
 
 

Intersections & Ricochets  

 

We’re at that stage where our parents are dying, but this is no longer a tragedy, it’s the expected 

order of things. I remember a friend when her father died, saying “I feel like I’m on deck.” My 

mother returns from a funeral, where she runs into someone I knew in high school. She tells me 

he said hello, that he mentioned we used to date. Maybe she can feel my eyes narrow over the 

phone, but my mother knows a euphemism when she hears it. One evening he & I rolled around 

sweaty on the floor, never doing more than kissing and pawing at each other over clothes. But it 

was his mother’s funeral, and maybe he needed some distraction. 

The only reason I remember him at all is context. The sweaty night was the night before 

Skinny’s funeral, who died my sophomore year. I couldn’t reach my then-boyfriend, who’d 

known the boy who died better than I had. I’d been trying to reach him for days, unable to find 

him, missing his face from school, worried where he was and what he was doing in his grief. The 

last time I’d seen my then-boyfriend was the day we’d found out: early morning and the word 

spread quickly – how our high-school classmate had turned his car into the path of an oncoming 

semi, dying at impact, leaving a note to ensure everyone knew it was no accident. That morning, 

clots of teenagers gathered in the hallways, whispering and sharing whatever rumors & 

information they had; my first stop was the worn-smooth bench under the glassed-in bulletin 

board where the other cheerleaders sat. We’d all arrived at the school early for practice, already 

in our uniforms, a game later that night. Eyes welled up and over top and bottom eyeliner. We 

were a small school district, only around a hundred kids in each class. We all intersected or 

ricocheted off each other in some way. I’d seen my boyfriend briefly in the hall that morning, but 
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then he backed away from me – my kick pleats and leggings, my shiny white shoes, my pony tail 

high on my head.  

Classes were cancelled or turned to study halls that day, counselors roamed the halls. 

That Friday night I went to a friend’s, and the other boy turned up. We’d never really talked 

much before – he was a few years older than me and off-limits, on-again-off-again with another 

girl on the cheer squad. But I was lonely, angry, trying to understand what happened. Skinny had 

played drums alongside me in pep band, quiet and funny. He’d been one of the nice ones, geeky 

and probably smarter than he seemed. He’d never treated me badly, or made fun of me, or done 

any of things that looking back now I recognize as the small aggressive acts of 

boys-becoming-men seeing what they could get away with. Of the boys in our high school, he 

seemed one of the most innocuous – then and now. I don’t know why I ended up wrapped in a 

blanket on the floor of some family room, making out with someone I didn’t care about, except 

to say that we all grieve differently.  

Word spread quickly. A week or two after the funeral, as the scar of Skinny’s death 

healed over and scabbed, the ecosystem of our rural high school returned to its cliques and petty 

meanness. One of the co-captains of the cheer squad found out about the Friday night – she was 

two years older than me, popular and pretty. I remember her dimples. She had friends, girls and 

boys who controlled the parties and hallways. I was a sophomore, she a senior. Up and down the 

halls they began to whisper “slut” wherever I went. We were readying for our first and only 

competition, and I was the flyer for the basket toss; the girl and her allies began to joke about 

dropping me. One ally upped the ante: “Cunt” and its percussives became her particular weapon. 
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I’ve always admired women who use that word. Either against others, or naming 

themselves, their parts. There’s such power there. It might be borne of the experience of walking 

circular hallways, the arrayed tall lockers, and hearing the monosyllable bounce off metal. 

Women who can bounce this easily in sentences, deploying as the ordinary furniture of a 

sentence always stop me cold; it’s such an easy grace they wear, this provocative nomenclature. 

But I can’t say it, never have, never can. But here’s the other thing: it didn’t really bother me 

then, the talk – about dropping me, about me. I just didn’t care. I didn’t care when my boyfriend 

heard it, I didn’t care when it followed me into the ensuing years. I never thought there was 

anything wrong with me. The one conversation that Friday-night boy and I had later, a brief 

phone call, was about that: he said he admired me, he was sorry his ex was so crazy, he thought I 

was strong. But I wasn’t, I just didn’t care. And kissing a boy the night before the funeral for a 

friend who committed suicide hardly makes a person a cunt.  

 

My brother & his wife live south of the town I grew up in, on a few acres, with a few animals. 

