio is forever etched on our insides. Women 
had no name for or understanding of these tubes prior to Fallopio’s 
discovery. But as Magnus wrote in his deeply misogynistic Women’s 
Secrets, “Many women are familiar with the effect.”

Katharine Park writes of a 1286 Italian epidemic that afflicted humans 
and, strangely, chickens. It was declared that eggs were not to be 
eaten from these chickens, but eggs were a woman’s livelihood. In a 
wonderful analogy to the treatment of women’s health, local women 
found that through a regimen of horehound the chickens would recover 
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and live. In a more invasive maneuver, men eventually dissected a 
chicken and a human to find the true causes of death. Park describes 
the two different approaches to understanding the illness: “Knowledge 
based on causes or first principles and knowledge of contingent 
effects derived from observations,” which she said had “gendered 
associations.” Park writes that this “rustic,” “experience-based,” and 
ultimately feminine way of knowing was looked down on. Permitted 
from gaining more education, laywomen were considered by one 
scholar “vile and presumptuous” to even consider they could provide 
medical treatment to humans and, by extension, chickens. And yet, 
as historian Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski writes, “at most births in the 
Middle Ages only women were present.” What choice did women have 
throughout history but to create a language to understand their bodies, 
however unscientific that understanding was? Who else could they talk 
to, if not other women?

Some thousand years later, a simple Google search reveals this 
“’submerged’ oral tradition” surrounding women’s health still exists. For 
each medical response to a question, there are about ten message 
boards devoted to the subject. Often those message boards are 
the first and sometimes only place to find answers to questions that 
seem timeless. After reading the little line about creating a living will, I 
researched “fear of death during childbirth.” There is an active Reddit 
feed devoted to the subject (“I’m really scared of dying in childbirth”), 
as well as some articles on pregnancy websites, The Bump and Fit 
Pregnancy. There is not a post from the Mayo Clinic, but there is from 
Cosmo. 

I found myself searching for most answers to questions about 
pregnancy on message boards, though I must add that I never actually 
joined a conversation. Women, it seems, had already asked all of the 
questions I had about my body. As I neared my due date, I was on 
those message boards at least once a day. What did contractions feel 
like? What does early labor feel like? Does having sex induce labor? 
Can I take a bath while nine months pregnant? 

There is a strange and fairly complex language on pregnancy 
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boards that all participants used. I gathered what most of the 
abbreviations and acronyms meant, but I wondered at how the language 
developed and was then agreed upon by others. The language held 
true whether the posts were from “mums” in England or moms in the 
US. In a post from chloe1st-timemummy on BabyCenter, she decodes 
all of the words for another user who asked what BFP and DH stood 
for. 

DH = dear/darling husband BFP = big fat positive (pregnancy 
test) BFN = big fat negative DS = dear/darling son DD = dear/
darling daughter TTC = trying to conceive SO = significant 
other DP = dear/darling partner AF = aunt flow (period) HPT 
= home pregnancy test OPK = ovulation predictor kit m/c = 
miscarriage m/s = morning sickness b/w = blood work LO 
= little one OP = original poster PP = previous posts DPO = 
days past ovulation CD = cycle day u/s = ultrasound H&H9 = 
happy and healthy nine months GL = good luck 

In another post I gathered from context that DTD is do the dirty, which 
was suggested as a way to go into labor. During medieval times, 
midwives were cautioned against working for women who had too 
much sex during pregnancy because they would be at a higher risk for 
miscarriage, which they would then blame on the midwife. Even then, 
it seems, women got tired of waiting. 

During childbirth classes, the language used seemed just as unscientific 
as the message boards, or perhaps as the original doctors of medicine 
would call women’s knowledge, “rustic.” We watched a movie at our 
university-based, secular hospital about the “sacred journey into the 
light,” which was in reference to water births. We should create a “birth 
plan.” We were reminded that “breast is best.” We should strive for 
immediate “skin-to-skin” contact. I should be careful to eat garlic, which 
babies don’t like, and broccoli, which gives babies gas. Around four 
months, I will feel the baby move, called “quickening.” Right before 
birth, I will go through a “nesting” phase, during which women rapidly 
prepare for the arrival of the baby. I will also experience “lightening,” 
which is when the baby drops down in preparation for birth. During birth, 



40

my “bag of waters” will break and the baby will begin the “descent.” At 
some point, I will “transition,” and after this point women don’t seem 
to remember much about birth. The “afterbirth” will follow about ten 
minutes after the baby. 

These are old words that somehow survived modern medicine. In the 
only linguistic study on the expression of pregnancy, author Manfred 
Markus, inspired by his daughter-in-law’s pregnancy, scoured the 
OED for references to pregnancy throughout the history of the English 
language. To “show,” a term still commonly used to indicate visible 
signs of pregnancy, was first referenced in 1400. To “conceive” arrived 
around the year 1300. To “quicken” was referenced first in 1450. One 
of the earliest descriptors of pregnancy, “to be in the xth month,” is 
also the oldest, first referenced in 950. In fact, the word “pregnant” 
did not arrive until the year 1545, whereas the opposite, “empty,” was 
referenced circa 897. Any references to “oven” are as modern as 
the common kitchen oven: the 1950s. The nurses offering childbirth 
classes wielded these metaphors too easily along with references to 
“science” and “evidence,” often seeming to obscure the reality of birth. 
And yet, what other language did they have?

In Amy Fusselman’s Savage Park, a lovely book on motherhood and 
fear, she writes, “Women who have been through childbirth have a 
leg up on dying. They have been at least partway to that place, that 
life/death place, and they know some of what it means to be in pain 
and vulnerable there.” Before having my baby, a father of one of my 
students came up to me to say that, lucky for me, I’m not the first woman 
to give birth, because his wife already did that for me. We laughed, 
but there was some truth in his statement. This act was in a sense 
eternal, ancient, and personal. I felt both like the first person to ever 
give birth and part of a long chain of women who had done this thing. 
I had arrived at the hospital too late for an epidural, so at some point it 
became clear that I was going to simply push out the baby as women 
had done as long as we’ve been women. Maybe that realization was 
what the nurses and books had been calling “transition.” There was 
a depth to the pain and to the fear. This would not simply stop. There 
would be a conclusion, but not after the baby was out or I was dead. 



41

My baby seemed impossibly clean, like the pith of an orange. As Sylvia 
Plath writes in “Morning Song,” “Your mouth opens clean as a cat’s.” 
My daughter was the yoke of an egg. The nurses said we should give 
her a bath at least once a week, but it seemed like she could not ever 
be dirty. She was hermetically sealed and opened like a plastic cap. 
Later when I was feeding her at home, I got a look in her ear and saw 
with surprise there was a hole there, a deep blackness leading into 
her head. I should have been more concerned if there hadn’t been 
an ear canal, but until then I thought of my baby as an inside space. 
When I recognized she also had an inside, I recognized I had created 
something that would die. Fanny Howe writes about this burden of 
motherhood: “A mother gives birth to someone who won’t last; she has 
to love someone who will leave, to teach a child who will suffer anyway 
how to avoid all pain.” 

 Until I really contemplated my daughter’s ear canal and her own, deep 
places, I had thought of her as a part of my inside spaces, something 
eternal but also lifeless. I imagine you could take out my kidney and 
make it live forever, but I will eventually die. Again, Plath writes, “Love 
set you going like a fat gold watch.” While my daughter came out of me 
as an organ might, she came out breathing and complete. Adrienne 
Rich writes of this complex relationship in Of Woman Born: “The child 
that I carry for nine months can be defined neither as me or as not-me. 
Far from existing in the mode of ‘inner space,’ women are powerfully 
and vulnerably attuned both to ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ because for us the 
two are continuous, not polar.” 

This continuity was something I had denied of myself until I had my 
own daughter. Perhaps we all understand ourselves first as distinct 
bodies and individuals before we recognize the continuity of our 
bodies. Rich writes that women in particular understand this continuity, 
in large part because we create inside of our bodies another body. 
When my daughter was born, she already had ovaries filled with eggs, 
thousands of possible future lives. Perhaps the paradoxical reality of 
female bodies helps women to recognize irony and dissonance and 
makes us skeptical of hard proof. If horehound works, there’s no need 
to cut open the chicken to make sure it’s healed. Men’s devotion to 
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uncovering women’s secrets, to truly revealing her inside spaces, 
seems more about control than about science. Here in our bellies is 
the inside of the universe. Name it Fallopian, rip out our babies with 
forceps and hooks, cut out the child if we die: you will never be able to 
get inside from the outside. The spaces, as Rich says, are continuous. 

Eventually I relented and invited my mother to visit right after my 
daughter was born. What she felt holding my child is something I 
can’t yet understand, but there seemed a deep longing and selfish 
satisfaction, perhaps as if to say, “This is mine, this is mine.” And as 
the age-old circle of women surrounding, aiding, and comforting the 
laboring woman confirm: yes, this child is theirs as well. 
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Patrick Jahnke ’18
Poetry, Tabloids, and Art Museums

 Just as “The Straightforward Mermaid starts every sentence 
with “Look…””, I—who some might call ‘The Straightforward Critic’—
will start out the same way. Look, Matthea Harvey’s If the Tabloids 
are True What are You? is a book of poetry like none other before it. 
As Craig Morgan Teicher of NPR says, “There’s no way to describe it, 
except to say that it must be read and seen to be believed.” In If the 
Tabloids are True What are You?, Harvey’s fourth book, she mixes 
her award-winning poetry with silhouettes, images, stitch work, and 
more, to create an artistic collage of genius. 
 As the title implies, the book is formatted similarly to what 
one would see if they pick up a tabloid from their local Walgreens 
or 7-Eleven. The book contains a mixture of poems written in either 
prose or in columns, and includes some poem titles that resemble 
tabloid headlines such as “Using a Hula Hoop can get You Abducted 
by Aliens,” “Michelin Man Possessed by William Shakespeare,” and 
“Woman Lives in House Made of People.” Similarly, every poem in 
the book is accompanied by an image of some form, keeping in line 
with the idea of tabloid papers and articles posted on social media 
(the modern-day tabloid). This can be compared to Claudia Rankine’s 
book Citizen, but unlike Rankine who used artwork from other artists, 
Harvey created all of the images herself. Yet another example of her 
artistic abilities.  
 Harvey, whose 2007 book Modern Life won the Kingsley Tufts 
Poetry Award and was a nominee for the National Book Critics Circle 
Award for Poetry, uses her latest book to discuss ideas of feminism 
and identity. She begins the book with a series of nine prose poems 
that discuss different mermaids, each given specific identities, such 
as “The Straightforward Mermaid,” “The Tired Mermaid,” and “The 
Deadbeat Mermaid.” Each prose poem is matched with a silhouette 
of a mermaid whose tails have been replaced with items including, 
but not limited to, a spork (“The Objectified Mermaid”), a rake (“The 
Backyard Mermaid”), and a gun (“The Impatient Mermaid”). These 
prose poems, among other things, discuss problems that women deal 
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with in society. This can be clearly seen in “The Inside Out Mermaid,” 
which begins with the mermaid giving her lover exactly what he 
wants:

The Inside Out Mermaid is fine with letting it all hang out—
veins, muscles, the bits of fat at her belly, her small gray 
spleen. At first her lover loves it—with her organs on the 
outside, she’s the ultimate open book. He can pump her 
lungs like two bellows and make her gasp; ask her difficult 
questions and study the synapses firing in her brain as she 
answers to see if she’s lying; poke a pleasure center in 
the frontal lobe and watch her squirm. Want to tug on her 
heartstrings? No need for bouquets or sad stories about his 
childhood.He just plucks a pulmonary vein and watches the 
left ventricle flounder. 

