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Puzzles and Barack Obama

Heather, the faculty leader of the service trip, finds me annoying. She is
unimpressed by the intermittent knowledge I have of the world around us, like
what cotton smells like or how rice fields are flooded or how all this rain is going
to kill the crops that have just been planted. I talk about the gallon bags of
pecans left for us in the kitchen of the Methodist church we’re staying at,
explaining that the bigger ones are called paper shell pecans and you can tell
how flavorful they are by snapping them in half and checking for tiny holes where
the pieces of the pecan come together. The smaller the holes, the better the
pecan. Heather thinks I’m a know-it-all because a girl who grew up in the second
largest city in Arkansas and is afraid of bugs couldn’t possibly know anything
about the Arkansas Delta.
I try to tell her that the Delta is where my mom’s family is at. I don’t think
she quite believes me.
It’s not the first time I’ve been misunderstood this year. It’s spring break of
my freshman year of college and I am so very lost. College has taken who I
thought I was and tossed it away like my mom’s family tosses out pecan shells,
leaving me cracked open and searching for holes that will indicate how I’m going
to save the world. I don’t know how to save the world. My professors have
informed me that isn’t a good enough answer.
But now I’m in Dumas, Arkansas, giving up my spring break along with ten
other students for a service trip, one that I actually care about. The majority
population is black. The majority population is dirt poor. That demographic is
pretty close to what my high school was, and while my school was in town and
Dumas is in the middle of nowhere, the residents approach me and the other
people on the service trip with the same kindness and acceptance I’d received at
my high school. And when the girl at the cash register in Fred’s tells me she likes
my hair, that my pixie cut and bleached-bangs are ‘funky,’ I nearly cry. I almost
feel like me again.

Little children scare me. Ten and up I can handle, but anything younger
than that and I have no idea what to do. I tell Heather this up front, explaining
that I picked this trip over the four other service trips I could have applied for
solely because of its location and that the idea of tutoring children is terrifying to
me. I ask to be placed with older kids.
So what does Heather do? Stick me with a seven-year-old little boy named
Deontre.
“Puzzle,” he says, smiling. He’s a smiley kid, which I find a little
disconcerting. I’m used to more serious faces. Or maybe just older faces.
“What about the puzzle?” I ask, doing my best to be patient.
He stops smiling. The kid reminds me of my best friend in high school,
Trey. They’ve both got shaved heads and an overbite, and hands with long
fingers. Trey plays piano. I wonder if anyone will think to get Deontre in lessons.
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I let go of that thought pretty quickly because there is no way his parents can
afford that, assuming the clothes he’s wearing are a pretty good indicator of
income.
“I wanna do a puzzle,” he says. The smile is back on his face now and he
grabs my hand, pulling me towards the bookcase that holds the puzzles.
“You got a favorite one?” I ask.
Deontre drops my hand to reach for a puzzle of President Barack Obama
that’s only 15 pieces. I think he’s made a good choice.
“Who’s that a picture of?” I ask, letting him lead me back to our table, the
puzzle box in tow.
“President Barack Obama,” he says. He doesn’t have any trouble saying the
name, which I find impressive.
I don’t know how to prompt him to turn that answer into a sentence like I
did with ‘puzzle’ so I let it go. I’ve been bugging him all day to use more than one
word to say things, and he’s doing really well. I don’t know if it’s normal for sevenyear-old’s to speak in short fragments or not, but Deontre forms a sentence just
fine with a bit of prodding. This is why I wanted to work with older kids. I know
they should be speaking in sentences. With Deontre, I’m floundering. The only
reason I’m trying to get him to speak in sentences is because I find one word
responses annoying. For all I know, I’m asking too much of him.
Deontre drops the box on the table and sits back down in his metal folding
chair. I sit down on the seat next to him and open the box for him.
“You like doing puzzles?” I ask.
“Yes, miss,” he says, taking the open box and flipping it so the pieces spill
out onto the table.
“What else do you like to do?” I say, helping him spread the pieces out and
watching him get to putting them together. He’s obviously done this puzzle a lot.
“School,” he says.
He sees me open my mouth and corrects himself, saying, “I like school,
too.”
“You’re a smart kid, you know that?” I say, slotting two pieces together to
form the top of Obama’s head.
“Thank you, miss,” he says.
“Excuse me,” Mrs. Rudie says, interrupting the conversations around the
room. “Can I get some of you strong college men to help me move some tables?”
Mrs. Rudie runs the children’s daycare/after school center that we’re
working at in McGhee, a thirty minute drive from where we’re staying in Dumas.
She’s got a PhD, but likes to be called Mrs. Rudie regardless. Heather sent us a
news article a local paper did on Mrs. Rudie’s daycare center before we left on
the trip, and I’d assumed she was some little old white lady who’d come back to
her home town to help, like what I saw where my mom’s family lives. Imagine my
surprise when I got there and saw that she’s darker than most of the kids she
works with, the descendant of a freed-slave who bought himself a few acres
south of town and made enough money to send all three of his daughters to
college. Mrs. Rudie credits her love of education back to him, the first black man
to own land in the county. We drove out to that land one day, a small area of tall
grass surrounded by soy beans on all sides drowning in the relentless rain. I
wonder what Mrs. Rudie’s ancestor would think to see his land no longer being
used.
