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Context Essay 

Defining the Formation of Identity of "Self-as-Writer": 
Contextualizing "Bullet Holes in the Snow" 

"I got that same feeling as when you look over a cliff and you get that little hole in your heart -
there's lots of that. But in a funny, sick kind of way, it's a good feeling. It tells you you're still 
alive, your heart's still beating. That's when the best feelings come: when you've dealt with a 
situation like that and you've come out in good shape. After the worst feelings, you feel great 
again." -Emma Richards (225) 
"The books one reads in childhood, and perhaps most of all the bad and good bad books, create in 
one's mind a sort of false map of the world, a series of fabulous countries into which one can 
retreat at odd moments throughout the rest of life, and which in some cases can survive a visit to 
the real countries which they are supposed to represent." - George Orwell "Riding Down from 
Bangor" (170) 

I originally set about writing this series of essays, this collection of vignettes, this 

montage, this personal memoir or, rather this academic creative thesis, so that I could 

relate what I considered to be my unique manner of growing up, what and who 

influenced me to become who I am today, and who I hope to be tomorrow- a writer. 

However, I have discovered while writing that what I want more than anything is to be 

able to hold my five-, twelve-, nineteen-, and twenty two-year-old self close and let her 

know that everything is going to be all right. bell hooks describes the process of writing 

her autobiographical narrative similarly: 'The longing to tell one's story and the process 

of telling is symbolically a gesture of longing to recover the past in such a way that one 

experiences both a sense of reunion and a sense of release" ( 431 ). I want to revisit my 

ghosts in the myriad different circumstances I remember finding myself in and realize 

even though I was not sure how everything would end up, I would somehow figure it out 

and write my way through it. Throughout the process of producing this creative project -

writing about becoming and being a writer - I am able to look back and reexamine the 

books I read, the people I met, and the things that happened to me, and contextualize my 

experiences within my identity as a writer. I consider them all reminders that we are 

resilient. We carry on. I carried on. I am a writer. 
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One of the greatest lessons that I learned while in school was that, as a writer, one 

does not simply have "a voice" or a singular, distinctive and recognizable "voice." 

Depending upon the genre, the material, the mood, age, or location of the writer, one can 

have dozens of "voices" that can, most importantly, change over time. Carl H. Klaus 

talks about this myth of the singular voice: "The myth of 'finding one's voice' strongly 

implies that once having found it, one will never lose it, never change it. But the nature of 

experience suggests otherwise" (58). Within my creative project I set up literal (and 

literary) guideposts and transitional markers that signal the reader of my maturation as a 

writer through my experiences, such as keeping an observational journal like Harriet the 

Spy, to writing my own short stories and essays as a young adult in graduate school. 

When defining what creative nonfiction is, Becky Bradway and Doug Hesse state, 

"Unlike types of writing that aspire to objectivity, concealing that a person produced 

them, works of creative nonfiction wear their making and makers on their sleeves" (3). 

In my creative project I weave in references to the authors and texts that shape my 

worldview as well as the teachers, peers and family members that impact how I become 

the writer I am today. The "makers" are the authors who dominate my maturation from 

child to adult and my "sleeve" is my creative project and chosen identity as a writer. 

The "construction" of my identity is something I want to demonstrate to be just 

that - a construction. While my project is nonfiction, I am actively aware and want my 

readers to be aware as well that through lyrical language, suggestive imagery and the 

almost constant presence of literary influences, the "self' I am portraying is created and 

not perfectly recollected and reproduced. bell hooks goes on to describe her own 

autobiographical process: 
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Each day I sat at the typewriter and different memories were written about in 

short vignettes. They came in a rush, as though they were a sudden thunderstorm. 

They came in a surreal, dreamlike sty le which made me cease to think of them as 

strictly autobiographical because it seemed that myth, dream, and reality had 

merged ... This fact was a constant reminder of the limitations of autobiography, of 

the extent to which autobiography is a personal story telling- a unique recounting 

of events not so much as they have happened but as we remember and invent 

them. (430) 

I also wrote my creative project in such short bursts, and explosions of memories that are 

simultaneously connected and spontaneously disjointed. There was little stretching I 

needed to recall events that came so quickly while writing this history of my identity as 

writer. Georges Gusdorf makes the "assertion that autobiographical selves are 

constructed through the process of writing and therefore cannot reproduce exactly the 

selves who lived" (Stanford Friedman 72). Through the very act of writing, which is not 

only the method in which I relate my story, but the central theme of my story itself, I 

recreate myself to the best of my ability to reflect the journey I have taken to my identity 

of self-as-writer. As hooks goes on to relate in her essay on writing her autobiography, 

she talks about the memories of her childhood with her siblings and aspects of those 

memories that differ between them. Similarly, my mother and sister have told me 

varying versions of some of the chapters I include in my creative project. However, 

verisimilitude and a completely accurate reproduction of my life lived while becoming a 

writer is not my goal, nor do I think it is possible. Rather, I structure this creative project 
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to impart a sense of what I feel those memories have done to me as a writer and the style 

in which I convey those memories also reflects my literary influences. 

I originally began to structure my creative project in a three-part organization with 

a category each for the years spent in the South, the North, and in England. However, as 

I moved through my memories and began writing the chapters that felt important and 

critical in my process of becoming a writer, a continuous and single-part structure makes 

more sense for the format of my project. I maintain the use of chronologically and 

geographically moving from childhood, into adolescence, and now into early adulthood 

while threading subtle hints and shifts in thinking to move towards the formation of my 

identity and self-as-writer. Domna C. Stanton in her essay "Autogynography: Is the 

Subject Different?" affirms this choice as a generic trait of women's narratives: "men's 

narratives were linear, chronological, coherent, whereas women's were discontinuous, 

digressive, fragmented ... discontinuity and fragmentation constitute particularly fitting 

means for inscribing the split subject, even for creating the rhetorical impression of 

spontaneity and truth" (137). I intentionally leave many of my chapters unfinished and 

spontaneously placed - for example, the fight between my mother and me over a 

boyfriend, and my decision to end the scene with the image of my bloody palms. I do not 

include what happens after because I feel the strength of the image is enough to relate the 

tension surrounding my transition and liminality between child and woman. Klaus 

remarks when referencing Orwell's "Marrakech" that he uses several "visually striking 

segments ... each bearing witness" (34), as I similarly use a variety of different but 

connected experiences, such as my experience coloring in school as a child, which led me 

to journaling, to reading influential texts as a young adult that caused me to yearn for the 
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ability to write my own stories and the stories of those around me for myself. Each 

chapter is written to "bear witness" to the impact they have upon my psychology and 

identity as a writer of nonfiction. 

Klaus goes on to say when referencing essayists Michel de Montaigne and Joan 

Didion that "Montaigne deftly allies the personal essay with texts that use language 

imaginatively and thus require literary rather than literal interpretations" (13). As I read 

through my creative project, I am aware of how much literature shapes and forms my 

views on the world and my experiences in it. The literature I have read, both fiction and 

nonfiction, influence the words and phrases I use in my writing. The images of the plains 

in Alabama as the thunderheads rolled in, the landscape of London when I studied 

abroad, and the dark comer of my bedroom during a fight with my mother are all written 

through the connection to the voices of those I have read before. As Stanford Friedman 

states, "In taking the power of words, of representation, into their own hands, women 

project onto history an identity that is not purely individualistic. Nor is it purely 

collective. Instead, this new identity merges the shared and the unique" (76). At times, I 

feel myself clinging to the coattails of the many authors who shape my identity as a 

writer, and at other points I feel myself surging forward, knowing my story has not been 

told before, has not been lived, and has not been written by another. That surge is what 

confirms my passion for nonfiction. 

Montaigne displayed the "struggle he went through in trying to convey his own 

ideas, to be true to his own train of thought, while also being conscious of how deeply 

influenced he was by his extensive reading" (Klaus 9). Throughout my creative project I 

want to show just how influenced I am by the works I read. I reference framing my ideas 
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about men through the heroes in Jane Austen. I mimic the journalistic transcribing of 

Louis Fitzhugh's protagonist in Harriet the Spy as she catalogues the goings-on of her 

neighbors and family. Like the author Anna Quindlen in her text Imagined London, I 

look at places such as London, Paris, Chicago, and Texas through the lens of the novels I 

read. Like her, I imagine my feet treading the same paths of both authors and the 

fictional characters who populate my dreams and become my guideposts for the world. 

As she makes her way in London for the first time she remarks "Perhaps it was that I 

wanted to see what I had learned, what I had read, what I had imagined, that I would 

never be able to see the city of London without seeing it through the overarching scrim of 

every description of it I had read before" (16). I want to convey the sometimes crippling 

effect of living in literature and how it can give an idyllic portrayal of the world that is 

usually only able to be found in fiction. The boys and men whom I met as I matured and 

began dating do not rise to the standards set forth by the heroes I idolize in the novels of 

Victorian England and the knights of Canterbury Tales. I am disappointed in life by the 

standards set forth in literature. However, that disappointment gives me the greatest 

range of material to write about - from the self-destruction of my sister in high school to 

the manner in which I go about receiving my education at home. 

When discussing the work done in women's autobiography, Mary Mason argues, 

"the self-discovery of female identity seems to acknowledge the real presence and 

recognition of another consciousness, and the disclosure of female self is linked to the 

identification of some 'other.' ... this grounding of identity through relation to the chosen 

other, seems ... to enable women to write openly about themselves" (321). The 

consciousness I invoke throughout my creative project is also a collective consciousness 
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of the authors I have read and the people I encounter in life. I am able to identify myself 

as a writer by identifying the other writers who affect me within my creative project. I 

am not an isolated individual but connected to others, both on the margins of and within 

the text by writing about writers. The conversations I participate in subtextually with 

other writers qualify my creative project to fall under some of the definitions of women's 

autobiography. I relate the value of taking pleasure in literature and the world around 

me, just as Virginia Woolf did when she considered her audience and her subject matter: 

"They are neither critics nor scholars but rather pleasure-seeking readers of 

literature .. .Interest in the lives of the obscure is a Woolfian trait" (Allan 135). Humanity, 

in all of its forms, is worth sharing. I believe through writing my experiences and 

undergoing the exploration of my own identity - especially that of a woman and a writer 

- I can offer something that is both unique and resonates strongly with other writers and 

readers. 

I find myself aligned with Stanton's definition of autogynography when she says 

that "women also wrote linear narratives," and "of autogynographic content. .. a binary 

opposition recurred that associated the female with personal and intimate concerns, the 

male with professional achievement - a replication, it seemed, of the private/public, 

inner/outer dichotomies," as well as "the unsaid, such as the desires and the experiences 

of the female body" (137). As I read and surround myself with authors of memoirs, 

autobiographies, and life narratives, my creative project becomes much more in sync with 

the themes and content of Sonja Livingston's Ghostbread, Elizabeth Gilbert's Eat, Pray, 

Love, and Anna Quindlen's Imagined London and less like Robert Laxalt's Travels with 

My Royal or Peter Mayle's French Lessons. I am united with and closer to the female 
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essayists and nonfiction writers and further from the goals and themes of the males. 

Livingston and Gilbert focus their texts mainly upon personal growth within the context 

of personal relationships. Livingston catalogues many of her experiences as a young girl 

and teenager growing up within an impoverished home with an unstable and overbearing 

mother. However, the connections she has, and in some cases is unable to form, between 

her immediate family and neighbors defines her identity and is understood throughout her 

text as important to her formation as a writer. Similarly, Gilbert moves through different 

cultural experiences, emotional peaks and valleys, and relational revelations that bring 

her to a new understanding of how she can bring joy and peace into her everyday life. 