This represents the complaints that men tend to make saying that 
their wives or girlfriends are too confusing, and they never know what 
she is thinking. The Inside Out Mermaid gives her lover the ability to 
know what she is thinking, but, eventually, that will also not be good 
enough for him:

But eventually he’ll become convinced she’s hiding things 
from him and she is. Her perfect skin. Her long black hair. Her 
red mouth, never chapped from exposure to sun or wind, how 
she secretly loves that he can’t touch her here or here.

The prose poems continue with this type of struggle when saying that 
“The Tired Mermaid wishes for once her horoscope would just read: 
hungover today, stay in bed. Instead it feeds her false futures and 
she starts each new day expecting to finally shine up her trident” and 
“the photographer has been treating her like a spork all morning…He 
has no idea that even fake smiling spreads to her eyes and her tail 
and there’s nothing she can do about it short of severing her spine.” 
Harvey uses these incredibly creative prose poems and silhouettes to 
talk about issues that women deal with in a creative way that people 
will be able to understand. 
 The idea of identity is continued in the next poem in the 
book, “M is for Martian,” an erasure poem of Ray Bradbury’s short 
story “R is for Rocket.” In the poem, a Martian moves “like / a / 
hundred years of dreaming” and “men ran away from it / trembling / 
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laughing.” Feeling isolated from people is one of the worst feelings 
that someone can have, and Harvey shows this in her erasure by 
saying “the / multitentacular / thing / stared / at me / It was / sad.” 
Though the Martian is different from people around him, he still 
longs for a person’s company, even if that means they “both just sat 
there / just sat there.” Harvey uses this Martian as a comparison to 
individuals—whether they are young and in school, or adults doing 
their own thing—who feel like aliens to society. To up out egos, we 
tend to put other people down by “trembling” and “laughing” at them. 
They are people too, however, and all they need is that one person 
who will help them. Throughout this book, Harvey is exceptional at 
using non-human creatures—mermaids, a Martian, and animals—to 
talk about human problems, which makes it less personal, but easier 
to understand. 
 Aside from the mermaid poems, I see Harvey’s best work in 
her long poem “Inside the Glass Factory.” In this ten-page poem (five 
pages of poetry, five pages of images), Harvey tells the story of girls 
who “bend over conveyor belts, lean / into kilns, bobbing like birds 
diving for fish” while stuck in a glass factory in which they are “not 
allowed outside— / never have been, never will be—.” These girls, in 
representing isolation, end up watching “rainstorms / like television, 
cross-legged, wiping / the glass if their breath fogged / the view” and 
long for a connection with life outside of the glass. 

Moving things—foxes and half-moons—
slink in and out of adjacent wrists,
slide under successive glass fingernails.
Once a stag walked past and scraped
its antlers along the glass wall.
They all gasped. It was the closest
they had ever come to another body. 

This poem is another example of Harvey’s interest in identity, 
companionship, and gender. The desires of the girls in the factory 
do nothing less than cause the reader to wish they could reach their 
hand through the pages and take off the glass walls. But, as is the 
power of writing, the reader must stay back and let the story unfold. 
 As much of a positive response that these poems give 
the reader, I also found some poems that, in my mind, were 
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unsuccessful in doing this—including the last section of the book, 
titled “Telettrofono.” This poem, which “was originally created as 
a soundwalk with artist Justin Bennett,” tells the story of Antonio 
Meucci, a man who claims he invented the telephone, but it “was 
stolen from [him]” and his wife, Esterre Mochi, “a seamstress who is 
rumored to have been a mermaid.” The story is comprised of what 
I can only describe as a series of small poetic vignettes with titles 
such as “Preset Antonio Meucci Monologue Mode,” “Preset Patent 
Mode,” “Preset Stage Direction Mode,” and more, as well as images 
of stitch work in the form of the topic being talked about on the page. 
Though the story is interesting, I could not help but get lost in the 
different writing styles of each vignette and get confused trying to 
piece together everything that was happening. This may be because 
the style is so different from any form I have read before, and while 
I praise Harvey for her creativity, I must say that I did not view this 
section as being successful. 
 I also found myself confused by a section titled “Stay.” This 
poem-less section is comprised of a series of miniature figures—
people and chairs—frozen in ice cubes. Though the images are 
beautiful, I found myself struggling to figure out the meaning behind 
what was happening. Yes, the reader can come up with their own 
opinions on the meaning, but there is nothing to steer the reader in 
the right direction, which I think would be helpful.
 If the Tabloids are True What are You? is a book of poetry full 
of much more than just poetry. At times, I forgot I was reading a book 
and instead imagined myself walking through an art museum that 
has poems written on the labels next to the painting. Nevertheless, I 
view If the Tabloids are True What are You? as a successful attempt 
at creating a new form of poetry books. The images—including the 
silhouettes, small figures frozen in ice cubes, and stitch work—not 
only draw the readers into the book, but into their own minds. The 
poems, while some give more positive responses than others, are 
beautifully written and talk about issues in society that can easily get 
thrown under the rug. However, to get a real idea of what this book 
consists of, and to figure out if the poems and images worked in your 
eyes, you’ll have to pick up a copy and find out on your own.
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Jade Doty ’18
The Power of the Sexualized 
Female Black Body: A Feminist 
Lens on the Subversion of 
Sexuality