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“I can help with that, Mrs. Rudie,” Caitlin says, quickly abandoning the fiveyear-old she’s working with to shoulder past some of the boys and move a table.
I didn’t notice just how annoying Caitlin was until after a day or two in
Dumas, just enough time for me to stop feeling so small and confused and
instead feel like the person I used to be. Caitlin has bleached-blonde hair, caked
on make-up, and is the kind of feminist who insists on lifting things when I, also a
feminist, would much rather sit and watch a guy do it because I’m lazy. I’m sure I
will hear about this incident in our nightly reflection facilitated by Heather,
keeping us up past midnight even though we have to wake up at six. I’d rather
sleep.
“You want to put in the last one?” I ask Deontre, picking up the one puzzle
piece left.
“Yes, miss,” he says, taking the piece from me and putting it into the
puzzle, filling in the last bit of the American flag behind Obama’s head.
“I think this might be my favorite puzzle now, too,” I say.
Deontre’s smile gets even bigger, which I honestly thought was impossible.
“You wanna make the puzzle again?” he asks.
“I’d love to,” I tell him.
He sets to work breaking apart the puzzle with as much concentration as
he’d used to make it in the first place.
We make the puzzle three more times before Deontre’s mother shows up.
All of the parents get the same look on their faces when they walk in and see us.
Two parts defensive, and one part intimidated. The intimidation is easy for me to
understand. I would be a little intimidated, too, if I walked into a room of people
dressed better than me, holding iPhones and wearing $150.00 sandals. As for
what they’re trying to defend, it could be any number of things. Maybe that their
clothes are worn out but they have two-inch, bedazzled fake nails on or that
they’ve got three kids and no wedding ring, things the media has warned society
to be suspicious of. The majority of the people coming to pick up their kids are
women who just manage to force out a smile. The few men who come in only
stare.
“Aisha, your momma’s boyfriend is here to pick you up,” Mrs. Rudie says.
Aisha sticks out in my memory because she was perplexed to find me in
the girl’s bathroom one day, not because of my short hair, but because Mickey
Mouse was on my shirt. Mickey is only for boys, apparently.
“Bye, Aisha,” Caitlin says, giving the little girl a hug.
“Bye, Miss Caitlin!” Aisha says, skipping off to the waiting arms of her
mom’s boyfriend.
He scoops her up and nods at Caitlin, his face that same mixture of
defense and intimidation. I watch Caitlin’s expression turn sour and I look
between the two, trying to figure out what’s going on. Then, I see it.
Aisha’s mom’s boyfriend has cornrows. He’s got on a stained-white wifebeater, and he’s wearing his pants low. He’s not smiling, and there’s a gold chain
around his neck. It doesn’t matter that Aisha looks beyond excited to see him, or
that he’s holding that girl like she’s as fragile as a newborn baby. Caitlin is faceto-face with a stereotype, and she’s making all kinds of assumptions. It’s easy to
tell from her expression that those assumptions are not good.
I guess I’ll have to listen to this bullshit tonight, too, I think. God help me.
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“I had to help move that table,” Caitlin says. “The feminist in me just
couldn’t handle it. I mean, I like to think Mrs. Rudie is doing a good job, but what
is she really teaching those little girls?”
It’s 11:30 at night. We’re in the youth room of the First United Methodist
Church of Dumas, Arkansas, spread out on couches and air mattresses. Heather
is sitting on the floor at the front of the room, her greasy hair pulled into a bun.
This morning Heather had been talking about how only washing her hair once a
week has made it the healthiest its ever been. I just think it looks like an oil slick.
“It’s difficult to face the flaws in people, isn’t it?” Heather says. “Was anyone
else bothered by this?”
Another girl starts in, and I allow my mind to wander, thinking about how I
can’t wait to finalize my paperwork to transfer out of this school. I’d been
second-guessing my decision throughout the first half of the semester as I got to
know different professors and worried about what people would say when they
found out I’d left such a prestigious school for a public university. Being in
Dumas has taken away all of my doubts. The students on this trip are slowly
turning into symbols for everything I hate about the school I’m attending whereas
the kids and adults we’ve been working with, the ones so like my friends from
high school, are reminding me just how comfortable in my own skin I used to be.
I have to get out. Preferably to a school where there are at least a few people of
color, instead of a bunch of white people with some African exchange students
dotted around. Getting the same type of people in a room together means all
you ever hear is your own opinions repeated back to you over and over again.
Mix in some different ethnicities and income levels, and you might actually get to
learn something.
“Was anyone else bothered by the man who picked up Aisha?”
That question pulls me out of my thoughts and back into the conversation.
The other students are nodding their heads, eyebrows furrowed, matching faces
of an odd brand of racism.
“What bothered you about him, Caitlin?” Heather asks, her face remaining
neutral.
“He just looked so scary,” Caitlin says, wrapping her arms around her
stomach. “And that wasn’t even her dad. Just her mom’s boyfriend. What kind of
home environment is she living in?”
I want to call Caitlin a hypocrite. Yesterday she was talking about a man
she met at the EMT office down the street where we were taking showers. He’d
been asking her if we’d seen Hoodnic, the unofficial car show that had been
going on the first night we’d got in to town. We had seen Hoodnic. The tricked
out, brightly painted Cadillacs had been parked out in front of the grocery store.