They’ve had at various times Belgian horses, calves in igloo-style calf houses before they could 

join the barn, miniature horses, and an ever-changing sequence of cats and dogs. Their place is 

hard on cats, who move between inside and outside, but end up mostly outside, and the woods 

full of fox and coyote. They have two boys, and as soon as they get attached a cat will disappear 

and just as quickly be replaced. For a while, they had bad luck with dogs too. Some accidents, 

one likely dog-napping. But it’s a gorgeous place to grow up: woods and fields, a pond with a 

rope swing, all quiet on a country road. My brother started the family with his bachelor dog, a 

lab mix named Boot – short for “Boot Licker,” because as a puppy the dog would work over his 
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boots when he came in from the barn. Boot grew old after the boys were born, and started to get 

sensitive about his sleep, his hips. On an Easter morning, one of the boys startled him and came 

away with a bite to the face. My brother took his loved dog out for his last walk in the woods. 

Now they have another lab mix, who’s six, sweet and a loved dog too. He’s named Fisk, 

Norwegian for “fish” because he took to the pond right away. My brother has had to rescue him 

once after falling through the ice. This Christmas we were short a loaf of French bread because 

Fisk ate it off the counter: loaf, plastic bag, and twist-tie. I think he’s as sweet as Oscar, who died 

one beautiful summer day. He’d loved to jump in the work trucks, ride along for the day, but 

knew to hide down in the wheel well until the car stopped or he’d be returned home. My 

sister-in-law warned the boys, as a summer heat wave rose and peaked, to be sure to always 

close the car doors. One of them did, but not before Oscar snuck his way inside. My sister-in-law 

had arrived home with a carful of groceries, called the boys to help carry before the frozen foods 

melted. Maybe an hour later they heard a strange noise and found the dog stroking out. The boys 

saw – the older knowing he made sure to shut the door, the younger seeing what death looked 

like. My brother sent them inside and ended Oscar’s misery.  

The next morning, my sister-in-law got in her car to go to work and as she turned on the 

AC to burn off the condensation, nose prints appeared all over the dashboard and steering wheel 

and vents and door panels and center console – every solid surface in the car Oscar had searched 

and sought a way out. Some things scar you and some things don’t.  

 

My younger brother and his family live in Minnesota, and we grab a rare night when they are 

visiting, just he and I, for a drink. We trash talk a little. Then he tells me about his kids and their 
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interests – he tells me about trying to keep an eye on their interests. How they have a TV for 

movies only in the family room, the computers and tablets in plain sight, but he’ll catch their 

daughter watching some show and he’ll overhear a little dialogue – a little too much Mean Girls 

and shut it off over her objections. How his son, who’s newly into rock and roll, will watch 

YouTube tutorials and testimonials and take everything as truth, how he’s trying to figure out 

how to teach what it means to critically question. I don’t know anything about parenting; but I 

remember my own. I don’t know how or what my parents did, but I know they did something 

right. I know that no number of “Sluts” or “Cunts” ever landed, ever made me feel small. The 

only thing this occasioned was a small seed of anger that grew and grew, that I watered over the 

years, for the ways that girls couldn’t do all the things they wanted, and for the boys who walked 

the halls easy and loose-limbed, no consequences for their kisses & hands & laying their bodies 

down. Or no consequences I could discern. 

There is a little girl I love like a niece, although we are not blood. She’s the daughter of 

my best friend, and her mother and I grew up almost sisters. She was an only child by then, and I 

was an only daughter, bookended on either side by my brothers. When her daughter was four, 

something happened at daycare, something the little girl could barely describe, but she tried, and 

she named the teenage boy from daycare who did it to her. Her mother took her to a counselor, 

someone with experience with children, who was trauma-informed, but she didn’t really talk 

about it – she hasn’t really since, except once in a while to say that she missed the woman who 

ran the daycare. I don’t know how much this will affect her in the future. Maybe those memories 

will surface: the boy and his hands, the way he positioned her on his body, the way the pool’s 

surface obscured their “play.” Maybe those memories are waterlogged and drowned.  
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I was bartending one summer between college semesters, and the girl who called me 

“Cunt” came in with her husband. It wasn’t long before he started making dirty comments to me 

as I passed him his drinks; she sat by his side with her tight-lipped smile. I switched ends of the 

bar with the other bartender. What I remember of Skinny’s funeral is the sound of another of our 

classmate’s heads hitting the wooden pew as he fainted – the funeral was in the Catholic church, 

all marble and stone, and that sound echoed in the arched inside quiet. The percussive grief of 

some young man. What I remember afterward is that his parents, social friends of my parents, 

left town at some point and it was as if the wound of their only son’s dying closed up. People 

stopped talking about it, about them, about him. Some of us don't have any scar tissue, we’re just 

voyeurs of other people’s pain. Some of us are built of scar tissue, all thickened collagen, and 

don’t let anyone in. I’m built of anger, rage fueling me. I’m learning this makes me a hard person 

to live with, to love. 
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