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Introduction 

In its barest form, memoir is a reflection. Memoir is divided between the narrator, the I-

then, and the writer, the I-now. More importantly, it focuses on the transition period that led I-

then to become I-now, a sort of time travel that seeks to identify the very moment in which the 

past self has gained some crucial knowledge that has since become hindsight. Realization often 

comes only after the exploratory reflection is complete. To understand the way these realizations 

influence the rest of the story, I urge the reader to return to the beginning of the project once 

finished. This process will resemble the my own experience as I underwent the event, came to 

ultimate realization, and then revisited it in writing. 

The transitions between my past and present selves that I have found most interesting to 

explore have to do with belonging: belonging in a place, belonging in a relationship, belonging 

in a specific identity. At first, these were constraining. As I entered into the new stage of my life, 

moving across the continent from Colorado to Alaska, I brought a great deal of expectations with 

me. A crucial few months recolored the way I imagined my past and my future. I began to 

comprehend how belonging has shaped my identities. A bit of personal history and theoretical 

framework will be useful to understand my background. 

My recollection of my familial history is limited. Sometime in the early 2010s, two of my 

great aunts—one in Bend, Oregon, my mother’s side, and another in Paton, Iowa, my father’s 

side—spent months exploring every patriline and matriline documented on Ancestry.com. I 

watched the tree branch off, up, out. Toponyms and surnames were plentiful: Abbotsford, 

Lohrville, Wichita, Wilmington, Redwood City, Elizabeth; Ó Braonáin, Monahan, Calahan, 

Connor, Nolan, Brend. As the tree’s branches spread outward over the continent, they returned to 

the same roots, all leading back to Cork or Mann. Though I know well what my parents and 
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grandparents have told me about distant cousins and livelihoods in North America, I know 

nothing about the time in Ireland. However, no matter which direction or how far back I travel in 

ancestral time, is Éireannach mé, I am Irish. This is a reality that I am still attempting to grasp; 

for as long as I can remember, my immediate family has identified themselves and me as nothing 

more than white and American. I was at a disadvantage when I began exploring my sense of self. 

When I first moved to Lingít Aaní, to the Áak’w Ḵwáan lands I still live on, I was naïve 

in my dismissal of colonial issues, especially in my lack of recognition for the intersections of 

class, race, and gender that go along with these issues. I was only beginning to identify myself as 

“Irish,” rather than “Catholic,” and I saw myself more as a conqueror of the land than as a 

resident or even a part of the land. I thought I could know this land as well as anyone else; I 

thought that, within my first year, I may as well have been a resident. That had been my 

perspective of my previous home, Colorado, at least. 

Indigenous representation where I grew up was nearly nonexistent. Toponyms and urban 

legends alluded to some previous presence, but none any longer. Before moving, I did little work 

to learn more about the history of the area. When I started to learn more about decolonization, 

however, I jumped immediately toward it, scrutinizing my role on the land and the roles of those 

around me. My conclusions were one-sided and rarely took into account Indigenous 

perspectives, or any perspectives besides my own for that matter. Listening, I have since learned, 

is the necessary action for those seeking to enter into this conversation, especially those coming 

from a background such as myself. It was not my place, and still is not, to come to conclusions of 

any sort so quickly after learning the basics. 

Similarly, I was uninformed about my own gender transition. Listening is less important 

here: this is a realm in which it is necessary for me to stand up for myself and my trans peers. For 
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example, I wouldn’t correct anyone who misgendered me in either direction. Though I knew I 

preferred they/them, if someone used he/him or she/her for me, I would be silent. I thought little 

before jumping into hormones, into dressing and acting like the women around me. My parents, 

their parents, and the community I was raised in taught me hypermasculine pioneering attitudes 

toward gender. People were binary, and men existed to ranch the land or pay for the household 

as a whole. I had come from the masculine norm, and because of my (and society’s) reluctance 

to give myself time, the outcome was a facsimile of the feminine norm. As much as I knew I was 

queer and wanted to be visible as queer, I still attempted to emulate the cultural norm for women, 

for the feminine. As I began to discover throughout my first few years here in Alaska, there is 

more nuance to gender presentation, as there is to decolonization, than simply reversing the 

dominant masculine and colonial norm. 

Only recently have I seriously undertaken the process of understanding the nuances of 

these issues and others. Reversing societal expectations only goes so far, and I ask myself what 

my actual lived experiences reveal about the binaries that make up our postmodern lives—man-

woman, nature-culture, wilderness-civilized, urban-rural, south-north. There is a common 

thought that social interactions are solely made up of unfeeling agents (oppressors) and unacting 

recipients (victims). This theory is boiled down and takes little to no analysis of intersectionality 

or nuance into account. Transpunk band She/her/hers approaches the heart of this dialectic with 

some on-the-nose lyrics in the song “Gender is Boring”: 

“‘Cause if I use ‘she’ pronouns, well, what does that mean? 