The other students and I had observed from inside our mini-van as the men
fawned over the cars and the women fawned over the men up until the police
showed up and asked them to leave, directing traffic as at least fifty cars pulled
out of the lot and onto the street. The man had asked Caitlin if she’d gotten to
talk to anyone at the event and she’d said no, she hadn’t. He’d said that was a
shame, because it’s fun to listen to the way they talk.
Caitlin had been absolutely horrified by this “outrageous display of racism”
from one of the few white men we'd encountered during our stay. She felt that
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this man was making fun of the way black people talk and expressed concern
that this prejudice could effect his job as an EMT, meaning he would not be as
concerned with helping black patients as he would white ones. Caitlin had gone
on for thirty minutes about how terrible this man was to pass judgement on
these people and now she’s sitting here passing judgement on a man she saw for
a few seconds.
“That is a hard thing to wrestle with, isn’t it?” Heather says, passing her
gaze over all of us. “We don’t know what these kids are going through at home.
After we leave, we won’t know anything about them anymore. Is anyone worrying
that maybe we came down here for nothing?”
“I’m worried about it,” Caitlin says, monopolizing the conversation like she’d
been doing the entire evening. “But I just have to remind myself that by being
here, I’m inspiring these kids to do better than their circumstances and strive for
something great. An experience like this is incredibly fulfilling.”
For a moment I think that maybe I’m more cynical than I realized, because
if I had answered Heather’s statement I would have said, ‘Of course we aren’t
helping. We’re here for a week. That isn’t going to change anything. Of the twenty
kids we’re seeing, maybe one will make it out, and even that is unlikely.’
But I don’t think I am a cynic. I just went to a high school that looks like this
county. Poverty is a learned behavior, and not in a ‘cheat the system way,’ but in
a lack of knowing how to handle money way. Education can only get someone so
far if they don’t have the skills to make something of it. I look at Deontre and
think ‘At least I’m giving him a good week.’ At no point do I think I’m inspiring him
to seek a college education. Doing a puzzle with him probably isn’t particularly
inspiring.
Maybe I should have said something. Maybe I should have argued against
Caitlin’s statement, accused her of having a white-savior mentality, and revealed
my cynical thoughts. But I didn’t. I just listened.

The last day of working with Mrs. Rudie, Deontre doesn’t show up. I make
conversation with the older kids instead, just like I’d wanted to in the beginning.
I’m surprised to find I miss doing a puzzle of Obama over and over again.
“I can’t thank you enough for being here,” Mrs. Rudie says at the end of the
day, once all the kids have gone home. She looks tired. For the first time I really
see her as the seventy year old woman she is, not this incredible pillar of
strength and determination that she has looked like the rest of the time.
“And you,” she says, walking over to me and taking my hand. “What you did
for Deontre was amazing.”
“What do you mean?” I ask. I hadn’t done much of anything for Deontre.
“I have been working with that boy for months to get him to speak in full
sentences, and you did it in a day,” she says, squeezing my hand and nodding her
gray-haired head. “You were so good with him.”
“Thank you,” I say. “I didn’t know I was helping that much.”
I really hadn’t. I’d just thought the kid was maybe being lazy by speaking
with one word, and he was far too smart for that. So I’d prompted him into a
sentence. It hadn’t occurred to me that doing that was some big feat.
“If only you’d gotten to work with him more,” Mrs. Rudie says. “Who knows
what he could have been saying.”
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Expansive Sky

None of us had an easy time being in the play The Laramie Project, but I
think Jay got stuck with the worst of it. Yes, Caleb had to play one of the guys
who beat Matthew Shepherd to death and Paige had to play a homophobic old
lady as one of her parts, but Jay had to be Fred Phelps in one scene. He had to
be the guy who founded the Westboro Baptist Church. That’s pretty messed up.
“I can’t even practice my lines,” Jay tells me one night as we walk back to
our dorm after rehearsal. “I was working on it the other night in my room, some
of the ad lib stuff, and my roommate came and told me to knock it off because
people in the kitchen were talking about the crazy dude on the first floor who
was yelling homophobic shit.”
“You should put a sign up on your door or something,” I say. “‘Don’t mind
me, I’m just acting.’”
“Seriously,” Jay says, laughing. “I spent thirty minutes yesterday memorizing
anti-gay Bible verses.”
“Leviticus, right?” I say, remembering from back when I went to a Baptist
church. “I think I heard you use it tonight. Right before you told me I was going to
hell.”
“Yeah,” Jay says. “That got pretty intense.”
The liberal arts college in central Arkansas that we attend has the most
beautiful campus I’ve ever seen. It’s not like the University of Arkansas with it’s
giant stone buildings, but it’s still gorgeous. There are trees everywhere and brick
pathways and at night the lights point up into the branches, giving everything an
ethereal sort of glow. It’s February and it’s cold so we walk across campus
quickly, avoiding the pecan court which while pretty, is impossible to walk
through without getting pecan shells in your shoes. It’s supposed to snow later
this week, but we’re skeptical. All Arkansas ever gets is ice.
“It actually bothered me more than I thought,” I say. “The ‘you’re going to
hell’ thing.”
“I noticed you were having trouble staying in character,” Jay says. “I thought
maybe I was just making a weird face or something.”