 Bessie Head was an author whose literary work revolved around 
many different issues present in Botswana, Africa. In her collection of 
short stories, The Collector of Treasures, there is story called “Life” 
that focuses on the impact of western colonialism on native African 
villages and native African women during the 1960s. At the beginning 
of this tale, the narrator calls the story about to be told “complex” (Head 
37). It is through the sifting and display of this complexity that Head 
comments upon female self perceptions and the impact of western 
colonialism on native villages. The story focuses on a female character 
named Life that returns to her home village after living most of her 
young adult life in Johannesburg. As Life immerses herself back into 
the village, she uses her trade of prostitution as a way of acquiring 
financial stability. It is through this financial success and subversion of 
the western conceptions that empowers Life and allows her to create 
a positive self perception. It is by transforming the western patriarchal 
conception of the sexualized black female body that Life gains power, 
but the conclusion of this story demonstrates how it is the invasion 
of western culture through colonialism that destroys native African 
societies. 
 In the very beginning of this short story, the narrator indirectly 
states that Life’s trade of prostitution was a piece of “foreign culture” 
that she brought into the village from the city of Johannesburg (37). In 
this context, Johannesburg is a symbol for western colonialism where 
Life develops her identity. During her time in this city, Life made a living 
through the trade of prostitution, a career that “Johannesburg offered 
a lot of black women” (Head 39). Michael Foucault acknowledges that 
prostitution is particular to the history of the west; taking from Foucault’s 
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statement and the description of Life’s background, it is certain that 
the trade of prostitution is considered to have western origins in the 
context of this short story (Wojcicki 339). Therefore the identity that 
Life has taken on prior to her re-introduction to her home village is 
one that revolves around the western perspective of the black female 
prostitute. 
 The concept of commercial sex in 19th century Europe 
positions the female prostitute as a the “essential sexualized female’’ 
(Gilman 94). The western patriarchal gaze sees the prostitute as an 
object of pure sexuality that is there to help men connect with their 
most instinctual desires. This concept is synonymous with how the 
western gaze positions the black female body; a symbol of pure 
“deviant sexuality” (Ashcroft et al. 95). Living in accordance with 
these conceptions, Life carries this interpellation of sexuality; she 
believes herself to be a pure sexual being and this is why she so 
quickly reverts to the trade of prostitution when she is reinducted to her 
home village. This 20th century interpellation is represented in Pablo 
Picasso’s Olympia, in which Picasso is poking fun at how other artists 
pose the black female body to be this object of hypersexuality. Pablo 
Picasso, Olympia c. 1902. In this painting, Picasso highlights how it 
is the western white man’s gaze that positions the female black body 
as this hypersexualized object as well as show how the black female 
interpellates this conception by lying still and allowing the men to look 
at her naked body.
 Although this positioning of the prostitute and black female body 
can be looked at in both a negative and a positive lens, the western 
conception of the black female prostitute is definitely negative. The 
black female prostitute does not only reinforce the western ideology 
of the hypersexualized black body but it poses the black female body 
as a “source of corruption and disease.” This conception of the black 
female prostitute becomes more specific, in that the Hottentots were 
considered to be among the “lowest and most disgusting classes 
of prostitutes” (Gilman 94-101). Life fits this exact category; she 
is described as having a “full figure,” which is synonymous with the 
hottentot body (Head 38). This negative perception of the black female 
body is seen in another work by Picasso, titled Dryad.
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The dark colors and misshapen face of this figure creates a negative 
connotation with the black female body. This negative identity of 
black prostitutes that the western society creates is one that Life 
holds on to as she returns to her home village. 
 This negative self image that Life attributes her identity to 
is one that she starts with at the beginning of the short story. Her 
self perception and life situation is resembled by the yard she comes 
home to: “it looked pathetic in its desolation” (Head 37). After 
returning to the village, Life is soon greeted and surrounded by the 
women of the village. It is at this point that Life understands she has 
the audience and ability to create a new, positive identity for herself. 
Life immediately positions herself as someone with confidence and 
independence, as she is described as being “bright, vivacious [and] 
friendly” (Head 38). Life displays these positive characteristics and 
emotions because she wishes to view herself this way. During her 
time in Johannesburg, Life’s negative self perception was associated 
with weakness because she was constantly placed as an object of 
the male gaze through the trade of prostitution. To create a positive 
self image, Life must reject the identity of weakness and attribute 
herself to a position of power in the village. 
 Life’s perception of the other women in the village is what 
she uses to understand how identity is conceived in the village. 
This perception, described by the narrator, divides the women of 
the village by their differing careers: “farmers and housewives… 
[and] the beer-brewing women” (Head 39). Therefore, Life gains 
the understanding that in order to create a new, positive self 
perception, she must gain a sense of power through a career in 
the village. The career she chooses is one that she had before, 
prostitution. 
 In the western patriarchal society where Life formed her 
first self perception, the conception of power is understood as an 
expression of domination and control (Hooks 85). During her time 
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in Johannesburg, Life is subject to this expression of power; she 
was dominated and controlled by the men she interacted with due 
to the western ideology of prostitution in Johannesburg. Although 
this is the form of power that Life was subject to, it is not the form 
of power that she associates with herself or with her position in 
the village. Due to her situation in the village upon her arrival, 
Life is forced to make a living on her own and build her social 
economic status from the ground up. Nancy Hartsock states that 
“accomplishment… [is] satisfying in [itself]” and there is no need 
to exert power as dominance or control (Hooks 89). By earning 
a wealthy sum of income from prostituting herself in the village, 
Life gains a sense of strength and accomplishment, which gives her 
power within the village. 
 Earning money independently gives Life power, but creating 
a new “business” within the village allows her to create a positive 
self perception (Head 39). Although prostitution is a well known 
career in Johannesburg, it is completely new in Life’s home village. 
This allows Life to display and control her career as a prostitute 
in her own way. This control over her career as a prostitute in the 
village gives Life this positive self perception; this perception is 
created not because she is in control of others, but because she 
is resisting the patriarchal oppression accompanied prostitution 
in Johannesburg. Audre Lorde states that it is a false belief that 
“only by the suppression of the erotic within… [female’s] lives 
and consciousness can women be truly strong” (53). This belief 
is one that positions the female’s sexual body as something that 
is to be summoned when men want to have intercourse and then 
suppressed until a man again wants to have sex. Life resists this 
ideology of suppressing one’s sexuality by creating the career where 
she embraces her sexuality; this career being prostitution. In this 
position, Life is in control of her own sexuality; she is no longer 
the object of the patriarchal sexual gaze, rather Life is the subject 
of her own self perceived sexuality. This resistance of the former 
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patriarchal prostitute system deconstructs Life’s former negative 
self perception and gives her a positive one. The accomplishment of 
being economically independent while being in control of her own 
self is what brings power to her acts of prostitution (Hooks 91). 
This control of self is shown by Life’s manner in which she schedule 
appointments with men to have sex with: “‘When?’ And she would 
reply: ‘Ten o’clock.’” (Head 40). 
 Life does gain power by reclaiming her individuality 
and earning a wealthy income by herself alone, yet both of these 
exertions of power stem from prostitution. As stated above, 
prostitution is a western ideology that is heavily controlled by the 
patriarchal male gaze. Therefore, it does not make much sense how 
Life can have this sense of power and create a new positive self 
perception through a trade that comes from a certain patriarchal 
oppression. But as stated in the previous paragraph, the switching 
of control from the male consumer to the female prostitute 
empowers Life to have a positive self perception. The origin of this 
power and positive self perception is through the subversion of the 
western perception of the black female body.
 It is this same subversion that many black female singers use 
to empower themselves and their fans. Just as Life took on the trade 
of prostitution and exploited it to her own use in order to achieve 
economic self-sufficiency, singers like Tina Turner, Janet Jackson 
and Beyonce Knowles use the the western conception of black 
female sexuality to empower themselves in their music. During 
the sex revolution of the 1960s, black female singers used music 
to create different perspectives and “personas” that encouraged 
women to seek liberation through embracing their sexuality; this 
act of liberation challenged the patriarchal dominant society (Lee 
12). Life creates a similar sphere of expressionism that focuses on 
sexuality in prostitution. In this sphere, Life takes control of her 
own sexuality, refusing to be an object controlled by the male’s 
sexual gaze. 
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 One artist that exploits the power of the black female sexual 
body is Janet Jackson, and this exploitation is ever apparent in her 
title track “All For You”, released in 2001. In this song, Jackson 
approaches a man and places herself in control of her own body 
and sexual desire by telling him she’s “going to have to ride… [him] 
tonight”; she continues this self control by informing the man how 
to exactly approach her sexual body (Lee 14). This song exemplifies 
how these black singers used the control of their own sexual 
body as a form of liberation from the patriarchal western society. 
Contrast to how Jackson and other singers control their own bodies 
during their sexual relationships with men in their songs, the 
narrator of Bessie Head’s “Life” describes the men of the village as 
scoundrels who would “live on the resources of women.” These men 
would use the beer-brewing women as a source of sex and money 
and then would leave the women with “illegitimate bab[ies]” (39-
40). Life’s introduction of prostitution to the village changes this 
dynamic. 
 Like these singers, Life uses her sexuality to generate an 
income; this challenges the patriarchal structure of the village 
where “they could get all the sex they needed for free” from the 
other village women (Head 40). Life changes the system in which 
men gain sexual pleasure in the village; instead of men using 
women as objects that provide sex, Life makes men pay for sex in 
a sphere in which she is in control of when, where and with whom 
she has sex. Life subverts the objectification of the sexualized black 
female body, like these black female singers, in order to use her 
“sensuality as power” (Lee 17). Life is able to create this positive 
self perception because like the singer Beyonce, she is able to 
have a sense of freedom by breaking away from the ideology of 
suppressing the sexual body and embracing the control over her 
own sexuality. 
 Life’s career of prostitution and how it creates a positive self 
perception is very similar to how these black female singers use 
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their music to express the power of their sexual bodies, but many 
criticize the use of the black female body in this sense. Renowned 
scholar Bell Hooks argues that the way Beyonce and other black 
females use their bodies is a not a way one can reach liberation 
from patriarchal oppression; Hooks states that “you are not going 
to destroy this imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy 
by creating your own version of it” (2014). In this sense, Hooks is 
using the famous Audre Lorde essay “The Master’s Tools Will Never 
Dismantle The Master’s House”. Hooks believes that women cannot 
be liberated by transforming and mutating patriarchal oppression 
to their own liking, but instead must create new forms of liberation 
that are away from what “society” has told women (2014). 
 Hooks’ position on the use of the sexual body as form 
of liberation disagrees with the argument that presents how Life 
is able to create a positive self image and gain power in society 
through prostitution. This is understandable because prostitution 
does stem from the western patriarchal society where Life acquired 
a negative self perception, but I would argue that this perception of 
whether or not embracing the female sexual body can be liberating 
is a belief held in the person’s own perception. Subverting the 
patriarchal conception of the sexualizded black female body in 
order to feel liberated from patriarchal oppression is a feeling that 
is held within the person embracing their sexuality, not the cultural 
framework that surrounds said person. This idea of the individual’s 
perception being the reason for why embracing the sexualized 
black female body is liberating is shown in “Life” and in the work of 
neo-soul artist, Jill Scott. 
 Through her music and how music critics view her music, 
Jill Scott demonstrates how it is the individual that declares whether 
one’s embracement of their own sensuality is power or not. Due to 
Jill’s music being considered neo-soul, critics often put her in what 
Shayne Lee calls a “neo-soul box”; this “box” positions all of Jill’s 
music as “emphasizing spirituality, self-actualization, and romantic 
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purity….[which] limits critics from perceiving her as the highly 
sensual woman she is” (19). In her music, Scott often embraces her 
sexual body, but due to her genre, many listeners and critics do not 
see or hear this. Scott sees her own music reflecting the power of 
embracing her sexualized black female body, but the way others 
see her music shows that this act of subverting the patriarchal 
conception of the sexualized black female body is powerful if the 
individual perceives it to be. Life demonstrates this same point by 
returning to prostitution after marriage. 
 After interacting with a man named Lesego in the village 
pub, Life marries this Lesego. But by becoming married, Life leaves 
the world where she was in control of herself and entered one 
where “Lesego… is king.” The other villagers commemorate her for 
this change, but after leaving the trade of prostitution, Life acquired 
an “expression of anguish” on her face. The narrator describes her 
experience of marriage as a “way of life that was like death to her” 
that she wanted to “break out of ” (Head 44). By becoming married, 
Life gave up her power that she held while she was a prostitute 
and succumbed to the power of her new husband, Lesego. In this 
position, Life is an object of Lesego’s patriarchal control, something 
that she attempted to refute through prostitution and embracing 
her sexual body. Life eventually returns to prostituting herself, even 
though Lesego threatens her with death if she does so, because 
prostitution gives her the powerful freedom she desires. From 
her experiences of embracing her sexualized body, Life is able to 
“recognize her deepest feelings” and make the decision “not to 
settle” for anything short of these feelings (Lorde 57-8). Although 
the other villagers saw Life’s leave of prostitution as good, Life 
felt that she lost her individual power and positive self image and 
this is why she returns to prostitution. This return to prostitution 
demonstrates that the empowerment and positive self perception 
that comes with embracing her sexualized black body is liberating 
because she, her individual self, perceives it to be.  
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 Although Life experiences this power and positive self 
perception through embracing her sexualized black body, Head 
ultimately kills her off at the end of the story. The final paragraph 
of the story explains that a song by Jim Reeves called “That’s What 
Happens When Two Worlds Collide” “was very popular at that 
time” (Head 46). The positioning of this song at the end of the story 
infers that the murder of Life was due colonialism in Africa. 
 At the very beginning of the short story, the narrator states 
that along with Life’s prostitution, many other “bits of foreign 
culture” were brought into the villages from those that spent time 
in the westernized colonial cities. One of these bits of culture was 
western religion, which “took hold like wildfire” in the village 
(Head 37). It is this presence of these western religion values that 
makes the villagers reject Life’s trade of prostitution. In the rural 
villages of southern Africa where Christianity took hold, many 
natives began to accept the binary conceptions of right and wrong 
that the Christian religion revolved around. One of these binary 
oppositions is the conception of the “immoral, bad prostitute and 
the moral, good wife” (Wojcicki 342). This western conception 
in the village places Life in a negative lens due to her trade of 
prostitution. 
 It is shown in this short story that the villagers use western 
religion to chastise Life for her sexual actions. Villagers watched 
the exchanges that took place in Life’s yard and said that they will 
“‘all be destroyed one day like Sodom and Gomorrah’” (Head 40). 
This reference to sin in the bible shows how many of the villagers 
accepted western religion and how they use this religion to set up 
social and moral boundaries; these boundaries set up patriarchal 
standards and rules that instructed women how to behave correctly. 
These rules laid out which village women deserved respect and 
which didn’t; the respectable women in the African villages 
garnered this respect “through marriage, bearing children within 
wedlock and earning money for the patriarchal family unit” 
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(Hungwe 34). Life’s home village agrees with this idea of how a 
married woman who serves her husband is considered to be a ‘good 
woman’. After Lesego and Life marry, villagers said that, “Lesego 
had turned a bad woman into a good woman” (Head 44). Although 
the villagers agreed with these rules that deemed certain women 
‘respectable’, these rules were created to help men control women 
in the village and induce patriarchal oppression. Life attempts to 
refute this patriarchal control and take control of her own life by 
not conforming to this ‘respectable’ woman role and by embracing 
her sexualized black body through prostitution. 
 Although Life refuses to follow these patriarchal 
boundaries, Head ultimately has her murdered by Lesego. This 
conclusion to the short story demonstrates the overpowering 
patriarchal oppression that is present in society at that time. The 
narrator infers at the very beginning of this short story that this tale 
is “complicated” and this conclusion can be defined as such (Head 
37). In this complexity, the reference to Reeves’ song “That’s What 
Happens When Two Worlds Collide” should not be understood 
to explain how Life’s death is the result of native Africans rejecting 
the western conception of prostitution. The claim of this tale being 
complex infers that this reference cannot be narrow. 
 It is clear that Life’s murder is a result of her defying the 
western ideologies that are present in the village, but it is also 
clear that Life gains empowerment and a positive self perception 
through subverting the western conception of the sexualized black 
female body and prostitution. Although Audre Lorde and many 
others claim that the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s 
house, this empowerment generates from Life embracing her 
sexuality because she, her individual self, perceives and experiences 
it to do so. Similar to the complexity of the perceptions of sexuality, 
the conclusion of this story is complicated in its comment on 
western colonialism; Life gains a positive self perception through 
subverting the western conception of prostitution, but it is the 
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acceptance of western religion by the village that causes the 
rejection and murder of Life. Hence, the inclusion of Reeves’ song 
is actually a comment on the complexity of these two western 
aspects mixing; this song is not a claim against either of these 
specific western aspects, but how the overall invasion of western 
culture into native African societies causes destruction. This is why 
Head names her main character Life. Demonstrated by this short 
story, the confusing western ideologies that come with colonialism, 
whether accepted or not, ultimately cause destruction in the lives of 
native Africans.
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we are those who were not in the papers, nor the headlines, nor 
your nightly prayers or daydreams. we live in the blank white spaces 
beneath your attention, beneath you. it gives us more freedom, when 
you thought it might not. we live in the gaps between the stories; we 
are not the focus; we are not on your mind, and we get away by being 
left behind. 