This journey, while taken alone, is significant because of the people she encounters along 

the way and the differences she marks between herself and them as well as their 

similarities - in spite of their culture and classes. I feel connected to these themes and 

journeys. I am writing about my own road taken, the significance of the people I become 

close to, and the lessons learned from those I am separated from along the way. 

When reframing Gusdorf s arguments about the nature of autobiography, Susan 

Stanford Friedman claims that "this autobiographical self often does not oppose herself to 

all others, does not feel herself to exist outside of others, and still less against others, but 

very much with others in an interdependent existence that asserts its rhythms everywhere 

in the community" (79). My story, like Gilbert's, Livingston's and Quindlen's, is 

concerned with what is unsaid in my family and maturation, but even more importantly, 

with the experiences I have with the people and writers I meet along the way and their 

effect on the formation of my identity as a writer. It is not concerned so much with 

personal achievement like Laxalt' s or the lone exploration of a country through food like 
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Mayle's but more of a quiet look inside, a window into the rooms in which my self-as-

writer is and continues to be formed. 

While researching the origins, theory, and criticism surrounding my project, it is 

difficult to find a single genre in which my creative thesis falls. According to Domna C. 

Stanton, 

an autobiography ... was a heterogeneous mixture of discours and histoire, to use 

Benveniste' s terms, the personal and the historico-cultural, the elegiac and the 

picaresque, the illustrative and the reflective. It might be structured around a 

crisis or moment of transformation; it could have explicit or implicit didactic or 

epistemological aims for the narratee or the narrator, but its thematic base ... was 

"all inclusive." (135) 

My creative piece is not necessarily centered on a "crisis" or "moment of transformation" 

but rather a continuous and gradual change and display of "becoming." The goal of my 

thesis is to display examples of becoming "woman," "adult," "liberal," and most 

importantly "writer." I attempt to illustrate these transformations through the use of 

examples of literature that guides me along the way. The scenery and landscape, both 

physical and metaphorical, change and become more complex as I, in my maturation 

from child to woman-writer, do. The simplicity of the small town in Alabama aligns with 

my simplicity as a child; similarly, the bustling and cosmopolitan city of London is 

matched by the increasingly complex nature of my maturing thoughts and authorial 

worldview. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson extend the definition of autobiography into 

the concept of a life narrative that stretches closer to defining my creative project: "life is 

expanded to include how one has become who he or she is at a given moment in an 
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ongoing process ofreflection" (1 ). This creative project does fall under some of the 

definitions of "memoir" and unlike autobiography that begins with birth and catalogues 

much of a life until death, my creative project is a series of snapshots chosen for their 

significance that are then contextualized into a map of formation or process of identity, or 

self-as-writer. Also, the idea that the life narrative contains elements of a "story" alludes 

to the literary interpretations and imaginative language of Montaigne and the lyrical 

qualities of my creative project. In her book, The Use and Abuse of Literature, Marjorie 

Garber describes the process of selection of memories in biography, autobiography and 

memoirs: "If memoirs often tend to veer in the direction of self-fictionalizing, the 

venerable practice of biography, literally 'life writing,' would seem to depend to a certain 

extent on telling the truth" (204). She goes on to say, "Plutarch compared his art to that 

of the portrait painter, who focuses attention on the lines and features of the face, rather 

than on other parts of the body, as the most indicative signs of character. This 

comparison ... would become a favorite in later biographies, and calls attention ... to the 

degree of artifice involved in making something 'true to life"' (205). It is true I make 

decisions while writing my creative project to exclude certain aspects of my life and 

upbringing and highlight others that serve my purpose of showing my progression of 

becoming a writer. I do not fabricate events or produce "characters" that never existed 

but make an effort to lend a literary hue to the landscape of my development. For 

example, I was greatly involved in church and youth groups during my years in high 

school and first years in college. I led Bible studies and meditated daily on my spiritual 

growth. Nearly every journal entry would end with the line: "I have faith that God has a 

plan for my life." However, as I made my way through college, religion became less 
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important to me and I have found myself struggling with questions about my faith today. 

That vast and, as my mother might say, most important part of a person's life, I chose to 

shelve for another essay or extension of this memoir. Had I taken the steps towards 

including all of my feelings on religion and spirituality it would necessitate the inclusion 

of many other scenes and memories embodying my journey from where I once was to 

where I am now. It is no surprise that a life, no matter how short, cannot be fully 

summed up in fifty pages. 

I struggle, if only for a moment, with the fear of writing my story. I hesitate on 

the edge of the precipice of revealing the inner workings of my childhood, puberty, 

family structure, prejudices and secrets. I wonder if I will ever be able to share what I 

write with my mother, or friends, or even strangers. I write about masturbation and 

Christian guilt among many other, (what some might consider) embarrassing and 

mortifying subjects. One of my favorite authors and writers on writing, Virginia Woolf, 

said: "At any rate, when a subject is highly controversial - and any question about sex is 

that- one cannot hope to tell the truth. One can only show how one came to hold 

whatever opinion one does hold. One can only give one's audience the chance of drawing 

their own conclusions as they observe the limitations, the prejudices, the idiosyncrasies of 

the speaker" (4). While I write this creative project, I do not want to fall into the trap of 

explaining, or as Woolf says, telling the "truth." I want to show how I become a writer. I 

want to present the variety of experiences and struggles and triumphs to give the reader 

an idea of how I am led to this point and this identity. Adrienne Rich perfectly describes 

her multi-faceted identity and how she feels she is "split at the root- that I will never 

bring them whole ... Yet we can't wait for the undamaged to make our connections for us; 
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we can't wait to speak until we are perfectly clear and righteous. There is no purity and, 

in our lifetimes, no end to this process" (Smith and Watson 427). In the process of 

writing through my childhood, education, upbringing and travels, I begin piecing together 

the montage, or the formation of my self-as-writer. It no longer matters whose feelings 

or loyalties will be compromised based upon the words I put down on paper because I 

would not trade my life for another. It makes me the writer I am today- a writer of 

nonfiction - and a redeemer of the beauty of humanity in all of its intricacies. 

Sonja Livingston states in the conclusion of her memoir, "I don't wish to 

condemn where I came from with a celebratory exploration of where I am, and yet, I 

celebrate ... Because in the end, the thing that feeds us, no matter how tenuous, is what we 

will reach for" (238-39). If my life had been easy, ifl had been born into any other 

family or home, I might not have the stories and life narrative that I rely on for this 

creative project. I struggle in my decision to cut and shorten the significant experiences I 

feel are relevant to my formation of identity as a writer. I will save the many ways I 

might expand this project and develop the brief snapshots of my past into longer and 

more thorough explorations of my life and the lives of those I meet along the way. It is 

important to relate in this creative project my many flaws and anxiety about what it is like 

to become a writer and the ideals I have as a child and teenager. Joan Didion supports 

this self-referencing through one's own writing when she says that '"keeping a notebook' 

is a way 'to keep in touch with the people we used to be, whether we find them attractive 

company or not"' (Klaus 58-59). As Didion says, I want to "keep in touch with the 

people we used to be" because everyone else is transient and only I carry myself with me. 

In this creative project, I share the memories with myself that happened to me. I can look 



back and reflect upon what I did and said and experienced. I can share that self-

exploration with others now. 
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Bullet Holes in the Snow 

1 

Deep in the South, between the blurry weeks where the heat rises up visibly from 

the softened pavement of August and the sometimes glorious cold hours of September 

where we would pull out our only sweaters reserved for these freak days of temperatures 

below sixty, I would watch the thunderheads roll in. Ever since I learned the term 

"thunderhead" I have used it as much as I could. It gave the weather a sense of power 

and uncontrollability and even personified it to a great extent. I pictured the gods in the 

Disney movie Fantasia dancing through the skies, battling each other with thunderbolts 

and sheets of rain. Ours was a large porch, with chipping green paint that would stick to 

your bare feet every time you walked on it. There were two white swings, facing each 

other and far enough apart that when you swung towards each other you never hit the 

other person swinging towards you. 

I would gather up my mother's pillows and blankets and go outside during these 

storms to swing in the misty breeze. The arm rests were always too hard and 

uncomfortable, even through layers of pillows, to ever allow me to fall asleep. I would 

watch the cattle across the street huddle together and then run in a giant black mass when 

lightning would strike too close to them. They would slow down almost immediately and 

herd together again, giving a large target to the gods above. I could hear the cats that 

found shelter beneath the porch purring and hissing at Charlie, our retriever/lab mix, as 

he took advantage of the opportunity of having so many cats to tease in one isolated 

place. The heavy winds would swing me back and forth without my small foot reaching 

down to start myself. I would be yelled at later for getting my mother's pillows and 
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blankets wet from the mist that would reach under the porch with the wind. I didn't care, 

though; I was cocooned within them, regardless of the ninety degree heat, against the 

cool of the rain. As long as I was there to witness the heads rolling in and the darkness 

illuminated every so often by the lightning strike, I would continue to take up my post on 

the porch swing to greet the gods of the storms. 

2 

Bullet holes in the snow. That's what my father used to say my face looked like 

because it was so pale, almost translucent. I had dark hair, dark lashes and one eye that 

had a slightly greener tinge to it than the other. In the summers, my snowy face would 

acquire the natural blister pink of many days on the beach and then freckle as the long hot 

days wore on. But eventually, as fall approached and winter forced my play inside, the 

freckles would melt back into my skin and I would once again have the sharp contrast of 

black eyes on white face. I had never seen bullet holes in the snow. I had never seen 

snow deep enough for bullet holes to melt through. I had only experienced light dustings 

after a freak cold couple of days in our otherwise forty degree winters deep in the heart of 

Alabama. Only after visiting my mother's family in the North and staying through 

Christmas did I experience snow that would drift up under my legs and rise higher than 

my chest. But there were no guns or bullets flying up here in Indiana. There was no 

game to hunt and the only time there was a blackness to the vast white covering was 

when December turned into January and February brought the slush of cars and their 

exhaust soiled the cleanliness of the white. 
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3 

We were a home and land of women. A mother, two sisters, a female dog, and a 

parakeet named Polly. The male dog, Charlie, was kept outside. My father was always 

either in New York, New Jersey, Chicago or San Francisco. We moved a couple of times 

with him, when the jobs seemed like they would last more than a year, but when they 

didn't we would return to Alabama, to be raised where my father had been raised. We 

lived in the white house on the hill, the house known always as "Martha Wendell's." It 

was never "The Ballards"' house, or "Kris and Terry's," it was and still is known as 

"Martha Wendell's" house. My mother, a Yankee, wasn't known or welcomed in town 

for many years. She did the best she could, in her late twenties, raising two daughters 

alone. She was referred to for a while only as the northern woman who mowed her own 

lawn in short shorts. My father was away and it needed to be done. And it was hot. But 

gossip lay as thick as the humid air and it was more fun to talk in their syrupy accents 

about the Yankee woman than invite her over for a glass of sweet tea - at least in the 

beginning. She was independent and persistent and soon broke into the social crowd at 

our Southern Baptist church and along Highway 1 7. 

Our house was next to the Condra and Spain's, two sisters who lived loudly. Mrs. 