“No, it was me,” I say. “I was having a moment.”
We get to the dorm and I head towards the stairs, expecting Jay to walk
down the hall to his room, but he doesn’t. He follows me.
“You okay?” Jay asks. “I mean, I’m having a hard time yelling abuse at you,
so it can’t be easy for you to take it.”
“I think I’m okay?” I say, because really, I’m not sure. I didn’t think I’d be so
upset by it, but I hadn’t really expected it to happen either. The script doesn’t say
for him to look at me when he says it, but it makes sense within the scheme of
things. Romaine Patterson, me, is going up against him, so of course he’d yell
directly at her. Me.
“Actually,” I say, trying to frame this question in the least awkward way
possible, “could I have a hug? This whole thing is just making me—”
Jay doesn’t wait for me to finish. He gives me a hug and it’s not awkward at
all, even though I was sure it would be. He pulls away and pats me on the
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shoulder, smiling. “See you at rehearsal tomorrow.”

I didn’t expect to get a role in the play. Thirty people had showed up for
nine roles on the first night of auditions, the only night I could attend, and I was
a freshmen. That didn’t mean I wasn’t interested in being in the show. I really
wanted to be in the show. Before I read the script in preparation for the audition,
I’d never heard of Laramie, Wyoming. I didn’t know that in 1998 Matthew Shepard
was beaten nearly to death by Aaron McKinney and Russell Henderson or that he
died six days later without ever waking up again. I didn’t know that the Westboro
Baptist Church protested at his funeral and later at McKinney and Henderson’s
trial and I’d never heard of Fred Phelps who founded the church and spewed
hatred wherever he went. I especially didn’t know that this play I had heard
mentioned so many times by my theater friends was a collection of interviews
compiled by the Tectonic Theater Project who were brave enough, or perhaps
crazy enough, to go to Laramie themselves and ask questions, then produce a
play about it. It’s a tragic, incredibly important story and I desperately wanted to
be a part of it. But I knew that wasn’t going to happen.
In my mind, this was a no pressure audition. I decided not to worry about
how good or bad I did, volunteering to read first which is something I wouldn’t
normally do. My general strategy at open auditions is to watch some other
people read to get ideas, but that’s not what I was going to do this time. This
time, I’d provide the ideas.
Robbie, our guest director from Atlanta, gives me and other girls who look
like me (thin, petite, ordinary) two monologues. The first is Romaine Patterson’s
monologue in which she describes taking on the Westboro Baptist Church with
giant angel wings. I believe that I have some slight advantage in this over the
other girls because, while I am not a lesbian, my hair is short. Stereotypical? Of
course, but this is theater. Stereotypes are important.
The second monologue is more difficult in a couple of ways. The first is
that it’s the college student who found Matthew Shepard describing finding him,
all beat up and looking dead. The emotional ante on that is crazy high, way
higher than a bit of activism, even considering that Romaine was Matthew’s best
friend. The second thing, the even more difficult thing, is that the college student
who found Matthew is named Aaron.
Now, I’m not stupid. I know that A-a-r-o-n is the boy’s spelling, but I have
the benefit of reading first. I don’t ask Robbie for clarification because I know
what the answer will be and I’m not gutsy enough to try and do a male voice
when I am so very not male. I’ve got pretty decent boobs and a small waist, not to
mention a very ‘delicate’ face with a soft jaw. The chances of me being able to
pull off playing a dude are non-existent, so I don’t even try. I read the entire thing
in my regular, girly voice, and Robbie doesn’t stop me so I figure he’s just letting
me read for the hell of it. I am a freshmen, after all. Getting in to this show is a
long shot.
I don’t hold back on my performance, though. Aaron is finding someone
who’s almost dead and that’s not something you can just read, so I try to feel it.
At the end I’m heaving a little and my eyes are burning and I have to take a
minute to slow myself down before looking at Robbie. He’s smiling at me, a glare
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on his glasses, looking far too pleased for me having blatantly misread the role
as ‘female.’
“Here’s the thing,” Robbie says, leaning forward in the theater seat he can
barely fit into. “This character is played by a woman, but it’s actually a guy.”
“Oh,” I say, looking down at the script as if I’ve just now noticed the name.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s not a big deal,” Robbie says, smiling even bigger. “I want you to read it
again, with your voice a little deeper, but I want you to do it with that same
honesty and emotion you did just now.”
The same honesty and emotion you did just now. Yes, I was the first to
read and yes, there was going to be another night of auditions, but that’s not a
compliment to be taken lightly. Three days later when the cast list is up and I see
my name, I’m not even all that surprised. I’m ready to get started.

In class on Friday, the night after we open, my religion professor asks me
about playing Aaron. Dr. Cassidy represents the best of liberal arts, I think,
someone who designed an entire class about the religious experience one can
have by listening to music or going to a rave but who manages to wrap it in such
academic terms that it becomes boring. He believes in the power of empathy and
how it relates to spiritual experience, so it doesn’t surprise me that he’s
fascinated by acting. It’s a natural extension of everything he believes in.
“You know, there was a moment there, in your speech,” Dr. Cassidy says,
speaking quietly for no other reason than that’s how he always speaks, “when it
almost sounded like tears. Were you really feeling that, in that moment? Those
tears?”