i am an expert on sidewalk cracks, and the avoidance of large walnuts.

the ground gave way and ran away from me instead of me running on 
it. down, down, down and down what felt like decades in minutes or 
centuries in seconds heart-attack quick stress for so long it blended the 
years before me with the seconds of terror. the mountains could eat 
me if they wanted to; their slate stomachs bubbling over my fabrics and 
dissolving me into the earth.

i remember the phone i held onto for a day, as its owner often did, until 
the phone was remembered, or found, and taken, back, before it could 
buzz again. 

the grass was warm. it tickles me. it tickles my sole and brushes me 
clean of the mud from last week, when it rained, and the dirt dripped 
dirty tears.

i press the peddle. i make the decision to go fast, faster, or to slow. i am 
no longer the tool, the vehicle for movement. no! no, because now i am 
the ignition. i am the motivator, the decider. i am the one who drives. 

we wanted only to climb, to move upward, to build and not to base, to 
run outward, along the horizon. to taste the sap underneath the bark 
of a pine, or the rough edge of a boulder, always up, above where it 
began, away from the dirt not because it tasted of decay but because 
the air seemed so much sweeter. “on the ground, there exists only 
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lateral. a few inches up? then we could move back down, or higher still, 
or lateral, like always. upward is not for lack of outward, but because 
upward makes outward all the more special.”

i tripped over myself again today. damnit.

that pebble? little skittle of the earth, how do you taste? stuck in my 
rubber teeth; i will carry you for miles. maybe days, if i’m not picked 
clean by the five fleshy buzzards. bits of dirt, wet and stuck, pressed 
against my skin, then dry and cracked and stuck between my folds. 
but it tastes good enough. like earthy salt, or sky sweat. some mix of 
both? with bits of worm, and worm shit, and thousand year old plants, 
decomposed people centuries old, and slunk-off-the-road raccoon 
from last week.

it was all cold but those miles were warm in the beauty of it all. i wouldn’t 
mind getting lost, maybe. forever.

sickly sweet and powdery, pungent—yellow mold. humble—dirt. 
exciting, spicy, but clean—grass. unforgiving hot haughty mess— 
asphalt. i know the world around me by its smells, and how my tongue 
decides they taste when my feet slam or scrape or scoop out a sample 
in my weathered grooves. 

for my part, i know nothing with any certainty but the sight of the stars 
makes me dream. holes in the un-mitigating celestial chasm, poked 
through with pins, small, but many and swarming. i know only that 
these stars make me dream, and that i can—and if i can, i will—join in 
their rejoice for having been so high up above the ground. 

the. sand. is. sandy. and it is also more than that. it is salty and it is 
worlds away from even the dirt i know most days, even though these 
are much of the same. and the sand speaks of the sea and the sea 
speaks of more than i could even bear to listen to, bred and fed and 
someday dead on the land. the crushed shells under me may be dead 
too, but they have known the sea and for it they know more than me.
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in me, i contain multitudes. in me, i am fleck of earth. i am flash of 
sweat or puddle ripple. i am ankle cry on uneasy rock and at once 
otherworldly pavement shimmer belly dancing, hearkening, a mile 
down the road, or the frayed insect umbrella withering away in their 
golden fiery death.

blood covers my tongue and it does not taste good; it is delicious.

i crave the beckon of unnerving speed, of uncompromising commitment 
to traveling a distance faster than you fuckers can.

niagara mist tickled my soft, lunar beam top face. i soaked in the 
drops, ripe with decades of change, centuries of evolution, millennia 
of creation and destruction in perpetual tug and pull—first, a simple 
reaction wherein the star fuel found oxygen, and created liquid, then 
as the stew of life, and drink of life, the deadly drowning of life. all this, 
i felt in my fabric, and marveled at the gallons roaring over the edge in 
the refusal to be silenced, to be dirtied, to be taken hostage as simply 
“70% of the earth’s surface,” the same surface i stuck to, running, trying 
to do very much the same thing every indignant drop insisted. 

i overhear conversations of diamonds, of opals, fiery and hazy reflective 
gems. the most sought is emerald, and emerald of the most spring-
time green. that spring time is the emerald i prefer; it does not escape 
me, glimpsing the forests blur by, cycling, shifting every moment so 
subtly my tread only hears the softest whispers of the ground turning 
over with every step. 

sometimes it rained, but we didn’t even get to feel that. we were used 
up, and you had others didn’t you? placed us against the wall of your 
house, under an umbrella or something else. we sat on faded stain 
wood, a shitty deck, and yearned for the grass just beyond our laces.

my outsides wore that day, tearing away from a dog, loose of its leash 
or electric fence or simple rope to a stake in the ground, foam flying 
from its jowls. i wore fear; my seams were stretched already—450 
miles.  stretched, aching from use, and now this dog. infernal dog, 
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nipping, howling, aching all the same, but for me, not with me, and i 
would have been ok if i kicked it. 

we favored roads. we whispered to the asphalt. our hard black outsides 
gripped the roads, baked in sunlight, pushed the pace with each step 
and harder and faster and longer until we were lost in the rhythmic self-
mutilation, soaking in the sweat at the ankle, laces shrieking, burning 
rubber from the heat and from braking and praying no one was hurt in 
the deadly squeal. the blood we tasted then was not born of blister, but 
for once, it wasn’t just us who crashed was it?

roil and round and round and round and banging and then it is hotter 
than the asphalt has ever burned me before. foam, but not my kind of 
foam. wet. bubbly, roiling all the while, boiling in this water that stings 
me and takes away my memories. then i tossed more slowly, taken out 
and i have forgotten who i am?

need something to drink. the deer ran off some other way, yet i chose 
a different path. maybe, my pack—who i have never seen but know 
they must exist, because who is a hunter without his pack? my pack— 
dressed in the same green, too bright for the forest floor or the leaves 
above—must be this green too, because what is a pack without unity? 
my pack must know i have gone this way, away from our speckled, lithe 
brown prey that deer i see every now and then and want nothing more 
than to chase and catch and eat and—how do i eat?

mccormick’s creek was our playground for a week: an 80 mile 
playground, full of dirt and dust, our seamless build beaming with 
satisfaction. we shed layers of warmth when not in use, bragging to 
the grass about the beauty of the park, and the grass answered, “we 
make that beauty,” and then we were glad that, for a week, we could, 
for a week, make it too.

those socks squired inside me. i have never felt that before. they 
were warm, and held something inside them i feel an unshakeable 
bond with. it did not feel wrong. they unlaced and slipped, pressed, 
stretched, then tightened again, as i felt my foam press and my heel 
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cup hold, firmly, in its palm what it knew it was meant to hold. i have 
never felt that before. i hope i feel it again.

to have heels, or not have daggers to dig. each the same, and separate, 
the way a cheap runner is also me, but not. maybe i am all of them and 
none, too. fit for the street, for the run, for the dance and the stroll and 
the twist and turn of pirouettes to music, bright! beaming. all of these 
things in my seams.

my favorite taste is the colors in the trees. they taste of the golden 
times of life, before you’ve run too many miles. the trees shed their 
memories like we lose our souls to the road, or the roots, or the fiery 
memories strewn about the ground, torn up, layered in fall and blazing.

there is so much being melted and steamed and poured and cooled 
and stitched and all of sudden something is pressed inside my empty 
shell and i am no longer a shell but a shoe! with an insole, and a sole, 
and tongue and laces and seams, and i know i want to be run in.

and to mask the pounding, the incessant needling of pressure, by 
acting. by imagining. today, i am a boat, floating, peacefully, fighting 
the occasional wave over my bow but a big enough boat to beat off 
the bad, and another day, a chipper bird. i chirp, and sing, and whet 
the ears of every other around me with my melody of speed i am fast 
melody of quick i am strong melody of don’t blink or my swoosh will 
swoosh right by.

it seared! tore at my heady toe box. rhythmic. awash in the pain so 
lulling me to sleep, fading, and the veil drew down over the tongue with 
unrelenting comfort. i felt separate, now separate, and gone-separate, 
from me, held up to touch and poke and prod and test while white 
sleeves brushed against what was left to be done the same again, and 
again.

i lived through the flowers that saw me, jealous of me. they had their 
roots and were bound to the ground. i lived through the flowers that 
wanted to be me, but all i wanted was a home, some petals, some 
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freedom or roots, but i am bound by laces. 

its favorite days were the rainy ones. its favorite days were the rainy 
ones, where every puddle, an ocean, and the shedding carbon rubber 
grooves, flippers. its favorite days were the rainy ones where shoes 
were sharks! swimming, flowing, hunting, instead of subservient, 
licking the ground, nothing more than satan as a snake. 

i am mossy. dirty. dejected. derelict, alone, not even my other half 
offers its laces to tie me down. my own are ragged. chewed on by time, 
and insects—the same that shit in my insole, and crawl over my heel, 
broken and battered after so long sitting on the forest floor. 