Condra had a daughter who was a year older than I and her sister Miss Spain was still 

single, overweight, and looked for love as only large Southern women can. My mother 

soon learned from them how to make chicken and dumplings, (lots of butter, buttermilk 

and every Southern woman's best friend: Bisquick), and the importance of high school 

football (Roll Tide!). She made fast friends with the sisters, and my sister and I became 

inseparable with Asia, Mrs. Condra's daughter. We would soon spend holidays, 
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weekends and nights together drinking wine coolers (the grownups) and pretending to be 

the girlfriends of Jonathon Taylor Thomas and Devon Sawa (we kids). They taught us 

Southern manners (always "Yes, ma'am" and "No, sir"), and the best way to plant pole 

beans (chicken wire strung between two long sticks buried in the ground, four feet apart, 

partial shade only). They were our wells of wisdom and moral guides below the Mason-

Dixon Line. 

4 

We filled our backpacks with rations for a two-day journey. Cheese sticks, 

flashlights, a ball of string, carrots to lure rabbits, a picnic blanket, Kipling's Just So 

Stories (for me), a Barbie (for my sister) and Oreos. We called out farewell to our 

mother as we walked out the back door, through the wash room, down the stairs and 

across the back yard. 

"Shush, Charlie!" we said to our golden lab who barked at us, his dark eyes 

grinning, tongue lolling out of his mouth and his creamy tail wagging, wishing he wasn't 

tethered to the old magnolia tree. He could not come with us on this journey. He would 

scare away our game. 

We had just studied Lewis and Clark and their trek across the country with 

Sacajawea. We had no Indian guide, but we figured we were just as good as the two men 

who wanted to seek out new places and an adventure. The grasses were hip-high to our 

five and seven-year-old selves, and it felt like twenty miles to the forest's edge. We 

stopped halfway and ate part of our cheese sticks, proud we had the discipline to save the 

rest for dinner. After all, the Cheerios from breakfast were still full in our bellies. 
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Once we crossed the tree line, the harsh Alabama sun was blocked by a vast 

canopy of leaves, dappled and streaking in here and there. We swerved through young, 

thin trees for hours, heading for the creek that we had found last summer. We knew we 

needed water, having forgotten to bring anything to drink. We had also learned that if it 

was running, it would be clean. Cupping our small hands, we scooped chilled mouthfuls, 

the grittiness of the sandy bank crunching between our teeth. We drank our fill and 

decided to make camp for a while. 

We found a large oak with its roots exposed and raised high above the ground. It 

was like a massive cage, the cracks just wide enough for our tiny bodies to fit through. 

We could find no better place to claim for shelter and squeezed in to sit beneath its 

protection. I wanted to make sure we would be safe beneath this tree so I looped the 

string through, round and round, in and out of every branch until we were even more 

caged in, a string web of safety to eat our Oreos and wait for rabbits in peace. We began 

setting about making rabbit traps, using the remaining string to tie to a stick box held up 

by another branch waiting to be pulled down and on top of a hungry rabbit. Surely this 

was learned by watching cartoons as we were without guns or foraging knowledge given 

by Sacajawea to Lewis and Clark. 

Hours passed and we never caught anything, never even spotted a puffy white tail. 

I grew bored with my book and Hilary could only pretend for so long that Barbie was on 

a safari. Eventually we broke camp and headed back home, our bellies urging us towards 

hot dogs and macaroni and cheese promised to us for dinner. We packed everything up 

but left the string. It was too tangled to recover but we justified its abandon with the vow 

we would return the next day to resume our hunt. Months later the string would tum 
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yellow, the roots stretching it out as their arms and fingers grew larger. Autumn rains 

weighed the twine down, becoming dirty from the elements until it looked like some 

foreign vine claiming a space among the tree's roots. 

5 

I loved going to school. I would organize my crayons by the ROYGBIV 

spectrum, make sure my pencils were always sharpened and my homework always done 

the moment I stepped off the bus. I was tested for most of my first grade year to 

determine if I was going to be moved up into second or third grade because of my high 

reading proficiency. However, the cold room where they administered the tests and a 

series of logic exams determining my ability to organize shapes, put pieces together and 

sort colors and sizes wasn't nearly as fun as filling in worksheets and reading chapter 

books, and I often found myself wondering what the scary stem man in glasses was 

thinking as I fumbled through the blocks and puzzle pieces. I was too distracted and 

wanted to return to my classroom with the other students. My mother later raised hell, 

her loud voice booming over the half-closed door as I sat on the orange plastic chair 

outside of the principal's office when he told her I wasn't allowed to move up, having 

come up one point short of the passing score. They compromised and set me up with 

another student, George, for an advanced reading lesson in the afternoons. I was excited 

for these lessons, always eager to read anything that I came across, and almost weekly 

left the local library with arms full of books that I would devour before their due date 

ever came close. I would often argue with my mother to let me stay up and read longer. 

Having the opportunity to spend an hour after school to do my favorite thing in the world 
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felt like a precious gift - one that was surely worth the missed playtime with my sister 

and Asia. 

George, my fellow "smart kid," was the most pompous eight-year-old I had ever 

met in my short seven years on this earth. He was black and wore glasses, which I 

thought he wore only to make himselflook smarter. We both knew we were special and 

but seemed to always second guess the other's abilities and I suspected that he must have 

been put with me by mistake and vice versa. He didn't think I belonged because I was a 

girl, I didn't think he did because he was black. We were always competing with each 

other over grades and scores and number of books finished. One year later we were 

tested again and moved to our appropriate grades. We no longer went to our special 

lessons and arranged meeting times. We no longer required a tired teacher, resentful for 

having to stay an hour later after the last bell rang. I never told anyone how much I 

missed meeting with arrogant George in the afternoons, the other students not nearly as 

challenging or interesting. But I kept my silence. My parents (so I thought) and 

grandparents (I definitely knew) would never approve of my actually wanting to spend 

time with a black boy in Alabama. 

6 

In October of my second grade year, we were given pages to color. Everyone had 

the same white paper with a black-outlined image of a witch standing next to a pumpkin 

and holding a broom. During our designated coloring time, I grabbed a black crayon and 

began coloring wildly. I stayed in the lines but my strokes moved in every direction-up 

and down, side to side, diagonally and in loopy circles to fill in the large black voids of 

her dress and pointed hat. I made her face green, the pumpkin orange and the bristles of 
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her broom a mixture of the yellow and brown crayon. I was so proud that I had stayed in 

the lines and achieved the usual witch color combinations that I leapt from my chair 

having finished before everyone else and ran to my teacher. I held my art up to her. She 

had been talking to another teacher while we students were preoccupied with coloring 

and chattering to each other about whatever it is seven-year-olds talk about. She took it 

from me and looked it over. 

"This is ... nice, Ronni," she said without a smile. I was hurt and confused. Had I 

done something wrong? I didn't remember going outside of the lines and was sure that I 

had used the right colors in the right places. I didn't make the mistake that other students 

made so often coloring their pumpkins red or the witch's hat yellow. I had done it right. 

"Next time, try drawing in the same direction; look, like this," and she began 

shading in a circle she had drawn on the back of my picture. Her strokes moved only up 

and down and there were none that moved from side to side or diagonal or swirling in 

large and small loops. I knew immediately that my picture wasn't nearly as good, and 

had to admit that hers looked nicer. She handed it back and I turned it over to compare 

the work I had just been so proud of. It looked childish and full of scribbles. Some 

places were darker than others, the witch's dress seeming almost gray in some areas, 

while her hat, a smaller space, was feverishly dark, having been drawn and redrawn over 

with quick, forceful strokes by my clumsy hand. Every coloring assignment after that I 

drew up and down, hoping for my teacher's approval. 

I steered away from coloring as I grew older. I admired Asia's way of shading 

with a heavier hand in turquoise and rose on Jasmine's billowy pants from her Aladdin 

coloring book, and envied the creativity drawn in my cousin Ben and Becky's sketch 
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books of varied caricatures and comics, but I could never master it and make it look as 

effortless as they did. I was sent a journal on my ninth birthday from an aunt from the 

North. She enclosed a note saying that my thoughts written here would someday be 

shared with my daughters. I thought how very far away that seemed but began writing in 

it any way. 

I wrote every day. I began to write in the manner of Harriet the Spy, one of my 

favorite heroines from the school's library. I was always looking around me, 

documenting, looking for a mystery and unexplained behaviors from the neighbors or the 

reason behind the woman in the grocery store buying six gallons of milk (did she have 

ten children or was she an aspiring ice cream maker?). I wrote about birthday parties I 

went to, the relentless heat, what I thought my husband would someday look like (tall, 

dark, handsome - of course), and how many daughters I would someday have. As the 

years went on and one journal turned into a dozen, I became more reflective, wondering 

who and what I would be when I was bigger. I wondered ifl would always be best 

friends with Asia or even in third grade, after she continued attending Reform's public 

school and I began homeschooling when my parents decided I would receive a better 

education than the one Alabama schools had to offer. It was rumored that the sixth 

graders were having difficulty spelling their first name. I began writing about wanting to 

be more fit (always a pudgier child due to the constant supply of biscuits, gravy, and 

sweet tea) and vowed to wake earlier to do ten (ten!) sit-ups and follow along with my 

mother and her Susan Powder and Jane Fonda aerobic videos. I was often told that had 

my mother's vote cast for my name as an infant won out over my father's, I would have 
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been named "Fonda Ray," no doubt an indication of her many hours spent sculpting buns 

of steel. 

I never shared my journals with any teachers or my parents; no one could judge 

my penmanship or coloring strokes in this book held together by a hidden magnet and 

decorated with Victorian flowers. No one graded my spelling or corrected my grammar. 

I wrote in cursive, looping the black ink on the white paper in a script only penned by 

children trying to be more grown up. I always signed my name at the end of every entry, 

promising to return again to write soon. More often than not, I kept my promise. I would 

write about the restaurants I wanted to open or the stables I wanted to manage. I even 

dreamt about becoming America's first female president. But what I soon discovered 

was that no matter how many different things I thought I might someday be good at and 

earn a living doing, I would always enjoy writing about life, both as it was happening and 

how I imagined it could be. The details of the world that surrounded me could be penned 

and recorded and made to be as beautiful as the words that I loved to read by the authors I 

idolized. As I wrote, I no longer felt like a bystander and consumer of their thoughts. I 

was introducing myself to them, in my mind, as a peer. 

7 

"We are moving to Long Beach, girls. In a few weeks. We just sold the house 

and have found a really nice apartment just a few blocks from the ocean. Doesn't that 

sound nice?" 

My mother was turned towards my sister and me sitting in the back seat. It was 

one of the rare times my father was home and we were driving into town to get dinner. 

His eyes focused on the road leaving the explaining to my mother. I refused to look at 



Ballard 28 

her and instead looked out the window at the dirt road and dry grass parched in the 

already hot May sun. 

"Will we still be here for my birthday?" I asked without turning towards her. I 

felt like this speaking without looking at her would signal my anger, my disrespect for 

her just as they had trampled over my dreams of spending my birthday with my friends at 

home. Our home. 

"No, baby, we won't. We're leaving in the beginning of June. But we can have a 

party before we leave if you'd like!" 

"No, it won't be the same." I didn't want to leave my friends and start all over 

agam. I didn't know anyone in Long Beach and I wasn't even sure what state it was in. I 

was tired of moving and looked at everything passing by outside of my window, taking it 

in as if it was to be the last time I would be driven down that road. 