I think back over my speech, trying to remember when I would have
sounded choked up. There isn’t much I think of when I do it, standing center
stage, having done it so many times now that it’s mechanical. Having a full house
didn’t really change what I’d learned to do in rehearsal. Say a few sentences,
allow my right arm to start shaking just a tad, keep going until the end of it when
my arm has a full-blown tremor and don’t stop shaking until the lights go down
after two more characters finish their own monologues. The only difference the
crowd made is that I could feel how quiet it was and if I looked closely enough, I
could see people crying. It wasn’t even the most difficult part of the play and
people were crying. I think some of them didn’t stop until after the show ended.
“I don’t remember being choked up, but I don’t remember trying to sound
choked up either, so maybe it was both?” I say, aware of the other students
around me who’ve gotten to class early, afraid of saying something too ‘woo-woo’
to be considered normal, which is silly because this is a class that is trying to
discuss how mosh pits can be spiritually transformative. “In rehearsal, I actually
tried to live it, but then after learning how that sounded, I just copied it instead
of having to go through the emotion every time. If that makes sense.”
I don’t know if Dr. Cassidy really understands what I’m saying, but he
seems happy enough with my answer, turning to question another student about
their thoughts on our reading for last night.
Everyone always wanted to know about Aaron, which I guess I understand.
His pain was the most dynamic that I portrayed, the way it tore at him visibly in
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my decision to have my right arm shaking every time Aaron steps on stage after
that first time, right up until he reconciles what he saw. But Aaron was simple.
Aaron was straightforward, uncomplicated, easy to understand because his pain
was so completely removed from me and anything I’ve ever experienced. It was
Romaine that I couldn’t seem to separate myself from, not when Jay/Fred Phelps
looked at me/her and yelled about hell and sin. But no one ever asked about
Romaine.
Maybe that’s a good thing. If they had asked, I wouldn’t have been able to
explain.

I enter from stage right with Trevor, a football player in his first show ever,
and Jay. On our last performance they are the only two that I tell about how I’ve
decided to transfer schools, fifteen minutes before curtain, folksy music playing
while the audience gets seated.
“It’s for a lot of complicated reasons that I don’t want to get into right now,”
I say, even though the truth is really just that I’m miserable at a college smaller
than my high school, where the major requirements are so vague I don’t even
know what I want to do anymore. “I just wanted to say thank you guys, for this.
It’s been a really great last show here.”
“Seriously?” Jay says, laughing. “You can’t just spring this on us right before
we go on.”
“That’s some depressing shit,” Trevor says. “I’m gonna miss you.”
“I’m gonna miss you guys, too.”
Then the music fades and the audience goes quiet and so do we, getting
ready to portray dozens of different people with just the nine of us. We walk on
and we get in places, and I give my last performance of all of my characters, of
Aaron, and of Romaine. I didn’t know it then but so far, it’s been my last
performance ever.
I’d like to say that I had an epiphany before the show ended, that I put the
pieces together about why Romaine and Fred Phelps shook me up so bad, but I
didn’t. It was months before I came out as bisexual, and it really wasn’t dramatic.
I told my then-boyfriend and our friends, then we turned on Miss America just in
time for the swimsuit portion.
If I’d come out during Laramie, though. Right before we opened, maybe, or
at the end of a particularly trying rehearsal, with a gay director and a cast of
people who I felt like I knew so well, even though I really didn’t. It would have
been over the top. It would have been something we discussed in talk-backs after
the show, something that came up when people asked me about performing so
many different characters. It would have been a moment.
But I didn’t figure it out in time. I didn’t have it put together when I came
out, either. It took another year before I understood how it all fit together. So as
much fun as it is to think about what it would have been if I’d come out then,
amid all of that fanfare of doing such a dramatic, gay-centric play, it’s kind of silly.
Coming out then doesn’t even make sense. I wasn’t ready.
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The night before we opened The Laramie Project it snowed. The campus
was quiet and while the snow had stopped falling by the time we finished
rehearsal, a full inch was covering every brick pathway and every tree branch,
entirely undisturbed. Trevor, who’s hardest role was a homophobic preacher who
prays that Matthew Shepard repented of his gayness before dying, ran out with
no jacket on and started a snowball fight.
It wasn’t a long fight because none of us had gloves or real coats and we
were exhausted but we managed to get ourselves soaked anyways with snow in
our hair and our fingers turning bright red, half of us ending up on the ground
because snow on brick is slippery. Amber, who came in everyday and brushed
her teeth to cover up the smell of cigarettes, was laughing and I’d barely even
seen her smile and Caleb’s glasses were crooked on his face. I was shivering
because Jay grabbed me and dropped snow down the back of my coat and ran
away before I could grab him. Ethan, normally so put together and serious, was
on his back in the snow, his red scarf furled out next to him.
We had a lot of deep talks with our director Robbie when we first started
rehearsing about what it was like to remember when this happened to Matthew
Shepard, because while most of us were alive for it, the oldest of us were only
five. Robbie talked about how being gay still wasn’t accepted in 1998 and how
important everything was that we were doing. We listened, of course, and we
nodded, but we were a room full of privileged, straight college students who
existed within an airtight bubble of liberalism on a picturesque campus. We
didn’t get it. We couldn’t.