Am I reinforcing a gender binary 

that I don’t believe in 

that I don’t adhere to? 

I say I’m a woman, what’s that supposed to tell you? 

Gender doesn’t tell you a damn thing about me.” 
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Indeed, gender doesn’t tell you a damn thing about me. There is a disconnect between the facts 

that contemporary Euromerican society considers crucial to explaining identity—gender, 

ancestry and ethnicity, home region—and the actual identity itself. This is the issue I have 

encountered in exploring and understanding my own identities, and one of the prominent issues I 

explore in this project through the lens of a stereotypically-heterosexual relationship I had in late 

high school and early college. It has been my attempt to examine my role in context with the 

nuance of these issues. This process is portrayed on the pages of this manuscript. 

Related to my detached colonial and gender identities, my sense of belonging in the 

environment is just as amnesiac. Origins are unclear. I am confused and lost in a place that is 

recent, parental rather than ancestral. Much of my conscious life, then, has been an attempt to 

define my place in and on landscapes that should be alien to me but remain present, immanent, 

solid. It has been a grasping at different places, people, identities, trying to find some semblance 

of belonging, of home. Constant change gets in the way of this search. The climate is erratic, 

changing even those understandings of the environment I thought were certain. Housing is 

unsecure. Relationships with friends, family, partners, and places ebb and flow, begin and 

discontinue, or end before there is even a chance to begin. 

One of the most prominent examples of my attempt to solve this illiteracy of identity has 

been my attempt to change my surname. Growing up, I was told that “Brend” came from an old-

English word for “Prince.” This noble moniker felt too proud to me, even as a kid. As I grew 

older, it was a reminder of my blood family, of the violence that had not only taught me trauma 

instead of love, but had been the ones to colonize the Americas in the first place—to alienate 

their descendants, me, from the landscape, from ancestral Éire. When we got married, my wife 

and I chose “Meadow” instead. It was safe, soft, sapphic. Recently, however, I learned that 
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“Brend” was a name given to Irishmen whose land had been burnt by the invading English. 

“Meadow” took on a whole new meaning in response to burnt and un-English “Brend.” Though 

my wife and I have not been successful in changing our names for a variety of reasons—many of 

them related to the government’s transphobic response to the recent changing of my first name—

there is a part of me that battles between a safe-haven meadow and a burnt Irish pasture. 

Another major attempt at identifying my sense of self is focused on in this thesis: my first 

long-term relationship. I never dated much before coming out, and I wasn’t sure what to expect 

beyond what was portrayed through the media and the relationships I saw in my community. It is 

no surprise that my first relationship, then, became heterosexual-adjacent and therefore denied 

my ability to understand my gender, sexuality, and sense of place for much of my young 

adulthood. Just when I thought I understood a part of myself that had remained a mystery for so 

long, I was lost again. As I reflect on my past relationship with Maeve and my future and 

ongoing relationship with Sammy, there is a healing that takes place in this writing, one that 

removes me from the identity confusion of my youth. 

Finally, I acknowledge that, despite attempts to do the contrary, I continue to perpetuate 

the Euromerican historical violence of documenting and discovering an already-known land, 

gender, or body as one’s own. The past few years of colonial-university education, this project, 

and the coming years and decades of my life are an exploration of the ways in which I can 

understand my own identity and sense of place while unlearning the colonial, pioneering values I 

was raised to idolize. Following elders and community members who put in an immense amount 

of labor, I focus on revitalizing the Tlingit language and culture that my presence on this land 

continues to destroy. I seek to learn more about the more-than-human environment around me 

and my human place in it. I strive to dismantle my compulsion towards cisgender and 
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heterosexual relationships. I endeavor to build a new community founded on healing, anti-

racism, anti-capitalism, and physical and intellectual access for all. This process is far from over, 

but I persist nonetheless. 
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Prologue: Learning, Unlearning 

The day Maeve came to me with the idea of touring colleges Down South, it was windy 

in Juneau. I think my nonchalant response surprised them more than their request surprised me. 

With my mind made up to end our relationship in a few weeks, though, I was no longer worried 

about the consequences of letting them transfer so far away. 

Although I would remain up here in the wind, it was nevertheless put upon me to plan the 

trip for them. I had always been the one to plan our road trips, after all. I took their list of 

colleges—Evergreen State, OSU Corvallis, CSU Humboldt—and stitched the trip together, 

perfectly fit within the nine-day span of spring break. I had spent so much time trying to 

convince them to love Juneau, yet now I was facilitating their escape. 

 

Two weeks later, I broke up with Maeve. We fought throughout the remaining month 

until their trip, but I still missed them. I couldn’t quite grasp why I didn’t feel at home in the 

relationship, and my lack of a concrete reason fueled our fights. I tried what I could to make it 

better—if they just yell it out, we can be friends again, right?—but nothing helped. 