A few weeks after we moved into our tiny apartment, we came home from a 

disastrous ice cream social at the youth group at church to find our puppy Maggie had 

decided to tum one of my journals into a chew toy. Every page was shredded, my 

deepest thoughts and hopes and dreams laid in bits and pieces strewn across the floor. I 

was devastated and saw it as a sign that our dog was just as unhappy as I was away from 

Alabama. The journal was replaced almost instantly, but my pages written during the last 

few days at the longest home I had ever known could never be recovered. 

8 

I was always a worried child. I worried mostly about my sister and all of the 

terrible things I imagined could happen to her. One day, when I was five and Hilary was 

three, my mother took us to a grocery store in Tuscaloosa, the largest town about thirty 
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minutes from Reform. Here, she was able to stock up on all of the groceries she was not 

able to find at the Jitney Jungle in our small town with one stop light. I remember 

walking through the wide aisles, looking at all of the varied sauces and pastas and 

cereals. Then, Hilary was no longer with my mother and me. We looked up and down 

the aisles bordering ours. She was not there. I began to panic. My heart raced and I 

started to cry. I was sure she had been taken. Kidnapped. My mother and I started 

running around the store. We were screaming her name, racing to the cashiers, asking 

them to make an announcement calling her to the front. I was sure even if she had heard 

it, she wouldn't know which direction the front was. She was only three. Eventually, a 

nice man in a tie wearing a nametag labeled "Steve" waved at my mother from the front 

of the store. He was standing near the carts, and just past them was my sister, pushing 

around her very own child-size cart. It was orange and plastic and fit her small body. 

There was nothing in it, but she smiled up with her bright blue eyes through her too long 

blonde bangs, completely unaware of the fear she had caused. My mother spanked her 

and told her to never walk away alone again. My sister began to cry, not understanding 

why she was in trouble. 

From that point on, I never let my sister out of my sight. I became like a fretful 

aunt or irritable guardian, assured that some tragedy would befall her the second she was 

out of my sight. My stomach was in knots the entire time she went away for a week at 

her sixth grade summer camp. She would have to call and say goodnight to me if she 

ever went on a sleepover. Even as we became older, I thirteen and she eleven, I always 

needed to know where she was. My mother never had to fear for my sister as long as I 

was around. I would always know what she was up to; at least until she left 
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homeschooling and enrolled in public school for ninth grade. I wish I had been able to 

protect her then, when she most needed it. But by then, I had forgotten my fear, left 

behind my worries, and trusted that every time she told me to get a life and worry about 

myself, she meant it. I shifted my worries on college applications and scholarships. I 

spent more time studying and less time noticing how often her bedroom door was closed 

and how little she talked at dinner, her kohl-lined eyes staring down behind her still too 

long bangs, now dyed so black they were almost blue. 

9 

Getting the mail was one of my very favorite things when I was a child. Letters 

felt like stories written by real people, meant for me and me only. With each new house 

that we lived in, I would first find out what time the mail normally came. I hated the 

house on Ironwood after we had moved to Indiana because it came close to three and 

sometimes as late as four thirty in the afternoon. I preferred my grandmother's house, 

where the mail came at exactly eleven in the morning. Once I had the timing figured out, 

I would wait with a knotted stomach all morning, and sometimes late into the afternoon, 

to see if any of the scribbled or printed envelopes held my name. Children don't often 

receive mail other than cards on their birthdays from grandparents, or, if they're very 

lucky, they have parents who pay for subscriptions to TeenBeat or Seventeen magazines. 

When I was nine, to increase the frequency of letters addressed to me instead of only 

sifting through the bills of my parents, I began actively participating in the wide-reaching 

circle of child pen pals. I found a pen pal magazine at the library one day with articles on 

subjects to write about, ways to decorate your letters and envelopes and how to draft a 

query letter for prospective pals. This was a world that I simply needed to be part of. I 
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saved my allowance, an erratic payment of four dollars here for making my bed every 

day for two weeks, ten dollars there for mowing the lawn, to pay for the eight dollar a 

year subscription. 

My favorite section was found in the back, a sort of personal ad section for those 

ages eight to eighteen. Ads would often relate information such as male or female, 

seeking male or female, or those with no preference, their age, location, grade and varied 

interests. Some loved sports, others enjoyed video games, many loved animals and 

reading (myself falling into this wide category), while the older readers and seekers 

wanted to talk about high school and college and some were even brave enough to seek 

out someone they could "get to know better." I was always mostly interested in those far 

away-those pals that came from Hawaii, the Dominican Republic, the UK, New York, 

or Vancouver. I placed an ad once, simply to see how many responses I would get. I 

said I was eleven, lived in Alabama, loved horses and would be happy to write to both 

boys and girls, ages eleven to fourteen please. I was polite. I received five responses. A 

black boy from Atlanta, two girls from opposite ends of Canada sharing my passion for 

horses, an older girl from New Mexico, and a girl my age, born three days after me, and 

living ten miles from my grandmother's house in Indiana. I focused all of my energy and 

writing on this girl because I knew we would be traveling up from Alabama to Indiana 

that summer to visit my grandparents and wanted very much to meet a pal face-to-face. I 

was sure I would find in her a new best friend and playmate for the weeks we would 

spend in the North with my mother's parents. We would exchange dozens ofletters of 

simple conversation topics such as the weather, school, animals and tidbits about our 

daily lives and families. She seemed so much like me and I enjoyed receiving her letters 



Ballard 32 

the most because of her avoidance of silly little flourishes such as dotting i's with hearts 

and drawing images of flowers and sunsets all over the pages. I felt that the purpose of 

pen pal-ing was to get to know another person and that art should be saved for art class -

a subject I had actively avoided for several years. Her letters were like mine, written in 

cursive and to the point. We rarely debased our letters with such childish tactics of 

including knock-knock jokes and planned instead the things we would do once we met. 

Our first and last meeting was at her home. My mother drove me, leaving my 

sister with my grandmother to paint pictures of her back yard full of flowers, deep in the 

heart of a Yankee summer. We drove through the winding roads of the new suburban 

developments of Granger, roads with names like Ashley, Green Meadows, and Primrose 

Path. We pulled up onto her white, steep driveway, my mother scraping the bottom of 

her car going too fast for the sharp incline. I wasn't used to a driveway so even and 

smooth; my grandmother's was cracked and had grass growing between the fissures 

caused by time. The varied gravel of my driveway at home in Alabama was what I was 

used to, where I collected smooth ivory pebbles for the box beneath my bed. I certainly 

wasn't used to the newness of her house and neighborhood. The trees were all still 

saplings, some barely taller than I was. There were no creaking oaks and towering 

gardenia trees offering shade and protection from the hot July sun. We walked up to the 

front door and rang the bell. It chimed a multi-chord refrain, continuing to play even 

after the brown eyed girl with a ribbon in her hair opened the door. I was so nervous. 

We said hello and she invited us in. My mother and her mother had coffee in the kitchen; 

I can only imagine what they talked about as my pen pal and I stared at each other sitting 

on her white living room carpet. She had brought her toy horses out and had a brush for 
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the mane and tails. Neither mane nor tail of any of her horses needed brushing as they all 

looked as if they had just emerged from their plastic packaging that morning. Even so, I 

was jealous my pal had something to do with her hands, to distract her from this terrible 

silence that came from the reality of seeing the person whom you only knew on paper, 

now in the flesh. We tried several times to reference what we had talked about in our 

letters. I asked how her brother's soccer camp was going, she asked when I would be 

returning to the South. I soon found an excuse to go to my mother (I believe it was a 

headache), and gave her a pleading look that I was ready to leave. We had only stayed 

about an hour, but I knew as soon as I returned to the safety of our '89 rusted blue Grand 

Am, that I never wanted to meet a pen pal again. They were better left on paper. It was 

safer than having to see what their lives are really like, where they live, and the kinds of 

things you wish you had, but they had instead. I was able to choose what details I wanted 

to share with them as I wrote myself into those lined pages. I could imagine they were 

just like me, waiting for my words as I waited for theirs, those ink and paper friends. 

10 

My mother explained sex to me when I was young, probably six or seven, and all 

I can remember is looking at the hanging green cage holding Polly, our parakeet, and 

trying to imagine another parakeet loving her enough to smash their feathers together, 

connecting them with invisible magnets while bees buzzed around their cage. I had never 

seen a penis, nor knew where they were located, when my mother described the process 

of intercourse. But I did know when I was twelve or thirteen that I had feelings that I 

couldn't explain - urgings that were difficult to describe or control or even forget about 

for more than a few hours at a time. Surely, my mother and grandparents (we lived with 
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my mother's parents for a few years while my dad got "back on his feet" and into a new 

job) thought that I had some sort of slow metabolism or sleep deprivation problem that 

caused me to take several "naps" during the day where I would crawl under the covers 

and explore my budding sexuality. However, it wasn't so much an exploration but a 

battle that I would fight against my carnal cravings and spiritual misunderstandings. We 

were told by our pastor and youth group leaders that Jesus said even an impure thought 

was as good as cheating on your spouse or sinning against the Father. How did everyone 

keep their thoughts so pure? I wished for the strength to keep my mind on the straight 

and narrow path of pearly gates and lounging on fluffy clouds, but without fail they 

strayed into darker comers and salacious musings (almost daily). After reaching a point 

where the cravings had won, I plummeted into a well of guilt and shame and certainty 

that unless I repented immediately, felt incredibly sorry, and vowed that I would never 

submit to such desires again, I would perish in eternal flames. I had begun counting how 

many times I had fallen from grace and succumbed to my body's needs and matched 

those transgressions with ten bible verses each. I constructed my own penances and pay-

outs for masturbation but still felt sure that it wouldn't be enough. I would not only read 

the verses but I would memorize them, writing them over and over on lined paper to etch 

them into my mind, hoping they would replace the other equally confusing thoughts 

racing around and battling for my attention. 

One evening when I was fourteen, after a particularly pointed youth group sermon 

concerning sex and lusts of the mind and body, I sat in the back seat of the car, shaking 

and on the verge of tears. When we returned home, I looked at my mother and told her I 
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needed to tell her something. We walked to the back washroom, away from my sister, 

who was distracted by Buffy the Vampire Slayer, and I began to cry. 

She tenderly asked me what was wrong and surely from my behavior she must 

have thought that I was about to reveal I had lost my virginity or had something done to 

me that was terrible and shameful. 

"Mom, I think I masturbate," I said choking, through sobs. She let out a relieved 

sigh, and laughed a little, wrapping me in a giant hug. 

"Sweetie, it's natural; there's nothing wrong with that!" 

"But am I going to go to hell? Isn't it a sin?" 

"No, Ronni, it's not. Shh, baby, it's fine. You are just experiencing the changes 

in your body and hormones." 

While I felt relief, I also felt incredibly resentful for not being let in on the reality 

and normality of self-pleasure years before the damage and mental anguish of the fear of 

damnation. As I grew older, I made it a point to read the Bible for myself, study it with 

the intensity I did with my textbooks and favorite novels. I cross-referenced the dates 

with other ancient texts, read philosophers and the words of priests, Buddhists, and 

learned atheists alike. I never again wanted to assume what was going to happen to me in 

the next life because of what I did in this one by only listening to those who stood behind 

a pulpit. 