to run is to push the ground, but the ground pushes back. to run quickly, 
efficiently, is to run lightly. to run lightly is to last longer, physically, in 
the body, and in the shoe. to run so light it lasts forever is to fly. so i 
flutter my green foam on, a shoe against the miles, pushed forward 
ceaselessly into my death. 

i remember it clearly—it was a bright, cold april. there were puddles 
and people and i saw my brothers and sisters underneath them. 
someday, we’ll have our day. we don’t break down once we’re broken 
down. plastics, or so i’ve heard. we don’t break down, and we’ll have 
the world to run of our own accord, someday. 

if birthdays are such a big deal why do i not have one? why is my idea 
of birth a chemical treatment and needles, adhesive, and wear tests? 
i was suffocated and scraped and washed and boiled in a vat, puffed 
up, poured into a mold. my birthday was not a day, not even a second, 
as i had hundreds of twins next to me, packaged, to be worn until the 
only notable day of our life—our death. i can feel myself growing older, 
although growing is an odd phrase for it. i shrink with age, leave lesions 
in rubber and rips in laces, bits of mesh torn open a dam for a pink 
whale pushing on my walls begging for escape. why was i bought, if all 
this fucking foot wants is to escape through some tear or pulverize me 
until i can no longer resist the process of aging on side street sidewalk 
or subterranean tree fingers and the world’s defecation dirt shit mud 



67

and the bits of corn pebbles floating around. 

i was no angel. i scarred bodies with sharp steel, drew blood both in 
and outside its flesh, but i was decorated. i had promise. two years 
prior to the violent hanging, i ran a mile in under five minutes. now, 
i am being lynched, hanging from the tree at terre haute, dressed in 
disregarded trainers in disrepair, in disuse, in dereliction, joined now, 
by me.

the most merciful in this world, i think, is the inability of shoes to 
correlate all our contents— toes, embalmed in sweat and wrapped in 
crawling cotton, your insides wiggling.

felt the tear in my seams, the important ones, around the toe, where i 
break down first. only had two-hundred miles on this foam, but hardly 
mattered after what happened to the last pair. sat next to them in the 
tram to the adoption center. they got tossed in a bin upon entry, and out 
came a new sister in orange, and black, and some color of corn before 
it is ripe along the logo detailing. i could feel it in my seams, knowing 
someday i’d be in the bin and fresh shit over here would be taking their 
last ride before they joined me too, like trash, forgotten, for nothing. 

one last time before the white veil of a wintery death. i’ve given up 
trying to go where i’d like to. sadly, all i can think of now is the relief i’ll 
get once i give out. 

if i could be a flip flop i would.

the moon shines down. every now and then, i go out at night. i go out 
at night in the reflections of the lamplight, televisions flickering behind 
shady glass sheaths, bodies no longer bustling but cooling down just 
as i am warming up, looking up, at the moon. i want to someday talk 
to the moon, ask why it glows despite its loneliness. some boots have 
talked to it before; i have seen them, behind shady glass sheaths in a 
museum. if i go see the moon someday, i don’t want to sit behind glass 
with them. there are still beautiful things to taste and talk to with my 
tread. 



68

i have saved her ankles more than she can count. i would talk to the 
rocks, the same that stabbed me, and i still loved them. the world tastes 
of dust and pain and people only think of us when we are broken, or 
ugly, and still i love what i do. 

my life is too short to be spent fretting about my seams, or the blood 
stain on the inside of my toe box. they are stories i may tell if you care 
to hear them, but for now, i look forward to the very next exhilarating 
crunch. 

we sat, in the sun, on your back deck, for months. sometimes it wasn’t 
sunny. 

her foam wore like the shingles on roofs— gradually, slowly, but with 
each raindrop, each pounding footfall, she muffled an indignant cry, a 
protest. this was her job. she was made for this. everything has a job, 
and hers was to hurt, so that others did not. until she hurt so much, she 
could no longer take the hurt away, and she was thrown away. 

i could remember every pair of feet that slipped into my cushioned 
body. some, i could tell, wouldn’t take me home. they pressed me out 
in the wrong areas, strangled me with my own laces, but it wasn’t long 
until the perfect pair came along. we were meant to be, a foursome 
with fortune.

alien appendages picked me up, packaged me inside my homely orange 
box, dark. i strutted out of the store, and was dropped? jumbled? then, 
crushed, and, running; the world outside my box flashing by. later, the 
foursome was not the same from before; we did not mesh the same, 
my mesh complained. 

blood tasted good, surprisingly. i’ve had humans dribble on my cuff, 
staining my stuffing red, then redder as it spread, then rusty as it dried. 
this was different. not tadpoles, but not full grown. they swarmed the 
gravel; i didn’t even know what they were for a few hundred meters, 
crunchy, with a slushy filling. blood tastes good.
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don’t slip. don’t slip don’t fall don’t stutter keep steady. tahoe rim trail is 
a terrestrial nightmare, the edge of the world above the clearest water 
of the bluest lake, the depth of the sky, and if i fall i’m headed into its 
light. dead. don’t. slip. slip. slip. slow, slow, do not! tri 

salamanders? sunflowers towering above me when i thought most 
flowers could taste my tread, if it worked out that way. the lake many 
miles away was deeper than the sky on its surface, and the blue was 
purple and red and black in its depth. and cold. the stream to my left 
was cold, and so i knew the lake was too. 

loaded into a car. set on top of bags, bulky, uneven. precarious. sitting 
atop clothing and socks and watches that may join me later. hours. 
the sun falls from its blue throne and bleeds the sky dry, replaced with 
its crisper white sister sitting, so the only burnt yellow is the lights that 
flash by. and the lights just kept passing by me, with some regularity. 
they were yellow and orange and bled together in no way i have ever 
seen. 

thank god i’m a running shoe that doesn’t run. i like television. i’m the 
pair of shoes that was bought by someone shortly after their new years 
resolution, as empty as the shoe box the moment they got home. i sit 
now at the edge of the bed, toe box peeking out under the edge of the 
bedskirt curtain, the screen flickering with beautiful flashes. i want to go 
there, to those places, but i would have to work, and thank god i am a 
running shoe that doesn’t run. 

woozy and spinning and like the bathroom linoleum is waltzing instead 
of me, who does the waltzing. i stepped in something sweet and bitter 
and soaked it up with my laces. it wasn’t too good and so i had some 
more, and more, and it shot to my soles. i quaffed this pool below me 
with my tread and i tried not to slip, but it became harder, with time, like 
i am tired. but i have not just explored jungles or the arctic or the murky 
swamps born in the rain, so why am i tired? 

shit! shit shit shit. this is shit. i am shitty, a shitty shoe. some dog shat 
and i am now dressed in the same defecation the dog dropped. my 
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tread? shitty. my laces are clean, i guess. maybe they can hang me up, 
spin me around, and leave me to rot in the stench of it. just hanging, 
darling, shaking and convulsing in protest until my strings can no longer 
dance the regret from their plastic tips and i know i am a lost cause. “to 
the trash can,” i will hear and i will go against my will, with this shit on 
me, because i couldn’t have taken it off, hanging. 

swooping, pungent, bright melodies. the arcs of sound weave a perfume 
at one moment vibrant in springtime green, rebirth of a world after a 
wintery wail, the next shift in the breeze and i see a wall of stinking, 
rotting, road-kill in all its festering pulchritude, streaks of pink and flecks 
of creamy, quivering maggots. the black base beneath slides by, roiling 
in the heat, peeling off in waves of intoxicating chemical suspension—
stooping. stopping, and soaking in the beauty, in the beauty, and that 
which is not. 

finally, from so little sleeping and so much running, my laces shorn, 
soles beat up—i went completely out of my minds.  quite possibly, 
every damn pair of shoes in our world feels this way—little, frightened, 
used. stepped on and worn down stretched out and done in and turned 
out fed up. 

some shoes get the world at their feet. some shoes—and this isn’t me; 
no, i wasn’t this lucky—get to travel and walk and taste the streets or 
fields and feels. i’m in this box. 

it is me, but cleaner, and slightly more defined. here, less foam, and 
lighter. around the toe, some seams have disappeared but i can tell 
i am outclassed and old news, paling to this copy of me, with some 
tweaks. is it all over that soon? 
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Ivaylo Pasev
Cold Water