But I think we did get something, maybe, when we bowed at our final dress
rehearsal that night and saw one of our professor’s sobbing, saw Robbie wiping
away tears while the techies and the costumers gave us a standing ovation. When
we went outside after taking off our make-up in silence and looking around at
each other more serious than we’ve ever been before. When Trevor ran out and
started throwing around snow that wasn’t even the right texture for snow balls.
When we spent a few minutes laughing and yelling and disturbing the quiet of
Wednesday night on a college campus, disrupting all of that perfect snow. When
we stopped and stood for a minute, when maybe we were all thinking the same
thing, looking up and getting a glimpse at what Matthew Shepard must have seen
when he was laying on the ground dying. Lights. Stars. Expansive sky.
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The One Who Does Hair on Corpses

Nick has never been to a sad funeral before. He’s been to funerals of
course, but they were for old people, people who everyone knew were on their
way out. He’s never been to a funeral for someone his age, someone in their
twenties. And he’s never been to a funeral for someone who committed suicide.
He’s halfway down the center aisle of the small Baptist church when he
realizes that he doesn’t know anyone here. Every other funeral he’s attended was
for a family member. Here he doesn’t have anyone to sit with, to talk about
Kenzie with. And, damn, his mouth hurts. He’d thought about taking a pain pill,
but he doesn’t want to be groggy, so now he’s stuck with a sore jaw and aching
gums. At least the swelling is gone.
Nick scans the church, looking for an empty pew. There isn’t one. But there
is a pew with only one person, a girl his age, in a nice blue dress and heels.
Apparently she’d thought to dress nice, unlike Nick who’d been dumb enough to
show up in jeans and a button down. He should have worn a suit.
He doesn’t currently own a suit, but that’s beside the point.
Nick slides into the pew and sits next to the girl. He gives her a half smile,
one that says things are sad but manages to convey politeness.
“I’m Claire,” she says. “Mackenzie and I were best friends in high school.”
“I’m Nick,” he tells her, thinking she must not have kept in touch because
she doesn’t use Kenzie’s nickname. “I worked with her. At the hair salon.”
Nick can tell the exact moment she recognizes him from the narrative that
Kenzie’s mother had created and told over and over again about the day’s
leading up to Kenzie’s death.
“Oh,” Claire says. “So you, I mean, you’re—”
“—the last person who talked to her,” Nick says, cutting her off. Everyone
seems to think it’s this huge deal, when Nick knows it isn’t. It just is.
“I’m so sorry,” Claire says. “That has to be hard on you.”
Nick gives her the same half-smile from earlier as a response. He wishes
people would leave it alone. It was just a phone call. Despite what they’re all
assuming, he doesn’t blame himself for anything because he couldn’t have done
anything. And he didn’t know her well enough to notice anything before she
called. They just worked together.
There’s nothing he could have done. That’s what he keeps telling himself.

They were all liars. Every person he’d asked about this damn procedure
had assured him
that getting his wisdom teeth out wouldn’t be a big deal. Nick now realizes that
was bullshit.
He’s lying on his couch half-asleep when his cell phone rings. He can’t
really talk because his face is so swollen, but he answers anyway. Maybe he can
convince whoever it is to bring him soup, or something stronger than
hydrocodone.
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“Hello?” he says.
“Hey, it’s Kenzie,” comes through the phone. “You don’t sound so good.”
“I had four teeth cut out of my gums this morning,” Nick says, fumbling the
words.
“Do you think you’ll feel better in a few hours?” Kenzie says. “I was hoping
you could come over and fix my hair.”
“Why do you need your hair done?” Nick asks, trying to focus around his
spinning head.
“You remember how I had a falling out with Andrew?” Kenzie says.
Yes, Nick remembers her falling out with Andrew. They have one about
once a month. Andrew is a jerk, but no matter how terrible he is, Kenzie goes
back. He’d given up trying to talk sense into her a long time ago. Now he just
tries to be supportive.
“Well, he called today,” Kenzie continues, “and he said he’d be willing to go
to couple’s therapy. You know, I really think things are going to work this time.”
“That’s great, Kenzie,” Nick says. Couple’s therapy is new. Maybe it really
will work, but he isn’t too optimistic. “What does that have to do with your hair?”
“He’s taking me out to dinner tonight, somewhere nice,” Kenzie says. “I
want to dress up, and you’re better at hair than I am, so I thought I’d ask if you’d
come do mine.”
“I’m sorry, Kenzie, I’m just not up for it,” Nick says, really meaning it. “I can’t
even sit up without getting dizzy. I can’t fix your hair. I’d probably just burn you
with the curling iron.”
“I completely understand,” Kenzie says, though Nick thinks she sounds a
little disappointed. “You just feel better, okay?”
“I really am sorry,” Nick says. “And I hope tonight goes well for you.”
“Thanks,” Kenzie says. “You know, I have this potato soup recipe that I keep
meaning to try. I’ll make it tomorrow and bring you some.”
They say goodbye and Nick hangs up, sinking back down onto the couch.
He falls asleep there, only getting up occasionally to take more medicine. He
doesn’t fully wake up until the next morning when his cell phone rings again. It’s
one of Kenzie’s friends calling to tell him that Kenzie slit her wrists and bled out.