11 

The house on Ironwood where we lived when I was thirteen until around fourteen 

was my favorite. It was big and old and had a fenced in yard where our schnauzer 

Maggie could play. This house was two blocks from a 7-11, and my sister, her friend, 
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and I would walk there nearly every day and buy a Slurpee and either a RingPop or a 

Butterfinger to enjoy on the walk home, our shoulders pink from the strong sun shining 

through the trees. When we got home, we would take our treats to the basement and 

blare the Spice Girls and strap on our roller blades. The basement was large and had a 

cement floor with a support beam directly in the middle. Rolling faster and faster around 

the perimeter we would sometimes grab onto it and spin ourselves around even faster 

than our skinny legs could take us. "Tell me what you want what you really, really want!" 

My sister and her friend would lip-sync as Baby and Scary Spice, and because I couldn't 

identify with Ginger, Sporty or Posh, I chose to be their manager. I would organize fake 

tours and schedule concerts in New York and Paris. They would sing and I would write 

on my clipboard. They would tie their shirts in knots beneath their barely-there breasts 

and I would smooth my khaki pants and long sleeve shirt hoping it would cover the 

pudge that forever fell over my waistband. They wanted to be glamorous; I wanted to 

have control and be successful. They wanted to have been born in New York or LA. I 

wanted to have been born in Victorian England. They wanted VIP parties and I wanted 

to write with quills. They wanted boyfriends; I wanted my father to broker a marriage 

proposal with a man like Mr. Darcy. That is what we wanted, what we really, really 

wanted. 

12 

"A few days ago, Mom asked if I was o.k. with not having a boyfriend. She 

assumed that after watching the constant PDA put forth by Hilary and Kyle (yes, in the 

month I haven't written my younger sister has snagged herself a fella) would somehow 

bother me. Then today when talking about Hilary's plan for the future, a reference was 
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made about my choice to neglect my social life in pursuit of A's. That she was fully 

confident I would have a boyfriend right now had I not focused solely on my studies." 

Journal entry, 11 :34pm May 15, 2005, South Bend, IN. 

Many of my journal entries from the time I was around thirteen until eighteen had 

to do with my lack of any male interest. I went on my first "date" when I was eighteen, 

during the summer between my freshman and sophomore years of college. There was no 

first kiss, no hands held, and no slow dance between me and a member of the opposite 

sex until after I had owned my first car, taken my first college course and rented my first 

apartment. A "slow starter" some might say. I reread my journals and diaries and think 

what a hopeless and boy-crazy teenager I was. I desperately wanted a boyfriend, or even 

a date, but I couldn't figure out the fine art of flirtation. I was always more comfortable 

and concerned with getting back to the book I was reading or the homework I wanted to 

complete long before its due date. I ended up most often sitting alone and reading 

myself into the realities of others. The men in the pages could not disappoint me like the 

ones in real life did when they never called. I would live through those characters, place 

myself in those books and envision my real-life crushes' faces when I pictured what the 

heroes of my novels looked like: the brooding Heathcliff, the dashing Gatsby, and the 

calculating and mysterious Count of Monte Cristo. I would day dream and pen thoughts 

in my journals about his "tall, dark and handsome" features, his "ability to make me 

laugh and encourage me to learn," his unwavering spirituality and ease in "getting along 

with my family." I would become frustrated when my crushes didn't come through, 

when they didn't respond to the countless dozens of cookies I would bake for my weekly 

teen Bible study group, or wouldn't pick up on the coquettish glances under my naked 
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eye lashes (not understanding or caring to try the wonders of makeup). I was always told 

by paternal grandmother that the way to a man's heart was through his stomach, so in 

hopes of snagging a man, I baked. Unfortunately, it was I that usually ended up finishing 

off the batches of hopeful cookies, too ashamed to see them sitting uneaten by a 

boyfriend or the friends I didn't have. They were somewhere else, somewhere outside of 

the pages of people I met in fiction - people I wanted to write about, experience life with, 

and record and relive in my pages. 

13 

My grandfather in the North, my mother's father, was the first adult male who 

acknowledged my existence. He would take the time to explain what actually went on in 

football games; take me on fishing trips, just the two of us, and he would show me how to 

hook a worm and cast further than a foot in front of the boat. He would look at me when 

he told stories about how he and my grandmother met and butter a piece of bread for me 

before he buttered his own after-dinner-treat. As a granddaughter in the South, I was 

often ignored. I have very few memories of my father's father ever talking to me or 

asking me questions. The one time that I do remember him addressing me specifically 

was after we had moved North and returned to Alabama for a visit. My Southern 

grandparents had never understood and certainly never agreed with my parents' decision 

to homeschool us, so when I came back as a freshman in high school to celebrate 

Christmas, he looked across the room from me in his large blue easy chair and told me he 

had an equation he wanted me to work out. He croaked from behind a swirling wall of 

cigarette smoke that this was a question posed to the local high school students in 

Alabama and he wanted to see ifl was up to their level in my "education." It involved a 



Ballard 39 

swimming pool of so many cubic feet, an eye dropper, and a number of gallons of water. 

Somewhere in that equation he also named a date and its purpose was to see how long it 

would take to fill such a pool and to name the day it would be completed. 

I instantly thought of The Phantom Tollbooth and the pointless practices of the 

small creature performing useless and time-consuming tasks. I had no idea how to come 

to the answer. I spent a while drawing out equations, calculating milliliters into cups into 

gallons and then trying to figure out how many gallons went in a cubic foot. I quickly 

found myself going in circles and losing interest in proving anything to this balding man 

smoking cigarette after cigarette, who cared nothing for the coughing and discomfort it 

caused my mother, sister and me, with asthma. I guessed April 2, 2038. Math was not 

my strong suit. If he had asked me to recite Shakespeare or explain the Beat Movement 

in the sixties, I could have regaled him with facts and theory for hours. But no, he 

laughed and said I was wrong. He said that it was obvious my mother wasn't doing me 

any favors if I couldn't figure out such a simple problem. He never told me the answer. 

14 

When I was ten until I was about fifteen, my father would return home from a day 

at work, at any one of the jobs that he had held during those years, and I would 

sometimes ask ifhe wouldn't mind playing catch. I played catch with my father from the 

time I was very small. I would swing the large plastic bat at a whiffle ball thrown gently 

in an underhanded arc from his patient hand, standing about four feet away under the 

setting sun streaming through our pecan trees. Hilary never really enjoyed playing catch, 

and her last attempt was video recorded and still brought out at family gatherings when 
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she swung the bat and hit the ball directly into my mother's eye, causing my father to run 

towards her trying to hold back his laughter while making sure she hadn't been blinded. 

After that, my sister returned to her dolls, my mother to her Bible studies, and my father 

and I would go outside and toss a baseball back and forth for hours until it was too dark 

to see it. When I turned eight I joined the local girls' softball league where I played 

catcher and second base for the next four years. We were called the "Reform Rebels" 

and then the "Pink Panthers." I loved playing ball. I was never one to rock a doll, their 

lifeless forms uninteresting to me, but the thrill of a hit and the elation felt while running 

towards a base was what I longed for every summer. I was good and prided myself that I 

was one of maybe two or three other girls that could hit a fastball. The problem was I 

could only hit a fastball and swung too soon or too late when it was pitched slowly and 

gently, anxious I would miss it or waiting too long for it to cross the plate. My father and 

I eventually moved on to throwing the football around after we moved North and I 

became obsessed with Notre Dame, trying to find common ground with my tall maternal 

grandfather, who would spend every Saturday cheering on the blue and gold. 

I always felt like I was softening the blow to my father for having two girls with 

the wife he chose to stay with. My half-brother lived with his mother, my father's ex-

wife, on the other side of the country. Because of her unwillingness to waver on his 

restrictive visitation rights, he has never been a part of my life. I wanted to be more of a 

tomboy so that my father didn't miss out on being able to show his son how to catch a 

ground ball or give the football the right amount of spin . . My hands were red and sore 

after hours spent in the street in front of the house. I felt like the better I was at throwing 
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a ball or the more I knew about off-sides, "clipping," and field goals, the closer I would 

be to my father and grandfather. 

As I grew older, my father began giving me more books to read that he had 

enjoyed as a young man. Ayn Rand and Dostoevsky soon occupied my bookshelves, 

stocked in my eagerness to complete them so I could answer questions about their themes 

and plot twists whenever my father was home. Dostoevsky led me to Tolstoy and then to 

Chopin and I began to be drawn toward their heroines and the strong spirits they 

portrayed. I tried to talk to my father about those women but he wanted to talk about 

Roark and architecture and the parallels to American democracy. I eventually stopped 

buying the books he suggested. I continued to seek out women in the black and white 

pages of the books I bought, and checked out from the library, and borrowed from 

friends, who also felt they didn't quite belong where they were or could fully be 

themselves in the place where they were born. 

15 

For a long time, I would fall asleep to the fantasy of a life I did not have. I 

pictured a world I would like to live in, and a social standing my parents could not afford 

or attain. I imagined we lived in a big house at the end of a very long and curvy white 

road. It was brick with white shutters and a tall slate roof reaching towards the sky. It 

was how I always thought a mansion would look. This home was ours. It was not 

rented, and it was not my grandparents' that we "inherited," but simply purchased and 

owned by the Ballard family. Soon after the fantasy began, a handsome stranger would 

come to the door; naturally he would be tall, dark, and handsome. I would answer the 

door, wearing flannel pajama bottoms and a tight tank top revealing a bust I have never 
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had, let alone while dreaming as a thirteen-year-old. The handsome stranger would ask 

to speak to my father, claiming he worked for him and was a new recruit for his 

ironworking team. In this fantasy, my father was a superintendent, a job I knew was 

higher than any one my father ever held and always aspired to earn. He never did. He 

was always a journeyman, the position I imagined this stranger to have. I would invite 

him in, lead him to the kitchen, and after I had called for my father, I would jump up and 

sit on the counter. The man and I would talk. I really never imagined what we talked 

about, but we would continue to talk for hours, and my father never came downstairs. 

My mother was never there, and neither was my sister; it was just me, this man, and a 

successful father, who had bought and paid for the large house where my dreams came 

true. I was just like every other young girl who felt secure in her home and did not worry 

about money, or men, or their fathers' jobs. As I grew older, and began to realize this 

fantasy would never come true, I started looking for my own home. I continue to search 

for a house that is big and strong enough to hold my thoughts about the world and people 

in it, and provide a space for me to reinvent them in my writing. 

16 

I couldn't get in touch with anyone all day. Not my Mom, or my sister, or even 

my Dad when I had to resort to the last contact I was willing to ask for info1mation as to 

why my mother, my best friend, hadn't answered any of my texts or phone calls all 

morning and afternoon. It was stretching to just past 4pm and I was beginning to worry-

a tendency from which I thought I had almost recovered. As I was pacing my small dorm 

room, my freshman roommate glaring every so often from under her bunk at my constant 

movement distracting her from her anatomy notes, my father finally called. 
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"Hey honey, how are you?" 

"Dad, where is everybody? I haven't heard from Mom or Hil all day." 

~'Well, honey, your sister had an accident today. She's in the hospital and your 

mother is with her. I know your Mom wanted to tell you but she's had her hands full and 

she didn't want you to worry." 

"What are you talking about?! What happened? Is she ok? Didn't you think that 

by leaving me in the dark I would worry anyway? God, what happened?" I was furious. I 

hated being so unable to leave, stranded as a freshman without a car in Michigan and 

dismissed from being included in the happenings a hundred miles south in Indiana. 

"Your mother is going to call you in an hour. How are classes going?" 

"They're fine, Dad. What's going on with Hilary??" 

"I don't know for sure yet, Honey; just wait for your Mom to call you, ok?" 

"Ok, fine. I've got to go, I've got to study." 