	 Pancakes.	Good!	 I’m	awake	now.	A	 source	 of	 light	 is	 in	 the	
bedroom.	I	can	sense	it.	A	crisp	white	brightness.	It	must	be	snowing.	I	
press	the	button	on	the	clock.		“It	is	seven	twenty-three	am,”	the	metal	
voice	says.	Well,	good	morning	then.	I	swing	my	legs	from	underneath	
the	heavy	warm	blanket,	landing	on	my	slippers	–	exactly	where	I	left	
them	 last	 night.	Good!	You	 have	 not	 betrayed	me.	 Let’s	 see	 now.	 I	
know	exactly	where	the	window	is,	but	this	morning	it	 is	even	easier	
to	find.	Following	the	cold,	I	unlock	the	hinges	and	open	it,	sticking	my	
hand	out.	Brr.	A	few	cold	needles	impale	my	palm.	I	shut	the	window	as	
I	wipe	the	melted	snowflakes	in	my	robe.	They	have	always	fascinated	
me.	People	tell	me	how	beautiful	they	are	with	their	symmetric	shapes	
and	crystal	form.	But	snowflakes	trick	me.	They	don’t	let	me	enjoy	the	
experience.	Landing	on	my	hand,	they	melt.	Disappointing.	To	me	they	
are	nothing	different	than	cold	water.	
	 The	crisp	air	from	the	window,	cuts	sharply	through	the	room.	
The	drifting	snowflakes	outside	cool	the	air	as	it	passes	through	them.	
It’s	almost	like	a	filter.	The	wind	is	the	same,	but	now	instead	of	passing	
through	the	blossoms	of	the	trees,	it	purifies	itself	within	the	snow.	
	 The	 cardboard	 boxes	 in	 the	 room	 tell	 their	 stories	 of	 travel	
with	 their	muffling	 smell.	They	must	 be	 crinkling	at	 the	bottom	 from	
the	weight	of	all	the	things	we	had	put	on	them.	They	felt	soft	to	the	
touch.	And	glossy.	Mom	had	put	Christmas	wrapping	paper	to	cover	
the	boxes.	For	them,	it	covered	the	ugliness	of	the	boxes,	for	me	it	kind	
of	masked	the	smell.	Besides	I	liked	the	way	it	felt.	I	run	my	fingers	on	
it	now.	Gliding.	 I	wonder	what	 it	 looks	 like?	 I	 imagined	 it	was	pretty.	
Something	 you	would	 look	 at	 for	 some	 time.	Mom	didn’t	 like	 it	 and	
I	wondered	why.	She	would	always	 tell	me	to	stay	away	 from	them.	
That,	“we	will	get	some	furniture	soon	don’t	worry.”	 I	wasn’t	worried.	
Just	confused.	
	 I	feel	for	my	backpack.	Top	right	side	of	the	bed,	three	and	a	
half	feet	to	the	right.	First	zipper.	To	the	right	side	of	the	bag.	It	jingles	
as	my	fingers	grasp	it.	Unzip.	Slowly.	The	slider	setting	free	the	teeth.	
One	by	one.	I	listen	as	each	one	lets	out	a	cry	of	freedom.	I	like	the	
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rhythm. Predictable. I know what’s coming until the zipper ends. Open. 
Good! Still here. Napkins, a water bottle, a banana, tic-tacs, and a knit 
hat. Next pocket. In it, the slate and stylus, and my Perkins braillewriter. 
It is so heavy, bulging the bag. Thank goodness the bag has wheels. I 
feel the straps stretching as I slide it back in. Tension forms once again. 
The zipper is always harder to close than it is to open. I close it quickly 
this time. 
 “Ivan! Oh thank god you’re up,” mom says. She had snuck up 
behind me. I always hear her coming but not this morning. “Pancakes 
are ready on the table.”
 “I know mom. Smells delicious! Thank you. Be right there,” I 
say. 
 She gets up early everyday. Always before me to make sure the 
coast is clear. It is really mom’s breakfast that signals the beginning of 
the day for me. The smell invades the two-bedroom apartment, sneaks 
in through the keyhole, slips underneath the blanket, cuddles next to 
me, and wakes me up. It smells just like home. Mom has tried hard the 
past two months, begging the bare walls of the apartment to accept 
the smell. The aroma of Bulgarian Feta, pitka, giuveche, and banitsa 
had been unsuccessfully trying to glaze the walls with comfortable 
familiarity. But the apartment was stubborn. It would not take it. An 
eviction. 
 I finger the fork with little effort. Mom puts it in the exact same 
side, exact same distance, exact same direction every time I sit for 
breakfast. Thank you! It’s just me on the kitchen table and mom on 
the stove making pancakes. She always makes them fresh. It’s a quiet 
morning. So quiet I could hear the bubbles of pancake mix popping on 
the skillet right before mom flips them over. A crescendo. 
 The marmalade is open. I can tell. It smells of grandma’s apron 
on Sunday mornings. Strawberries spill from the jar, slide onto the 
smooth table, up into my shirt, and invade my nostrils. Mom places a 
plate in front of me. The pancakes are fusing with each other. I peel 
them apart and they make a wet sound. Ungluing. 
 I reach for the marmalade. It magically comes to me. 
 “Here you go,” an eager voice left of me says. 
 Damn. Again, I missed it. I’m 0 for 2 today. My brother sneaks 
beside me. He radiates warmth. Fresh out of bed. I know he’s still in 
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his pajamas. I can smell them on him. He’s six, only four years younger 
than me. 
 “Why thank you Viktor,” I say. 
 “You’re welcome!” he taps on the table. 
 “How’d you sleep?” I ask. 
 “Good!”
 “Any dreams?” 
 “Uuum…” a pause, “oh yes! My shadow.”
 “Your shadow?” I ask. 
 “Yes, it was gone. I couldn’t find it. You had yours. And mommy 
hers and daddy his, but mine was missing,” he sounds concerned. 
 Shadows are a fascinating thing to me. I can’t really understand 
it. I can’t touch them. I can’t feel them. Apparently something attached to 
you caused by light, but lacking light itself. Always attached, clenching 
to your feet. Must be a fun companion to have in life. I am glad that I 
had a shadow in Viktor’s dream. But why didn’t he? 
 “Maybe it’s a good thing,” I say trying to make it better. 
 “No its not,” he sounds frustrated with me now. “Shadows are 
fun. They’re tall or short, or funny looking. But not gone. That was 
scary.”
 I am so proud of him. Analyzing his dream and all. He is so smart. 
And no matter how frustrated he is at me for not being compassionate 
to his lack of shadow, I still think that it’s a good thing. Yea you get a 
companion, but I have a feeling that it might slow you down at times. I 
am not sure how much shadows weigh, but they must be pretty heavy. 
I think that one day he will understand that it’s actually kind of liberating 
that he has no shadow. 
 “Did you dream,” Viktor tries to change the subject. 
 “I did now that I think about it.”
 “Ohh ohh! What was it about,” Viktor asks. I can feel him getting 
closer. A light thump and then its echo. His elbows just got on the table. 
 “I dreamt about today actually. Mom had made toast for 
breakfast,” oh wow, another miss for today. 0 for 3. I couldn’t get 
anything this morning, “and then we left for school. It was very cold 
and it was very quiet on the street. And then it got too quiet. So I started 
calling out for mom, dad, and you. But you guys weren’t there. I yelled 
so loud, but no one answered.”
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 “Were you scared,” Viktor interjects. 
	 “No,”	I	confidently	lie.	“I	was	fine.	It	was	just	weird	is	all.	I	didn’t	
know	where	you	guys	went.”
	 “Ivan	 honey,	 you	 know	we’d	 never	 just	 leave	 you	 like	 that,”	
mom	says,	gently	 landing	a	plate	of	pancakes	 in	 front	of	Viktor.	He	
unsticks	them	like	me.	
	 “I	know	mom,	it’s	just	a	dumb	dream,”	I	say.	
	 “As	long	as	you	know	we’re	always	by	you,”	she	says.	“Come	
on	eat,	they’re	getting	cold.	You	got	a	big	day	ahead.”
	 Viktor	spent	the	rest	of	breakfast	talking	about	some	YouTube	
videos	he	had	been	watching	recently.	Something	about	planets	and	
how	 we	 know	 more	 about	 outer	 space	 than	 the	 oceans	 on	 Earth.	
He	 had	 been	watching	 too	many	 videos	 lately.	 They	were	National	
Geographic	 and	 Discovery	 and	 things	 like	 that	 all	 translated	 in	
Bulgarian	on	YouTube.	Mom	tried	to	pry	him	from	his	phone	to	get	him	
to	watch	Curious	George,	and	Sesame	Street,	and	other	PBS	shows.	
The	past	month,	I	would	sit	in	front	of	them	religiously.	Trying	to	catch	
some	words	of	English.	Using	my	one	year	of	basic	English	in	Bulgaria	
to	maybe	understand	something.	It	was	hard	because	a	lot	of	the	time	
Big	Bird	would	say	things	like	“Look	here,”	or	“What	letter	is	this,”	or	
“Lets	count	these	cars	together.”	How	was	I	supposed	to	know?
	 Mom	goes	over	to	the	TV	to	turn	on	PBS.	The	channel	would	
run	24/7	in	the	small	apartment.	Elmo	and	Big	Bird	and	Caillou.	Their	
voices	echoing.	Bouncing	on	walls.	Sickening.	And	then	we	got	saved.	
Dad’s	key	prompts	mom	to	lower	the	volume.	The	wooden	door	creeks	
open.	Dad	drops	his	nylon	bag	to	the	floor.	He	doesn’t	have	a	lunchbox	
or	anything.	Just	a	nylon	bag	where	he	carries	both	of	his	lunches,	one	
for	each	job,	and	his	gloves.	A	soon	as	we	landed	at	O’Hare,	we	didn’t	
get	too	far	into	the	city,	staying	close	to	the	airport.	We	landed,	found	
an	apartment	for	rent	nearby	and	mom	and	dad	started	working.	That’s	
basically	what	happened.	
	 Mom	babysits	kids	from	the	neighborhood.	Whatever	she	can	
find.	Dad	works	at	the	airport	as	a	baggage	handler	for	his	first	job	and	
goes	to	a	warehouse	for	British	Airways	for	his	second	job.	He	leaves	
mid	afternoon	and	comes	back	the	next	morning.	He	smells	like…well	
I	 don’t	 know	what	he	smells	 like.	Work	 I	 think.	Maybe	 it	 is	 him	 that	
makes	the	house	smell	like	cardboard	boxes.	
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 “Good morning all,” Dad says. 
	 Donuts.	I	smell	their	suffocating	sweetness	in	the	box.	But	it’s	
Viktor’s	excited	jump	next	to	me	and	mom’s	groan	that	cues	me	that	it’s	
really donuts. 
	 “I	 told	you	 I	was	making	pancakes.	Why	are	you	bringing…”	
mom	can’t	finish	her	sentence.
	 “Donuts,	donuts,	donuts,”	Viktor	is	jumping	ecstatically,	making	
the	plates	of	pancakes	and	mom’s	temper	shake.	
	 “I	know	I	know.	I	just	wanted	it	to	be	a	surprise,”	dad	says.	
I hear the donuts shifting inside the box as he fends Viktor away from 
them. 
	 “Besides,	it’s	a	special	day.	You	ready	Ivan,”	he	continues.	
	 “I	guess	so.	I	don’t	really	have	a	chance	do	I,”	
	 “Oh	he’s	ready	alright,	no	doubt	about	that,”	mom	defends	me.	
 “Of course he is,” dad agrees. 
	 “He’s	got	it,”	Viktor	says	not	to	be	left	out.	
 