Andrew found her in their apartment.
Nick runs into the bathroom and throws up his pain pills.

The first job Nick had gotten after graduating beauty school was at the
Olmstead Funeral Home, and he’d held on to it even when he’d gotten the job
with Kenzie at the one hair salon in town. He’d never really thought about who
did the hair on corpses for funerals, but obviously someone had to. His friends
think it’s creepy, but Nick doesn’t mind it. He’s figured out how to make it not
creepy. Or at least, less creepy.
He’d learned at school that a large part of being good at doing hair is
talking. He did it with the live ones, so he might as well do it with the dead ones.
Two days after getting his wisdom teeth out, Nick takes three Advil,
showers, puts on real clothes, and drives to the funeral parlor with his bag of
hair and makeup supplies. His face is still a bit swollen, but Murray, the
embalmer, doesn’t say anything when he lets Nick in, and he knows Kenzie won’t
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care. When Murray had called him yesterday, he’d asked if it was okay, offered to
try and call someone else even though they both knew that there was no one
else to call. Besides, Nick always did Kenzie’s hair, staying late to dye it different
colors, having her trim his while her color set. He’s been doing her hair for the
past three years. He wasn’t going to let anyone else do it now.
“Well, Kenzie, I finally met your mother,” Nick says as he walks into the
room. “She gave me a terrible picture of you to copy. It looks like you’re at an
eighties costume party.”
Murray has rolled her close to an outlet and placed a small table nearby
for Nick to lay his things out on. He puts his bag down and digs out his curling
iron, plugging it in to heat and carefully setting it down on the table.
“I guess I’ll do your makeup while this thing gets hot,” he says, digging a
few brushes out of his bag. “Now I know you’re thinking that’s a terrible idea. I
promise I told your mother that the drag makeup I do is way different than
normal makeup. She didn’t listen.”
He pulls out the makeup bag Kenzie’s mom had left at his door. She’d
gotten it out of Kenzie’s bathroom for Nick, so he could make her look like she
normally did. Nick didn’t tell her that in the time he’d known her, Kenzie had
never really worn makeup.
“What are you doing with blue eyeshadow?” Nick says, digging through the
bag. “Honestly, Kenzie, do you have anything in here that’s a normal color?”
He manages to find a broken container of eyeshadow in sparkly neutrals
and a little bottle of base makeup. It’s not ideal, but it’s better than nothing.
“This is the part that’s difficult,” Nick tells her, getting out two more
containers of base from his own bag. “The goal is to make you look like you do
when you’re standing, so I have to do some extra work with highlights and
shading. That in itself isn’t so bad if you can airbrush it on, but I don’t have an
airbrush.”
Nick turns to Kenzie and realizes he hasn’t actually looked at her yet. So he
looks. It’s definitely her. Paler, thinner lips, and limp hair, but still her.
“The problem,” Nick says, putting the base he’d found in Kenzie’s bag on a
sponge, “is that your skin is too firm. It makes it almost impossible to mix the
base in so it doesn’t look streaky.”
Nick looks at Kenzie’s face and hesitates. This is weird. It had never been
weird before, even when he was working on little old ladies who used to come to
him for perms or old men who he’d seen at one of the local diners.
Nick isn’t sure he can do this anymore. He puts the makeup he’s holding
back down on the table and unplugs the curling iron. He gets a chair from the
other side of the room and drags it over, sitting down next to Kenzie.
“God, my mouth hurts,” he tells her.
Nick knows Kenzie isn’t going to talk back, but the silence bothers him
anyway.
“I’m trying to remember what we talked about before, you know?” Nick runs
his hand through his hair, realizing it needs to be cut and now he’ll have to do it
himself. “Surely we talked about something. We stood next to each other all day.”
They did talk of course, talked all the time, but Nick’s starting to realize
now that none of it was real. He heard all about Kenzie’s failing relationship but
he never thought to ask why she wouldn’t leave. She always wanted to know how
his parents were doing but never asked him to explain when he told her that he
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hadn’t been back home in years, that his parents always drove an hour in to town
to come see him. The reason, if she’d asked, is that his parents wanted people to
think they didn’t have anything to do with him anymore. But she didn’t ask and
Nick never thought to tell her and he’s starting to think that those years of
working next to each other didn’t actually mean anything.
“I looked up the symptoms of depression yesterday,” Nick says, looking at a
spot on the wall because he can’t look at her. “You didn’t have any of them. You
came to work, you ate normally, you didn’t talk about dying. You even said you
were going to bring me soup.”
The silence is painful. It’s pushing down on him, making him feel
claustrophobic.
“I didn’t know,” Nick says, making himself look at her body. “How was I
supposed to?”
Kenzie doesn’t answer.
“If I’d known, I would have gone to do your hair,” Nick says. “I promise,
Kenzie. But I didn’t know.”
His eyes are starting to itch and he’s starting to feel like he’s going to
throw up again which doesn’t make any sense because he hasn’t eaten anything
since he got that phone call. Nick can’t do this, he can’t sit here with Kenzie,
being expected to fix her up like it’s just a normal job. It’s too quiet, his mouth
hurts too much, Kenzie is too young.
“There was nothing I could do, there wasn’t—” Nick’s voice cracks, and he
stops talking because what if there was? If there was some sign that he’d missed
that could have saved her, if his surgery had been on a different day, if he’d just
made himself get up and go fix her damn hair.