"Ok sweetheart, I love you." 

"You, too." 

I tried to think about other things, distract myself and do some reading for my 

World History class. But I couldn't focus on how Queen Elizabeth went about 

conquering the world or how it affected the economy of London while she was doing it. I 

kept looking at the time in the lower right hand comer of my laptop, willing the minutes 

to move faster, for my mother to call me sooner. Fifty three minutes later her tired voice 

came through on my cell phone. I took the call in the common room down the hall, not 

wanting my roommate to see me cry. 

"Hi baby, how are you?" 



"I'm freaked out, Mom! What's going on?? 

"Your sister had an accident today - " 

"I know Mom; that's what Dad said. What kind of accident??" 
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"She swallowed nine Tylenol. Don't worry though, she threw them right up 

almost immediately after and they took her to the hospital to get her stomach pumped. 

She's ok now." 

"What? Are you serious? Why?" 

"We don't know yet, Baby; she is just really upset." 

"Where is she?" 

"She's at Madison Center right now." Immediately images of her black streaked 

eyes crying and too-thin body strapped down into some generic hospital bed in a room 

with a lock and glass window flooded my brain. I felt sick. 

"How long will she be there?" 

"I'm going to pick her up in the morning; they have to keep her overnight. I'm so 

sorry I didn't call you and made you worry. How is studying going?" 

"Mom, I don't care about studying!" I was sobbing at this point, angry at her for 

not telling me, angry at myself for not being able to get down there, but mostly I was 

angry at Hilary for doing something so stupid. 

I had attended a lecture in my freshman writing class a few weeks prior in which 

the professor told us about the experience of her mother dying. She said that it wasn't 

grief, or sadness or regret that she felt the most when she got the news that her mother 

had passed away - but that she was mad at her mother for dying. She was furious that 

she had chosen such an inopportune time, in the middle of her graduate classes, to die. 
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She was angry that she hadn't given her a warning. She was irate that her mother had 

changed her identity to a grieving student and motherless daughter without consulting her 

first. She used this example to explain how unexpected life can be, that reality 

sometimes messes with our heads and causes us to place blame on those who had nothing 

to do with what really had happened. I felt that anger towards my sister. I was infuriated 

that she wasn't strong enough to deal with whatever demons she was struggling with in 

high school. I hated her for harming her small body and causing the attention to be 

focused yet again on her and her problems. Wasn't I the one that was all alone up here, 

fat and still gaining weight, without any potential dates or boyfriends? Wasn't I the 

person who had left for college a year earlier than anyone else and didn't have a car, or a 

job, or the adequate skills to make friends like everyone else around me? Didn't she still 

have our Mom there to talk to and hang out with? Didn't she know that by doing this to 

herself, she ensured that every one of my problems was going to forever seem smaller, 

less consequential and more conquerable than hers? 

I envied and despised her selfishness. I hated her. I hated her almost as much as I 

wanted to be there with her, take off the imagined restraints that I was sure they put on 

her wrists and hold her shivering body. I wanted her to take it back. I wanted to have 

been there to listen to what had happened that had made her take such a ridiculous 

dosage. Nine Tylenol really wouldn't have done anything but it was certainly more than 

the manufacturers recommend. But she did it, and threw them up, and got help 

immediately. It could have been so much worse but the threat of it was terrifying. A cry 

for help? Another mission to seek out our parents' attention? We drifted further apart 

with every month that passed since she went back to public school and I become 
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obsessed with grades and perfection. The realization that I had no idea about her 

motivations unhinged the illusion of the closeness of the Ballard girls. 

I told my mom that I was sorry for getting upset with her, and asked ifthere was 

anything I could do (knowing there was little I could, stranded a couple of hours away 

without a car). I told her everything was fine with me. I told her classes were great, I 

was happy up here and that she should call me with any news. I told her to tell my sister 

I loved her and I was sorry she was going through such a tough time. I hung up the 

phone and knew that I would take care of my own problems myself from then on. I 

would figure things out. I didn't want to be the cause of that tired strain and worry in my 

mother's voice. I knew what it was to worry. I promised to never be the cause of it for 

someone else. 

17 

" ... Worried about Mom and Hil this week. After Mom put 70 bucks towards my 

books, she only has $40 to last till Friday. I'll probably send them $20 tomorrow, what do 

I need money right now for? Besides, Katie should be paying me for my math book. 

Another $60 bucks I really have no use for. Of course I'll save around $30 for emergency 

or movie money but the rest could help them. Hilary's new 'vegan' diet and Mom's 

quilting is not cheap. Especially when Dad only brought $300 in on Friday." Journal 

entry, January 9, 2005, Allendale, ML 

As a child I always seemed to have been aware of my parents' finances. I 

remember rooting around in our cupboards when I was five or six, looking for something 

to snack on, and only finding brown sugar in the cabinet and iced tea and condiments in 

the refrigerator. We never starved but we never had more than enough. Instead of 
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buying new dresses from the local JC Penny, my mother would buy six-packs of white t-

shirts for girls, and use left-over fabric to sew around the bottom of the shirt, making my 

sister and me dresses for the summers. My sister would get my old clothes and I would 

often get the hand-me-downs from my older cousin Becky. 

When I was eleven, I became obsessed with starting lemonade stands, landing 

la\\in mowing contracts, picking up the neighbor dog's poop, and babysitting, just to earn 

enough to not worry. When I became older, I could name every business within a fifteen 

mile radius that allowed students under the age of sixteen to work. It was deemed "work-

study" and businesses were allowed to hire fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds as long as the 

school recognized it for credit - and as my school was something I controlled and 

determined from the time I was fourteen, I said that working at the local movie theatre, a 

bistro, and hundreds of hours spent changing diapers and supervising Teletubby 

marathons, counted towards my "education." Truthfully, all I cared about was making 

sure my mother didn't have to worry when my father didn't find a job after six months. I 

knew she would feel better about taking the $150 or so I had earned doing odd jobs 

around the neighborhood and my paltry paycheck popping corn for movie-goers than 

resort to asking one of my uncles or her parents for help making rent. I remember writing 

the above entry and can picture that stamped envelope with my mother's name on it that I 

later sent money in. What does a seventeen-year-old need extra cash for, I would ask 

myself. I had no bills or groceries to buy because everything was taken care of for me at 

school. I told myself they needed money more than I did, that I would be valued for my 

selflessness, and could be relied on when times got tough. I would be their port in a 

storm. 
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18 

"Would it fuck everything up if I kissed you right now?" I hadn't seen him in 

nearly a year and had forgotten what a torch I had carried for him the entire tjme I was at 

college in Michigan. This question, no matter how un-romantic, was something I had 

hoped to hear for over two years. 

I chose to attend Grand Valley State University initially because it was one of the 

few schools in the country that offered fencing - something I had desperately wanted to 

try ever since I read The Count of Monte Cristo. The precision of the swords and the 

dance-like sequences drew me in and had me hunting for the club's booth like my life 

depended upon it during the week of Campus Life events. Brian was the president of the 

fencing club and noticed my eagerness to learn on the first night of practice that fall 

semester. We soon became friends and eventually running partners. I began running and 

working out as soon as I got to college, unwilling to return home for the summer to have 

put on even more weight by falling victim to the stereotypical "Freshman Fifteen," and 

vowing to reverse it and lose fifteen (or thirty) pounds. Brian was an avid runner and due 

to a recent ankle injury, my tortoise-pace was perfect for the healing gait demanded by 

his doctors. His athlete's knowledge and picturesque body were enough for me to 

continue my training and dedication to the dusty miles beaten beneath my feet down 

around the lake on the north side of campus. 

He was gorgeous. Tall, blonde, lean, muscular, funny, and he liked me - at least 

enough to be my running buddy, drive me to parties, and talk to me about the girls he was 

dating. I never really entertained a crush because there was no way he would ever be 

interested in me: a lowly, pudgy and awkward freshman to his Lithuanian-god-like junior 
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status. So, we were friends. He called me for rides when I was allowed to bring my car 

sophomore year and I would be the first he invited to any party he threw at his smoky, 

off-campus apartment. I would laugh at his jokes and help him lug kegs up his stairs to 

sit in a bathtub full of ice. We would talk about Chuck Palahniuk, an author we both 

loved for his unique ways of looking at the ordinary and drawing out the strange. He 

pushed me to run further, study harder, fence better and laugh louder. He would give me 

books to read that his upper-level poly-sci professors suggested to him so we could talk 

about them later. I gave him gender theory that I had found interesting in one of my 

world literature classes and talked for hours about the difference between American 

feminism and African feminism. The idea of "counter-cultures" and "worldviews" was 

something that interested me endlessly and he was a ready audience with his several 

classes taken in international politics. Then, as summer arrived, we parted. I went home 

to work and live at home; he stayed in Michigan, his family only thirty minutes from 

campus. We would talk on the phone once a month or so. But we often left our 

friendship to be picked up again in the fall and spring on our running paths or deep in the 

basements of the field house where we danced and shuffled under the weighty white 

jackets and mesh-lined masks. 

Then, in the middle of the summer between my sophomore and junior year, Brian 

called. He needed a ride from O'Hare back up to Grand Rapids. And hey, wouldn't it be 

fun to catch up? So I picked him up wearing a shirt that revealed more cleavage than he 

had ever seen on me, my running finally paying off so that now where there was once 

cellulite there were lovely curves. 
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We talked about everything, and I was so physically and socially different from 

what I had been as a freshman and sophomore when he knew me that he actually seemed 

interested - attracted, even. I could tell. I had been with Matt, a former coworker, and 

my boyfriend for a couple of months, and had been shown a world where girls are pretty 

and the guys notice. Brian noticed. I was more than just a girl who ran and read. 

The plan was for me to drive him from O'Hare to Grand Rapids and stay the night 

in his brother's house and I would drive home in the morning. We were given the 

basement, as they were hosting a couple of friends and Brian kindly gave me the couch 

while he took the floor. Lying there on the couch, after we had dinner with his brother 

and watched a few episodes of Friends, I couldn't sleep. Regardless of whatever 

rationale I had for Brian not being interested in me semesters before, I couldn't help but 

allow a glimmer of hope that I was now "woman" enough for him to find me even 

slightly attractive. For a moment, I felt less like the bookish and shy Ballard sister, and 

more like the popular and bold Ballard sister. I was no longer thinking about Mr. Darcy 

and what it must have been like to be courted and pursued in nineteenth-century England, 

but how my sister would act in this situation, what her moves might be as she so skillfully 

twists boys and men around her finger. I was sure he could hear the thud of my heart 

against my ribcage, nervous and inexperienced at sleeping in the same room with a man, 

and not any man, but Brian. Suddenly, I saw him sit up, my eyes adjusted to the dark of 

the basement. 

"Would it fuck everything up if I kissed you right now?" 

"Um ... no." My heart was racing even faster than I thought it could, unaware of 

what I should do as he made his way over to the couch. I made room for him and he sat 
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down next to me. He stroked my face and smoothed my hair. He leaned in and kissed 

me, a huge, passionate, open-mouthed slow kiss. It was awkward. I was used to a 

quicker, more peckish kind of kiss that was consistent with my boyfriend, Matt. As soon 

as his lips met mine, I felt a wave of guilt wash over me. Instead of enjoying the moment 

I had so long dreamed about, I was picturing and rehearsing a conversation that I knew I 

would have to have with Matt as soon as I got home, maybe even before. 

"We should stop. I have a boyfriend." 