	 I	am	brushing	my	teeth.	Attempting	to	scrub	the	sugar	from	the	
sweet	breakfast.	I	usually	skip	that	meal	but	I	forced	myself	today.	My	
parents	were	finally	able	to	work	out	some	documents	with	the	local	
school	and	today	I’d	finally	get	to	experience	American	school	for	the	
first	time.	Fifth	grade.	I	have	no	idea	what	to	expect.	What	to	hear,	what	
to	smell,	what	to	touch.	I	don’t	know.
	 “Remember,	 Ivan,	 room	 302,	 Mr.	 Lai,”	 dad	 interrupts	 the	
running faucet as I wash my face. 
 “Thank you dad. Got it,” I say. 
	 I	had	almost	forgotten.	So	I	start	to	repeat	it	in	my	head.	Ivan,	
302,	Mr.	Lai.	Ivan,	302,	Mr.	Lai.	Mom	has	laid	out	my	clothes	on	the	bed	
as	she	does	each	morning.	Still	warm	from	the	iron.	Left	sock	–	Ivan.	
Right	sock	–	302.	Left	leg	in	pants	–	Mr.	Lai.	Right	leg	in	pants	–	Ivan. 
Belt	–	302.	Left	arm	through	sleeve-	Mr.	Lai.	Right	arm	–	Ivan.	Warm.	
Ivan.	302.	Mr.	Lai. 
 “Ready when you are,” I yell to the kitchen.
	 “Ok	we’re	almost	ready.	Come	sit	on	the	couch,	bring	your	bag	
too,” mom yells. 
	 I	grab	the	bag,	slowly	lifting	it.	I	forgot	how	heavy	it	actually	is.	
I	don’t	want	to	roll	it	on	the	floor	because	I	know	dad	will	disapprove.	
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He’ll say how I’ll scratch the tiles or make them dirty or the neighbors 
below will complain. I understood though. This was not our house and 
we all had a feeling that our neighbors downstairs didn’t really want 
us here. We needed to be very careful. Besides I don’t want to get 
on dad’s bad side. Especially today. So I carry it, stopping for breaks 
at every corner. Finally, the couch. I sit listening to the faint sound of 
Curious George making sounds. He’s always been more confused and 
misguided than he was curious anyway. 
 I know mom, dad, and Viktor are almost ready when the kitchen 
faucet turns on. The cold water beats the bottom of the glass cup that 
mom puts underneath. It fills, slowly at first and then all of a sudden. 
The pitch changes. Hollow then flattening out as it spills over. Tradition. 
 “Let’s go,” mom reaches for my elbow and pulls me up off the 
couch. 
 Ivan. 302. Mr. Lai. Ivan. 302. Mr. Lai. 
 My shoes are in their designated place. Already tied. I slip them 
on, tugging the shoe laces to make sure they are tight. 
 “What time is it,” I ask mom.
 “Eight o’clock, we have time. Forty-five minutes. We’ll make it,” 
she says. 
 The school is only supposed to be a ten-minute walk from the 
apartment. We practiced, testing it out last week. It took us a whole thirty 
minutes. I wasn’t handling the potholes in the sidewalk well. Hesitation. 
I was scared that I would fall down even when mom and dad both had 
me under their arm. My brother ran around us. “What’s this? What kind 
of car? Mom, look at that.” His curiosity broke the silence of that cold 
morning. I didn’t mind it though. I needed something to distract me and 
the others from my feet’s unwillingness to pass each other up. 
 “Ok, ready? Come on, dad will help you down the stairs,” mom 
says as dad grabs me underneath the shoulder, signaling each of the 
six stairs that we climb down. 
 Before we take the first step, a hiss. Mom spills the cup of cold 
water on the steps, paving my trail. Tradition. May your path flow easy 
like water. I really hope that this does more than just wet the stairs and 
confuse our neighbors. I need all I can get right now. We climb down, 
feeling the wetness under our boots. 
 “Careful. Take your time,” dad guides me. 
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 He opens the door downstairs. The cold punches my face. As 
I step out, I can feel the cold needles puncture my face. It feels nice 
once you get used to it. Wakes you up pretty quick that’s for sure. I 
tilt my head up. I feel the snowflakes melt on my forehead. You can 
almost hear them hiss as they land. Their journey long. Excited to be 
part of the white carpet that covers the street. Anxious to make their 
contribution to it. Ready to fit in with the rest. I heard they were all 
different shapes but once they land and become part of the rest of the 
snowfall, they trade that individual beauty for the collective one on the 
ground. But for those that landed on my forehead, how disappointing 
it must have been. To go all that way and be a part of such a beautiful 
dance, just to land on this kid’s hot forehead and melt in an instant. 
Discouraging. 
 Mom and Viktor make it downstairs. 
 “You want me to pull your bag Ivan,” mom asks. 
 “No no, I can get it. Please,” I say. 
 She hands me the handle of the rolling bag. It is warm and 
kind of wet. Her hand was sweating. I grabbed the handle. It feels 
comforting. With dad still under my shoulder, and the backpack in my 
other hand, we begin to walk. Slowly. I can hear my mom’s footsteps 
crunching in front of us. 
 “Wait! Stop,” I say. 
 I want to walk on my own.
 “No absolutely not. Ivan, it’s snowing and its icy on the sidewalk. 
Remember last week when we tried it,” dad says. 
 “I need to do this. Please! You guys can still stay close behind 
me, but I want to walk on my own, especially today. Please,” I say. 
 There is a pause. I can feel them looking at each other. They 
had learned to communicate like that but I had caught on and could 
almost tell what they were thinking. I listen. The snow crunches beneath 
our feet although we don’t move. 
 “Look, I’ll swing my bag around like this so that’s in front of me 
and it would be like a white cane,” I interject with the hope to sway their 
opinion. They have always tried to allow me to be independent in many 
ways. They wanted to make sure that I knew they were there for me, 
but did not want that to stop me from treading my own path. They just 
need a little push. 
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 A pause again.
 “Ok, but you need to take it slow. Swing the bag around and 
push slow. We’ll be right behind you. There’s not a lot of snow on the 
ground but its still a little slippery,” dad says. 
 Yes! I swing the bag in front with excitement and begin to roll 
slowly at first. Mom, dad, and Viktor follow closely behind me. I hear 
them whispering, but now I’m focused on the road ahead. The sidewalk 
is sectioned with slabs and the bag makes little dips every three feet. 
It establishes a rhythm and I maintain it. Slow. I focus on it. I start to 
name the concrete slabs. Ivan. 302. Mr. Lai. Ivan 302. Mr. Lai. It’s 
comforting. There are no turns for now, so I get comfortable. I speed 
the rhythm just a bit. Ivan. 302. Mr. Lai. 

 “IVAN! Are you ok,” mom yells in the empty street.
 My butt feels cold. I’m sitting on the icy concrete. The rolling 
bag failed to warn me of an icy concrete slab. I feel myself. Good! 
Nothing broken. Everything seems to be intact. Just a simple fall. 
 “I’m fine mom, I just fell, that’s all,” I say.
 But that’s not convincing enough. The rest of the way, I get 
escorted by mom and dad at each side. I even lost the privilege of 
pulling my own backpack. Viktor was now behind us creating the 
rhythm. As we near the school, the streets begin to fill up. I can hear 
voices of older people and younger kids. Cars begin to pass by 
frequently. Horns. More rolling backpacks join into concert. And here 
we are. A ten-year-old man in the middle of his parents with his little 
brother pulling his backpack behind them. What a first impression. 

 Ivan. 302. Mr. Lai. Ivan. 302. Mr. Lai. 
 They sit me down at a lunchroom table. It smells of sweat, eggs, 
and fresh notebooks. There’s sounds all around me. It all sounds like 
something Big Bird would say but I understand nothing. I feel people 
sitting on the same table as me. It squeaks as they shift their weight. I 
get bumped a couple of times as people try to walk behind me. 
 Ivan. 302. Mr. Lai
 Something pokes me in the shoulder. I don’t know what to do. 
I don’t know what to do. I turn to the direction, with my eyes closed 
hoping that communicates something to the source of the poking. 
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Instead I get another poke. The table that I’m sitting at seems to get 
quieter. I start to feel burning eyeballs. I pray for the snowflakes on my 
forehead but they don’t come. I don’t know what to do. 
 “Ivan. 302. Mr. Lai,” I say the only thing I know. Nothing. “Ivan. 
302. Mr. Lai. Ivan 302. Mr. Lai,” my voice increases in volume hoping 
that would either help or scare away. 
 A voice comes from the other side of the table, “He can’t hear.” 
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Jack Doughty
Things That Know No End

I. Home 
 Take away the shanty strip mall, the Super Wal-Mart, and the 
Parkview Hospital that it is perched on a hill overlooking US highway 
24. Take away all five Subway Sandwich restaurant chains, six parks, 
and nine schools. Take away the farm equipment stores, the movie 
theater, Jimmy Pop’s Pizza, the painted fire hydrants, the bridges, the 
bowling alleys. 
 It is 1950 in Huntington, Indiana and we’re downtown. Pine, 
Oak, and Cherry are among the many trees that surround the small 
community. Light posts and telephone poles sprout upward from the 
cracked sidewalks like sunflowers. Men in white hoods roam the sun-
splashed streets in front of the courthouse. A Klux Klux Klan rally is in 
full effect. A sign in the distance reads “Peace on Earth.”

II. Sundown 
 For many years, Huntington was a “sundown town.” 
Sundown towns are all-white municipalities or neighborhoods 
in the United States that practice a form of segregation by 
enforcing restrictions that exclude people of other races via some 
combination of discriminatory local laws, intimidation, and 
violence.
 It was tough to be black in Huntington.
 It was tough to be black in Huntington when the sun went down.
 Strange Fruit, sang Billie Holiday, blood on the leaves and   
 blood on the root—
  Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze.
  Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.
  The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth.
  Scent of magnolias, sweet and fresh.
  Then the sudden smell of burning flesh.
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 Over-time, Huntington has taken action to hide and erase 
its racist history. Scholars, historians, and citizens of the town 
have continually been denied access to certain files in our local 
library that contain evidence of Huntington’s racist past. Evidence 
that reveals the hatred and injustice that is now locked behind the 
closed doors of the local library, soaked beneath the trees in the 
park that my friends and I would often climb in our adolescence, 
and silenced by the trains screams that could be heard from my 
room, just a few miles away. But even as I write today, in the 
middle of Memorial Park—Huntington’s largest and most popular 
children’s park—a small stone building remains. A building that 
was used to imprison runaway slaves until their owners could come 
and collect them like stray dogs.

III. God is Good All the Time?
 I am the son of an English professor who taught for over 
twenty years at a Christian university just down the street from 
where my family lived. And for many years my mom served as 
a children’s pastor at a church across town. Needless to say, I 
was raised in a Christian home. Being around my parents’ work 
growing up provided me with a unique perspective on the roles 
Christians have in their communities. I was raised to believe in a 
God that was understanding, merciful, and loving to people from 
all walks of life. And for most of my childhood I was naïve enough 
to think that this is what all Christians believed. Apparently, my 
parents’ colleagues had a different interpretation of the Bible, 
because my parents’ faith was often called into question. In my 
dad’s final work evaluation, he was rated “exceeding expectations” 
in all categories except for his judgment. Earlier in that year, to the 
dismay of the university president, my dad demanded the college 
adopt new policies for dealing with cases of discrimination after 
one of the university’s black students was bullied and the university 
responded by telling that student to “stay in his room.”
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“The one who hates his brother is in the darkness and walks in 
the darkness, and does not know where he is going because the 
darkness has blinded his eyes.” 1 John 2:11

As I got older, I realized that the same people I sat next to in church 
and sang worship songs with were the same people who were 
inconvenienced, unsettled, and even angered by the presence of 
black families in our community. Huntington’s churches walked in 
the darkness. 

IV. All White  
 Everyone was white. The ladies who prepared my lunch 
at school were white, the men who coached my pee-wee football 
teams and lead my church youth groups were white, and every 
teacher in the Huntington County School Corporation was white. 
Of course, this went either unnoticed, or was completely acceptable 
to the people in my community. It was as if Huntington were an 
open field filled with sunflowers. All of us sunflowers looked the 
same, so nobody ever thought about planting daisies in our field. 
Out of the 2,000 flowers at my high school, only four of them 
were daisies and not one of them graduated. Somehow, this never 
bothered anyone either.
V. Javon
 One of the four black students I knew was Javon; he was 
a skinny kid with buzzed hair and baggy clothes. From the very 
beginning, Javon was never well liked by teachers or parents; he was 
rarely encouraged, never praised, and never received the benefit of 
the doubt. I always assumed Javon was a punk because everyone 
else treated him as such. In truth, Javon was the only black kid most 
of the kids at my school knew. Over time, Javon became famous for 
talking shit to the white kids on the bus that would try and get a 
rise out of him. In elementary and middle school, I often watched 
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out of the back window of our bus as Javon was beaten by white 
kids four years older than him in the street just outside of his house. 
Javon always got back up. I could see the tears swelling in Javon’s 
eyes, but he would never allow himself actually to cry. He could 
not. Not crying was Javon’s only victory in these moments. It was a 
“fuck you” to Javon’s aggressors. As I reflect on this memory eight-
years later, I cringe with guilt. I feel guilty because I said nothing. I 
feel guilty because I did nothing. I feel guilty because Javon was the 
alien in the neighborhood, and us white-folk had even managed to 
rid him of the ability to cry like the rest of us. It was dehumanizing.