Nick didn’t cry when his parents kicked him out for being gay, and he didn’t
cry when they took him back the next day. He didn’t cry when his first boyfriend
broke up with him so he could go to conversion therapy. But he lets himself cry
now because this time someone died and it’s normal to cry when people die. It’s
not because he thinks he could have done something. It’s just because she’s
dead.

Nick doesn’t go up to see her body. He spent three hours agonizing over
every detail of her appearance. He doesn’t need to see her again.
People slowly start filing out of the church, likely heading to the reception
that Kenzie’s mom is hosting at her house. Nick realizes it would be polite to go,
but he doesn’t want to.
“Are you going to the reception?”
It takes Nick a moment to register that someone has asked him a question,
and even longer to realize that someone is Claire. She’s standing in the aisle
looking lost. It occurs to Nick that she probably doesn’t know anyone at this
funeral either.
“No, I’m not going,” Nick says, standing up and walking over to her. “You?”
“I don’t think so,” Claire says. “You did a great job with Mackenzie. She
looked beautiful.”
“Oh, uh, thanks,” Nick says, not sure how to respond. People don’t typically
compliment him for the work he does on dead people.
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“Look, I’m sorry about earlier,” Claire says. “I shouldn’t have acted like it’s
such a big deal, you know? The phone call.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Nick says, hoping she’ll change the subject.
“Still,” Claire says, apparently set on the phone call. “It’s just, I haven’t
talked to Mackenzie in a couple years, but I still feel like I should have done
something. I wonder if she had called me, if I could have stopped her.”
Nick doesn’t say anything, waiting for her to realize what she’s just implied.
“Oh my gosh, I didn’t mean that,” she says, her eyes wide. “I am so sorry.”
“It’s fine, I know what you were trying to say,” Nick says, attempting to smile
at her.
“That doesn’t make it any less terrible,” Claire says. She looks like she’s
about to cry.
“I think about it, too,” Nick tells her. He’s not sure why he admits it. He just
doesn’t want her to cry. “I mean, I realize there isn’t actually anything I could have
done. But I wonder.”
A few moments go by before Claire gets brave enough to ask, “What did
you talk about?”
Nick had told Kenzie’s mom that she had sounded completely normal. He
said he’d been shocked to hear the news because Kenzie had been her same old
self on the phone. Her mom had accepted that, not wanting to hear details.
Claire won’t be satisfied with that version.
“I was really doped up on pain pills from getting my wisdom teeth out, so I
don’t remember it all that well,” Nick explains. “But I do remember she asked me
to come over, and I said I couldn’t. Then she said she would see me the next
day.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Claire says, a bit of a smile on her face. “How are you
supposed to get ‘suicidal’ from ‘see you tomorrow?’”
“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out,” Nick says, running a hand
through his hair.
“It’s impossible,” Claire says, her tone definitive. “And I was so terrible
about it earlier. No one would have been able to tell there was a problem from
that.”
“I don’t know about that,” Nick says. “I think someone might have been able
to figure it out. Just not one of us.”
They stand there for a few moments in silence, avoiding making eye
contact with each other. Nick doesn’t know what to do now that they’ve admitted
that their only part in all of this is not knowing Kenzie well enough. Sure, Nick
might have worked with her, but in the end seeing her every day hadn’t done
anything more for her than if he hadn’t seen her in years.
“Well, it was nice to meet you, sort of,” Claire says, startling Nick out of his
thoughts. “I’m gonna go.”
“It was sort of nice to meet you, too,” Nick says, smiling at her as best he
can.
She hurries off and Nick sits back down in the pew, the only one left in the
small church. The only one aside from Kenzie. He’s sure that someone from
Olmstead’s will be there to take her away to the cemetery soon. Her mother
hadn’t wanted to do a graveside service because she thought they were too
depressing. Nick doesn’t really see how that could be any more depressing
than what’s already happened.
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“It was a good funeral,” Nick says, not sure if he’s talking to himself or to
the casket at the front of the room. “I think everyone was the proper amount of
sad.”
His voice echoes back to him, bouncing off the walls of the sanctuary. Nick
looks at the casket and thinks maybe he should go up there, to pay his respects.
But for whatever reason, it doesn’t seem right. So he gets up and walks off and
refuses to look back no matter how much he wants to. He keeps his eyes
forward, focused on the paintings on the back wall of the sanctuary, Jesus
surrounded by children, angels playing harps and trumpets, flying between
streams of light that cut through the clouds. Paintings that are supposed to be
comforting, meant to depict a happy ending for the woman in a casket at the
front of the church with expertly curled hair and perfect eyeliner.
Nick sits in the parking lot and watches as the cars pull out after the
hearse, watches the people driving down the road pull off to the side and stop,
waiting for the funeral procession to pass before starting to drive again. Of all
the things that happened for Kenzie that day, the scriptures and the songs, he
thinks this might be the best tribute to her. Strangers stopping, waiting, then
driving away once the last car has passed. Taking a moment then moving on with
their day. Nick waits until every car that had stopped is out of his line of sight
and the funeral procession has been gone for several minutes before pulling out
of the parking lot himself and driving off, leaving the church behind.
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