"I know. I'm sorry. It's just ... fuck, you know?" I did know. "Fuck," Brian's 

favorite word, was all that was running through my head. My tendency towards guilt and 

self-control was kicking in hard, but my longing to act on a two-year crush battled against 

my better judgment. My guilt, as usual, won and I allowed Brian to return to the floor. I 

turned over and stared at the scratchy grey and blue upholstered couch back, wishing I 

had not told him to stop. It was too late to go back; I could hear his breathing grow 

longer and heavier after about an hour of lying still. Sleep never claimed me and I never 

found relief from my regret. 

"Don't worry about it, don't beat yourself up. It never happened." We 

awkwardly hugged each other in the morning in front of my car. 

"I know, I know. Thanks, Brian." 

I called my Mom on the way home and had to hold the phone away from my ear 

as she screamed in delight after I had told her what had happened. 

"I knew it! I knew it! Oh, baby, I'm so happy that happened! Tell me all about 

it!" 

"Mom, this isn't good. I cheated on Matt. I have to tell him." 
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"No, baby, you don't. It's not cheating if you only kiss someone. Just break up 

with the little twerp." She had never been a fan of Matt, openly hating everything about 

him. He was my first act of defiance against her. 

"Mom, come on, he's my boyfriend and Brian is moving to Wyoming after 

graduation. It'll never happen. I know you hate Matt, but I feel awful. Please tell me 

what to say to him." 

"Don't tell him anything. Just move on." 

"I can't do that, the guilt is eating me up right now, I can't even imagine what it 

will be like when I see him again. I'm supposed to meet him at his show tonight." 

"Oh, his 'show', of course. Little rock star need his adoring fans around him, 

huh?" 

"Come on, Mom." 

19 

Matt was short. He had a nose ring. He was "taking time off' from college. And 

sin of all sins, he was in a band. We met at work, both of us baristas in the cafe at Barnes 

and Noble. I knew I wanted to date him from the moment I saw him hop up onto the 

counter, hidden from the eyes of managers and customers, to continue where he had left 

off in Melville's Moby Dick. It was my second or third day, a shy sixteen-year-old 

excited to finally have earned a spot of employment in my favorite place on earth. I 

joked that I spent so much time there, reading books and drinking coffee, that I might as 

well get paid for it. 

"Can I go get a book to read?" I asked hesitatingly. Matt, sucking in the air 

between his closed jaws, answered that I probably shouldn't this early. I wasn' t yet 
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aware of how to "play the managers" and get away with reading on the clock instead of 

cleaning or restocking the shelves of tea and bottled water. 

Surmising from my plea to read, he asked if I was bored, closed his book and 

hopped down from the ledge and walked over to lean against the counter next to me. I 

looked at his dirty Chuck Taylors and ragged cuffs of his black work pants and as we 

both leaned against the counter I didn't seem to be that much taller than he. He spent the 

remainder of our shift together talking about himself and his band and his plans for 

college and his plans to move to LA and make it "big." He spent a whole thirty minutes 

describing how he and his band mates had come up with the name of their band. I don't 

remember saying much of anything except nodding or "mmhmm-ing" at the appropriate 

times during his stories. He didn't ask me about myself or my interests at all. I didn't 

care, though; I was far too interested in appearing interested. At first, I was most 

attracted to the fact that he enjoyed reading; I thought it was something we could talk 

about, and seeing his preference for the classics, I hoped to have found someone like 

Brian with whom I could share my passion for literature. It soon became apparent that 

Matt's interests were more focused on his music and band and record deals and LA and 

himself. I ignored that, and blinded myself with the comforting image of Ahab battling 

the whale on the cover held between his freckled hands. Finding a boyfriend was my 

white whale, and I buried myself in my obsession. 

He said he had always liked me. I said I always knew my first boyfriend would 

be special. I never expected to have to break up with my mother to begin dating a boy. 
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20 

The bedroom light was off but the hallway light was on, shadowing my mother's 

towering figure as she screamed at me to calm down, stop crying, and that I was the only 

one who was being ridiculous right now. My arms were crossed in front of me, my knees 

bent into my chest and my back pressed as far into the comer of my room as I cottld 

manage. As my breathing became more shallow and my eyes pressed tight enough that I 

began seeing red and felt the pulsating of my heartbeat in my temples, I remained silent -

unable to defend our relationship any longer. Apparently she wanted me to continue to 

fight, to explain why I wanted to be in relationship with a prideful boy in a stupid band. 

Why I intentionally chose him over her, changing our relationship for the worse. I began 

disagreeing with her on things (his fault and influence) and wanted to spend time at his 

parents' house, having dinner and going to see movies (She wanted to see that movie with 

me!). She grabbed the handle to the bedroom next to mine and began slamming it open 

and closed open and closed open and closed while she screamed like some angry animal 

that I no longer recognized or felt safe around. I had no idea what she was going to do 

and feared more than anything that she would hurt herself, slam her hand in the door or 

cause her throat to break open from her screaming, "God dammit!" With a final slam she 

spun around and walked out towards the living room. I heard the door to the back yard 

open and slam and knew she had retreated to the lawn. 

I didn't realize that I had begun rocking and could feel myself shaking. There 

weren't any more tears coming out of my eyes but my face was still pinched and 

contorted as I tried to wring out the images of what I had just seen from my dry tear 

ducts. My sister, with her dyed-black hair and leg warmers shrugging down her thin 
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wrists, came slowly around the comer and sat on the bed across from me. She began 

shushing me like you would a child who had just woken from a terrible dream. My arms 

began to ache and I stretched them out to wrap around her neck. She stopped me before I 

could fall into her and I opened my hands revealing eight bloody half-moons where my 

nails had dug deep into my palms. 

21 

"I hope I've chosen the right path. I fly home in 99 days. 10 weeks. Will I return 

changed? Hope so." - Journal entry, London, 11 :56p.m. September 21, 2006. 

I fell in love for the first time when I was nineteen years old - a real love, the kind 

that sticks with you and reminds you why we have the capacity for the emotion. I fell in 

love with flying, and from that flight I fell in love with traveling. I flirted with 

independence, until I recognized it was a lifestyle to which I could commit. It was as if I 

had opened a locked door that held behind it all the possibilities of experience and joy 

that comes with stepping through one space and into another. I had been unconsciously 

training by reading hundreds of books and essays; I was preparing for the way in which I 

would be able to enter into a new place and experience what it has to offer without 

signing a lease or marrying a native. Like a well-written book or essay, I was able to visit 

a town, talk with its inhabitants, enjoy the food and the weather and the drama, and then 

leave. I discovered the allure of living a transient life. Moving from place to place and 

absorbing everything that its people and surroundings have to offer. Seeing a new 

country, talking to different people and experiencing new cultures were like running into, 

not falling down, the rabbit's hole. I was a glutton for experience. I couldn't stop finding 
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things that I loved to see, touch, eat, and hear. I was an addict and understood the 

dangers of becoming a hedonist. 

I chose to study abroad in London at the end of my sophomore year. The flight 

there was the first flight I had ever taken and lasted a little over eight hours. I was 

sandwiched in between a nice Midwestern couple on my left who wouldn't stop asking 

me questions, and on my right a rigid Scandinavian couple who ignored me the entire 

flight. I didn't sleep at all and instead watched as my tiny iPod nano's battery went lower 

and lower until it finally turned off about six hours in. As we began to circle Heathrow, 

many of those on the aisle seats began opening their windows letting a strong, pink light 

in from the sunrise. I had-missed the night entirely, having left around three in the 

afternoon and now landing in another country's morning. Looking over the Scandinavian 

woman's shoulder, I swear to this day I thought I saw a castle with lights in every 

window and turrets reaching up to the sky with a moat surrounding it. My heart began to 

race and didn't stop until I reached my homestay. 

I considered London the literary hub and couldn't wait to walk the streets of Mrs. 

Dalloway, tum the comers that Dodger raced around trying to escape the police, and even 

imagine that Knocktum Alley really did exist behind a few taps on a brick wall. I longed 

for the varied culture and layers of people that had been there before me. I wanted to be 

counted among those who were inspired by this city to write themselves into history. 

22 

"Hi. I'm Veronica." 

"Hey." She barely looked up from her cereal. I wondered what I had done to 

offend her already. 
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Meghan had arrived the day before I had. I had chosen to fly on September 12th, 

both unwilling to spend the anniversary of 9/11 30,000 feet in the air. Meghan had taken 

advantage of the incredibly good deals offered by the airlines to those who were willing 

to board a plane a short five years since the World Trade Center tragedy. For her 

bravery, Meghan was rewarded with the experience of an entire day of knowledge and 

familiarity with the city in which we were to spend the next semester. She knew where 

and when to wait for the famed red double-decker bus that would take us into town. She 

knew how and where to pay for our ride which would place me in her debt early on in our 

relationship as I had not yet traded in my American dollars for the Harry Potter-esque 

golden pounds and silver and copper pence. She and I climbed the stairs, unsteady as the 

bus lurched forward and dovm the hill heading towards town, to sit in the upper level and 

front seat to watch the city spilling out before us. 

It was early fall, but the leaves were still green and the sun had come out after a 

light rain earlier that morning. The bus stopped every few blocks to let people off and let 

others on. It was midday so there were relatively few people out. We passed school 

yards, parks, grocery stores, and countless pubs all with varied names of royals' body 

parts: Albert's Arm, The Queen's Head, and O'Neill's Hand, just to name a few. 

As we turned the corner and I looked down into the school yard where dozens of 

boys played, running around chasing each other in their red and blue striped jackets, I no 

longer felt the grip of the icy vines of fear and separation from home. Instead I felt 

elated, ready to explore and weightless as we careened from side to side, the bus stopping 

just feet from the river and in the center of town, letting us down onto an (all too) idyllic 

cobblestoned street. Even though Meghan was by my side, I was alone. The warm 
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breeze kissed and welcomed my smiling face. No one knew my name or my fears or my 

history. My pages were blank in this town and in this country. I was free. 

23 

My favorite place in the house at Blenheim Gardens was my third story window. 

I have always loved windows and could often be found as a small child spending time 

sitting behind them, their nature and purpose to keep the harshness of the elements out 

but letting the light and the activity outside come in. I felt safe, protected, insulated and 

fearless in the face of strong winds, downpours and lightning. My window in England 

was large, nearly taking up the entire far wall with two panels opening outward with 

corresponding cranking metal levers. Gauzy mosquito net curtains hung down to the 

creamy carpet, veiny like the whites of an egg stretched out. The strong, common white 

ledge was roughly eighteen inches deep and perfect for sitting and stretching out. 

It was there at that window that I spent most of my time. I sat on that ledge and 

looked out and down from that abundant view. It faced east, allowing me no chance to 

sleep in past sunrise a few minutes after seven every morning. It was almost always 

open, allowing breezes and the thick, rainy perfume of the city to venture in. The 

window was never wet during storms and remained gratifyingly dry as I would sit and 

watch them come in, the clouds and sky dark and black as I was protected in the space of 

the ledge, kept dry by a frame of white. My body and thoughts were between the cheap, 

blue carpet of my room, the trivial goings-on of my roommates and the heavy weight of 

small tempests drowning the pavement of the drive below. I dreamt there. I would pull 

out a notebook and write to my family, cataloguing the day's events and things I would 

see and how much I missed them. But mostly it was on this ledge, in the space between 
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the outside and the inside that I would write other thoughts. I would journal and copy 

down various song lyrics that seemingly fit my experiences and feelings while I was 

there. I would make up stories and imagine that Austen and Woolf had their own ledges 

and looked out at that very same sky as they breathed life into the characters using their 

pens on their own paper. I dreamt of grand things and a future of happiness for myself. 