VI. Unforgettable
 I remember the first time I realized that someone I knew 
was being openly racist. It was an especially warm summer night in 
Huntington, Indiana. Through a window, I could see that the sun 
was setting, and the clouds cast a dark hue across the sky. My friend 
James and I were waiting in our friend Blake’s house while he made 
his way home from a baseball tournament. James was beating me 
in a close game of ping pong as Blake’s drunken father loudly made 
his way down the basement steps. Blake’s father, Mark, was a self-
proclaimed alcoholic. Mark wore a beer gut and deeply reddened 
face from his long career as the designated beached-whale that 
drank too many Bloody-Mary’s under the sun on family spring 
break trips. Mark propped himself up against a nearby wall and 
began telling James and me about the “niggers” he worked with at 
his construction company. “They’re not all bad,” Mark said. “I work 
with one nigger-boy, and he keeps to himself. And I make sure to 
let him know that I appreciate it.” James and I glared at each other 
in discomfort between points as we continued our game of ping 
pong. In between belches, Mark continued “It’s the bad ones you 
gotta watch out for. Ya know? The niggers that think they can do 
what they want.”
 After Mark emptied a couple more Bud Lights into his 
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already swelling stomach, after James and I exchanged a number 
of uncomfortable looks, after our game of ping pong became the 
means of distracting James and I from the present conversation, 
after the two of us migrated upstairs to the kitchen in a desperate 
attempt to avoid any further story-telling, after Mark drunkenly 
informed James and I on how we should deal with “niggers” for 
another twenty minutes, after the extended periods of time in 
which neither James or I said anything to Mark in the hopes that 
it might help the conversation come to an end, and after Mark 
eventually fell asleep with his hands clasping a can of beer against 
his bulging belly, the door opened and in walked Blake. I had never 
been so happy to see anyone, and the three of us retreated to the 
basement. Neither James or I mentioned to Blake the disturbing 
show his father put on that night for the two of us, but I will never 
forget how uncomfortable those moments made me feel.

VII. Privileged
 As I got older, I moved on from feeling guilty in cases like 
Javon’s. I moved on from feeling uncomfortable in the presence 
of people like Blake’s dad. I had now begun to feel angry and 
confrontational when placed inside of a scenario that I felt people 
were being discriminated against because of their skin color. But 
I quickly realized I was the minority in Huntington. During my 
junior year of high school, I gave a presentation to my American 
History class. I was typically apathetic about giving presentations, 
but I was eager to give this one. Mrs. Brown, my teacher, was an 
old white lady with red hair that shined like candle-light. Mrs. 
Brown spent the whole year avoiding our textbook and telling 
stories instead because according to her “she had been doing this 
long enough, and her stories were better than what the book had to 
offer.” She was also blatantly racist—but not in the weird way that 
your 90-year-old grandma might be. There was a certain level of 
excitement and pride in Mrs. Brown’s voice when she told us about 
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“The last known lynching that took place in Marion, Indiana, just 
30 miles away!” Either way, the majority of my all-white class did 
not seem to care.
 I gave my presentation in front of a panel that included 
Mrs. Brown, some members of the school board, and the mayor of 
Huntington. I was presenting on the mass incarceration of black 
men in America. This was my way of confronting Mrs. Brown—she 
had made me sit through enough of her lectures containing subtle 
racism, and now she was going to listen to me talk about white 
privilege. I was going to expose her, or at the very least, make her 
angry and let her know where I stood.
 So, for the next twelve minutes, I showed videos of police 
brutality, played protest songs, and threw out various statistics on 
mass incarceration. I felt good about my work. All of my classmates’ 
presentations before mine received a loud applause, follow-up-
questions and feedback. However, my presentation was met with a 
few slow, uneasy claps and a quick transition to the next speaker. It 
is safe to say my attempts to get under Mrs. Brown’s skin were futile. 
Mrs. Brown went on to win Teacher of The Year that same year, and 
the feedback she gave me on my presentation the following week 
read “just be thankful.” What was I supposed to be thankful for? My 
privilege. I was supposed to be alright with the mass incarceration 
of black American men and be thankful for my white privilege.

VIII. My Ticket Out  
 It is May 28, 2016 and the gymnasium is filled to capacity 
with families from the community. Fathers bouncing babies on 
laps, mothers fiddling with cameras, grandparents fighting the 
urge to fall asleep—all of these spectators are seated above me on 
bleachers that rise high in every direction I can see. However, I am 
waiting on the wooden floor of the gymnasium for my name to 
be called—I am graduating from high school. Three months from 
now I will be leaving for Wabash College, and for me, going away to 
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college is not only an opportunity to get an education, but it is also 
a great chance for me to finally get away from Huntington and all 
of its ugliness. Even though Wabash is only two-and-a-half-hours 
away from Huntington, I sit in my chair at graduation and envision 
a different life for myself. I envision Wabash as a place where the 
student body is more diverse, more accepting, and more educated 
and open to new ideas. As far as I am concerned, the other 342 high 
school graduates are waiting for their diplomas—I am waiting for 
my ticket out of Huntington. 

IX. Welcome to Wabash
 Four months after high school graduation and it is August 
20, 2016 and now I am the one sitting above an audience—this time 
in Wabash College’s Chapel. On the lower level of the Chapel, a 
dozen wooden pews filled with parents all face a red carpeted stage 
that is fixed in the back of the small building. I sit in the balcony of 
the Chapel amongst 229 of my fellow incoming freshmen students. 
The shining summer sun is intensified by the white walls of the 
Chapel. There is no air conditioning, just the glistening evidence of 
heat dripping from the foreheads of the audience. At the end of his 
welcome speech, President Hess grips a bronze bell in his left hand 
and exclaims: “Class of 2020, welcome to Wabash.” Ding! Ding! 
Ding!

X. Kids These Days 
 In an attempt to make a difference in the lives of some local 
children I had joined College Mentors for Kids at Wabash and was 
paired with a Hispanic fourth-grade student named Albert. The 
two of us met each Thursday for two hours with a group of his 
peers and other college mentors on campus. It was clear from the 
very start that both Albert and I had gotten lucky, the two of us 
enjoyed a lot of the same interests. I found common ground with 
Albert through our shared love for soccer, tamales, video games 
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and Nike sneakers among many other things. One day while having 
a conversation about how to get into college, Albert confided in me 
and revealed that he has a problem with failing his spelling tests. “I 
get all the letters mixed up, and I don’t know how to study,” Albert 
said to me in a quiet and embarrassed tone. Albert continued, 
“My parents can’t really help me, and I don’t like to ask the teacher 
for help because my friends will think I’m dumb.” Albert went on 
to tell me that his first language is actually Spanish, and with the 
exception of his grandma, he is the only member of his family that 
can speak English. Just moments later our conversation took an 
unexpected turn when Albert asked just loud enough for me to 
hear: “Do you like Donald Trump?” I could tell Albert did not want 
other people to hear, and was afraid of what I might say. “Absolutely 
not” I replied. A smile slide across Alberts face.

XI. I was Wrong About a Lot of This 
 I woke up early on a November morning as I often do, and 
completed what had become my morning ritual for the past four 
months at Wabash. I carefully lowered myself from my lofted bed 
onto a cold rug that covered the entirety of my room, I showered 
behind a small plastic curtain, brushed my teeth in front of a 
clouded mirror, and got dressed in total silence. Shortly afterwards 
I walked—or perhaps shuffled—to breakfast where I filled up on 
the essentials: eggs, fruit, and green tea. Leaving the dining hall 
and walking to my English class, everything about that Wednesday 
morning in November seemed to be in its usual place, but the 
nakedness of the trees, the quick drop in temperature, and the 
converging of clouds in the morning sky did their best to warn me 
that the day would be anything but normal. It was Election Day in 
America, and for most of the day, and with every fiber of my being, 
I wanted to believe that America would vote Hillary Clinton into 
the presidential office. 
 I spent the remainder of that gray November day trying to 
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distract myself from the rest of the world. In just a few months as a 
college student at Wabash I had heard far too much mansplaining 
by privileged white males, seen more than enough “Make America 
Great Again” hats on the heads of my peers, and felt too many 
similarities between the blinding hatred of my hometown and my 
new home. It was silly of me to expect such a far-reaching problem 
like racism to disappear because I had moved two hours south of 
Huntington.

XII. Questions 
 Sometime around 9:00pm it had become clear to me that 
the election results were going to be too close for my comfort, so 
I went on a run. The November day was cold and gloomy, but the 
night proved colder and darker. What was I running for? Or rather, 
what was I running from? I spent nineteen years in Huntington 
feeling the pain of ignorance, seeing the clutches of hate and 
intolerance, and carrying the weight of sadness and frustration in 
my tender heart. So, I ran. I arrived at Wabash—my safe haven—
only to find out that people everywhere are capable of the same 
ugliness that I experienced during my childhood—and I wanted 
to run. And somehow, maybe acknowledging for the first time, 
that tomorrow when the election results would come out, ugliness 
would stand on its podium once again in victory. And so, I ran.

XIII. A Vicious Cycle 
 I was standing on the red bricks in the heart of campus 
waiting for the bus full of fourth graders to come to a stop when I 
heard it. Fourth grade boys shouting out of the windows of their 
bus: “Make America Great Again!” and “Build the wall…make 
Mexicans pay for it!” For a moment I was shocked, but then my 
mind quickly leapt to Albert, who was the last of the students to 
come off of the bus. Albert’s gaze was fixed on the black of the 
pavement as if there were answers, or maybe alternate emotions 
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beneath the hard pavement to answer for what he was feeling 
inside. The ten-year-old students continued to shout throughout 
the halls of our building as I sat down to comfort Albert. I was 
angry at the parents of these kids for burdening ten-year-olds with 
such nonsense and ugliness. I was concerned that many of the 
students were shouting hateful remarks that they did not fully grasp 
or understand the consequences of supporting. Most of all my heart 
broke for Albert—a ten-year-old kid that was feeling the weight of 
the world that day. I sat in silence with Albert while he cried, and 
for the first time, I did not feel like running.
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