As I looked out, the sun streaked through the clouds and caught on the spinning mirrors 

of the neighbor's wind chimes, and it warmed my face. My dreams did not feel so far in 

that window. I began to believe those dreams could someday be realized- that I, too, 

would be a writer, and a voice inspiring others. 

24 

It is a difficult thing to be so different from my sister. We agree on so much and 

so little; large and small issues; life-changing and trivial. I know her secrets before 

anyone else does, and she knows mine. We tell each other everything. We call and text 

and talk about the things we've done, the things we want to do, and the places we \:vant to 

go. We tell each other things that embarrass us, but would be worse if we had to carry 

the burden of that knowledge alone. We pass judgment and give advice, but we never go 

so far as to make the other feel like she is less than deserving of the utmost respect and 

understanding. 

The bond between my sister and me has expanded and shrunk like a resolute 

rubber band. The two of us were all we had as small children, alone on a five-acre farm 

with only my mother and a caravan of animals, ranging from cats and dogs to sheep and 

iguanas. Then, as school began and we became old enough to play outside of our 

mother's sight, Hilary displayed the ability to befriend anyone and made it a point to. 
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She was first to share her dolls and the last to stand up from the sand box, unwilling to 

cut her chipper conversations short. I kept a not too distant watch upon my little sister, 

too nervous to join her games and groups of friends but unwilling to cut the tie that binds 

two girls with the same last name. I worried and fretted over her safety but probably 

cared more not to be left or separated from her inexhaustible energy and white-blonde 

hair that hung so carelessly in her blue eyes. 

At the time when we both were going to enter high school, our parents gave us the 

choice to either return to the public school system or continue to homeschool, for 

however long we chose. They gave us this choice to start as freshman so that the 

transition would be easier; we wouldn't seem as much outsiders as we would if we had 

entered at eighth grade or tenth. I chose to stay home, eager to finish early and too 

comfortable with the freedom to read as many books as I wanted to and vwite essays 

about them and call that a day's worth of education. Hilary chose to return to the public 

school system, always referred to as "the social butterfly" of the family, unwilling to 

continue to be caged in by coursework and curriculum assigned by our mother with no 

one other than me to roll her eyes at. 

After high school and college (for me) and beauty school (for her), we began 

moving through life as young adults do. We encountered each other along the way, even 

making an attempt at living together for a year which, all-in-all, wasn't too terrible. We 

still go through long stretches of getting along incredibly well and then something will 

happen, a rift will open between us either because of a man, or a fight with our mother, or 

some other triviality, and we will not speak for a week or two. We'll acknowledge each 

other at family dinner on Sundays at our grandparents but we won't text, we won't call, 
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we won't schedule meetings at the gym to sweat out the drink we had the night before 

(she) or the pint of Ben and Jerry's we consumed in one sitting (I). But then, something 

will happen. Mom will act crazy or the man we were fighting about hurt one of us and 

we'll need each other again. We'll call or text and agree to meet, bitch, moan, cry or 

scream depending on the reason for our reunion. It always happens and there is no 

resentment or hurt feelings or "ok, now let's talk about why we were fighting.~' We carry 

on. 

I have a single tattoo on the inside of my left wrist. It is small and without the 

decoration of a thorny rose or looping script. It is in the font that old typewriters use to 

produce, very small, perhaps a 12-point. It reads in lower case, "i carry your heart," and 

my sister has the identical one on the inside of her right wrist. We got them together on 

another trip to Texas we took about four years ago. We chose the title and repeating line 

in a poem by E.E. Cummings: 

i carry your heart with me (i carry it in 
my heart) i am never without it (anywhere 
i go you go, my dear; and whatever is done 

by only me is your doing, my darling) 

i fear no fate(for you are my fate, my sweet) i want 
no world (for beautiful you are my world, my true) 
and it's you are whatever a moon has always meant 

and whatever a sun will always sing is you 

here is the deepest secret nobody knows 
(here is the root of the root and the bud of the bud 

and the sky of the sky of a tree called life; which grows 
higher than the soul can hope or mind can hide) 

and this is the wonder that's keeping the stars apart 

i carry your heart (i carry it in my heart) 



Ballard 62 

This poem is simple, it is straightforward, has little decorum or appropriate punctuation. 

We always will remember that no matter where we are or the hurtful words we know and 

use to cut each of us deepest - our hearts carry each other's. And after I move away, 

and after she does whatever it is she is going to do (probably get married, continue 

cutting hair, live in South Bend), we will still keep each other close. She will come with 

me. I will always carry her heart. Our similar but vastly different upbringing will remind 

me that there are stories to tell. No matter where we are, it is the roads we take, the 

people we meet, the fights we had that gave us the strength to carry each other's heart, to 

tell our story, to draw on the support and the strength of those in our lives that have been 

there since the beginning. 

25 

I once wrote a short story about a man who had led a selfish lifo, taking advantage 

of some, exploiting others, and eventually hurting the one person he cared for. 

Serendipitously, this man came across a leather-bound book that had the ability to erase a 

person's past. It could remove the hurt, the betrayal, and the guilt that sometimes comes 

along with a relationship. The book allowed the man to wipe his slate clean after the 

injured parties signed their names in its pages. However, once he or she signed, their 

memory of the man disappeared entirely - his presence in their memory was removed 

along with his wrongdoing. He was given a second chance. He leaves his love's 

signature for last because no matter how much he wishes he could take back the damage 

he had done to her, he could not bear to erase the years of happiness they had together. I 

left the story unfinished, not knowing how to bring the lovers together and maintain the 
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fantastical element, but the idea of writing about starting over still remains something I 

would like to explore - both in my personal essays and in my fiction. 

I am an avid resolutionist. That word does not exist (yet) but it is the closest way 

to describe the ways I make decisions, complete tasks and move forward. January first is 

my favorite day of the year. It is fresh, it is new, and it doesn't matter what I had done 

the previous three hundred and sixty five days; I have a clean year wide and open before 

me. I resolve to journal three pages every day. I generally set aside a number of books 

that I wasn't able to get to read the previous year. Most often I will set a savings goal, a 

weight loss target and a designated number of days a week to practice yoga. Mondays 

are my favorite days. Whatever amount of calories I consumed over the weekend or 

pages I didn't get to write, I have another seven days to get to it. I believe that is why 

most of my stories involve people who get to begin again, wipe their slate clean, and go 

back to the beginning. 

And that is where I have come - to my beginning. I landed at Austin-Bergstrom 

International Airport at 3 :3 7pm Central Time. I went alone, as I had traveled on my last 

two trips. I prefer being one among strangers, another passenger, and another single girl. 

I stayed where I wanted, slept in as late or got up as early as I chose. It is up to me only 

whether I go for a run or eat ice cream in bed for breakfast. I can sit alone and have 

dinner at a fancy French restaurant, penning thoughts about the patrons around me. I am 

served, instead of the one doing the serving. I make mental notes to return to my journal 

later that afternoon or my laptop in the evening to write down the secret life of the red 

hat-wearing woman with the poodle that shared her gelato. Or the man blowing into a 

harmonica and pounding his foot against the sidewalk while the bell-filled bandana hung 
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loose around his ankle adding percussion to his tunes. I take pictures like a real tourist -

but not of buildings or rivers or common points of interest but of graffiti and condensing 

water pooling around my iced green tea: 

I have come to Texas to find a large enough space to breathe and to think. The 

heat is unbearable here in July, not as dry as I had hoped, my shirt clinging to my back 

with sweat from the 100+ degree temperatures during my entire stay. I was born here, 

several hours south on the island of Galveston. I have returned to find out if my heari 

claims this place again as my home, my birthplace. And it has. 

I walk around mostly trying to fight back the tears, unprepared for the rush of 

passion and feeling of "rightness" for the place in which I have found myself. Everyone 

is cheerful, almost as if they recognize me as a native, as someone who also belongs. 

Southern charm is not lacking here in this vibrant community. The cupcake lady asking: 

"How are ya <loin' darlin'?" and I paused, so used to the coldness of the North, the 

generic greetings and oh so brief and intermittent examples of Yankee friendliness. I 

ordered the red velvet with cream cheese frosting, nearly melted by the time I return to 

my car a few hundred yards away. Walking everywhere will be no problem in this town. 

And I did. I walked from one end of Austin to another. I went for runs in the morning 

before the temperature spiked and joined a yoga class which challenged me more than 

any other I had taken at home in Indiana. 

I toured apartments and visited as many restaurants as I could to gather 

information about the state I will once again call home. I spent a quarter of a century 

away from that place, beginning there, only now wanting to end up there. The plains are 

vast, the culture vibrant and the people as warm as the peach cobbler served in the red 
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and white striped paper boats. There is sadness too. I can already feel the beginnings of 

an ache that will become stronger as the time comes when I will no longer have my 

family and friends a few minutes away. I bit my lower lip in the small fear that perhaps 

this foray into the life of a writer will fail. Perhaps I am no good and the stories and 

observations will fall to a blank and empty page as white as the clouds I fly over on my 

way back to Indiana. But the lure of the city and excitement of a fresh start pulls me with 

a force even stronger than fear. I can see myself in that town. I can picture many 

mornings spent overlooking Lady Bird Lake, journaling and free writing to the sounds of 

the breeze snaking through the trees above. I can wait and watch for the thunderheads 

there. 
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Epilogue 

I no longer dream about young ironworkers. It is no longer in my father's house, 

however large and impressive, that I dream of living. I am not wearing flannel pajama 

bottoms or eating cereal. I am full grown and fully clothed. I am in a log cabin in the 

woods with fiery leaves and slats of the autumn sun streaking through the windows. Or I 

am in a modem flat with a view of the Eiffel Tower. Or I am in a cramped and miniscule 

studio with one good view in the middle of a bustling city. But the common thread, the 

recurring image, is a computer screen, or a laptop, or a vintage typewriter, or an empty 

but thirsty journal, and ink pen or pencil or quill. I do not know where I am going to 

eventually plant my wandering feet. I no longer feel the need to cast my dream with a 

strong, tall, attractive man. I entertain supporting roles and extras, but the life that I 

picture for myself is no longer dominated by the presence (and more often than not, 

absence) of a male lead. I do not need him. I want my own home. I am seeking a life 

that allows me to continue to dream, and put those dreams down on paper. I am looking 

for a community and culture that inspires the kinds of stories I lived growing up, moving 

from place to place, and being made aware of the diversity and energy in each person I 

meet and city I visit. By writing through my past, I have kept the person I used to be 

close. I have cradled her and let her know that everything turned out all right. By 

keeping the people we used to be close, we are better able to face the harshness of our 

days with more acceptances knowing we'll come out on the other side. I write through 

and with my life so that I do not forget. I write so I am not forgotten. 

The strings of my soul, the products of my writing, are ready to wrap around a 

city, a people, and a set of memories. I will become part of the world that I live in, and 
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my writing reflect the beauty of the spaces and people I see every day. My words will be 

distinctive and true like the striking reality of what I see and experience. My writing will 

be - and maybe it already is -· like our childhood game of stringing a tree into a house, 

marrying the twine into the likeness of the tree's roots so that it is as much a part of its 

character as the earth that grounds it. I will write my ovm story, threading my own 

unique string around the roots of a place. I will be distinct and connected. I will write. 