I had moved on to other things anyway. Sammy, with pink hair and heart-shaped glasses, 

lived down the hall from me. We enjoyed each other’s company in the days following the 

breakup. Sammy and I watched movies together, wrote essays together, and went on hikes 

together, things Maeve couldn’t or wouldn’t do. It was a relief. When I wasn’t off fighting with 

Maeve, Sammy and I would sit in my dorm, holding hands and watching film after film. As 

Maeve’s trip grew nearer, I missed the trips we had been on before: the good times. 

 

On the bright morning the previous August, Maeve and I left Colorado. I woke around 
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dawn and waved goodbye to my parents. My car idled under a pine canopy as a recently-weaned 

fawn crossed in front of me, alone. 

When I arrived at their house, Maeve’s parents greeted me at the door, cozy in pajamas. 

The dining room table was sticky with pancake breakfast. I had to go downstairs and wake 

Maeve; they didn’t want to leave. Since I was ready to be on our own and away from my parents, 

I didn’t give second thought to everything Maeve was leaving too. Their mother cried, and their 

father pretended not to. Maeve and I drove north, towards Wyoming, Montana, Alberta, British 

Columbia, Yukon. Alaska. I held their cool hand, thinking about the grandness of the continent 

in front of us. 

 

At the beginning of spring break, I woke up to pre-dawn darkness to take Maeve to the 

airport. They had three college tours ahead of them; I wondered if their future would be 

solidified the next time I would see them, a week later picking them up from the airport again. 

Sammy snoozing softly in the background, I slipped on the previous night’s clothes and, 

shivering, walked into the parking lot. The sky was clear; a dark mass in the night, Auke 

Mountain hid the Pleiades behind its familiar curve. I smiled at clawfooted raven tracks left in 

the frost on the roof of my red sedan. 

Inside, the engine had trouble turning over. I waited. I tried again—I waited. The car was 

stubborn this morning. Finally, it rumbled to life. The car warmed, and ice flecks stung my face 

as I scarped the windshield. My arms ached from sleep and cold as I drove down the hill, 

towards Maeve’s dorm. I stopped at the stop sign, looked both ways, and wished I had just called 

them a taxi. The sky yawned above the islands, waiting to envelop Maeve’s little jet plane. I 

wondered when they would leave this wet, open land for the final time. 
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The morning Maeve and I left Calgary, it rained. I repacked the car in the drizzle while 

Maeve took a shower, then I waited to keep driving north. The car windows fogged up with my 

warmth inside, softly blurring the street. I thought that Maeve must have been seeing the same 

thing out the bathroom window: fogged, cold with rain, blurred streetlights. I always thought I 

knew what they were thinking, what they were seeing, what perspective they had on anything. 

Maeve hurried out the front door. Their hair looked especially short: they had just gotten it cut 

before the trip. They looked young and boyish, like Winona Ryder in Girl, Interrupted. Warm in 

the car, I suggested coffee, and we drove through the blur to get our favorite Canadian breakfast 

at Tim Hortons. In the coffeeshop, Maeve sat close to me, chattering about what we would do in 

Juneau. Their short hair was soft. 

 

Maeve hurried out of their dorm hall, worried about being late for their flight. They were 

always worried about something. I helped them roll their hard suitcase to the car, then they got in 

the passenger seat, as always. It was quiet as we drove. Any attempt at conversation was terse. I 

thought about how we used to hold hands while we drove, and I realized that I would have to 

continue to unlearn the private language we had created together. Maeve yawned, and I turned 

up the music. A Night at the Opera. It was one of Maeve’s favorite albums. 

I wondered what they were thinking, about to say goodbye for a week. They watched out 

the window, looking west towards the wetlands. As I drove, I caught glimpses of the mountains 

to the north. Blueish snow reflected the waning crescent moon. Stable granite and gneiss jutted 

up into the sky, the very same sky I would be sending Maeve off into. The mountains seemed so 

permanent, but I knew that the glacier had cut through them like a knife through soft flesh not 
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too long ago. 

 

The final night of our trip north, Maeve and I stayed in a fancy bed and breakfast in 

Haines. The rooms were themed—mining, sled dogs, fishing. Maeve and I slept beneath 

pickaxes, our bedside tables adorned by chunks of ore. Finally: I was in Alaska. And Maeve was 

there with me. I clung to them in bed as wind snuck through cracks in the walls. I could hardly 

sleep, excited for our future in Juneau, where I was sure we both belonged together. 

In the morning, we waited for the ferry. I pointed out plants I knew: Western hemlock, 

Sitka spruce, devils club, skunk cabbage, fireweed, forget-me-nots. Maeve recognized a 

cottonwood by its light, fuzzy seeds. I showed them the milky blue water, seeping down from 

rich glaciers. Maeve and I watched out for the ferry from Skagway. When they finally spotted it, 

the flag’s golden Big Dipper and Polaris were familiar and welcoming to me. I could only hope 

they were welcoming to Maeve as well. I ran my hands through their hair, and Maeve kissed me, 

smiling. Their hair was spiked and their lips chapped from weeks on the road. This place was 

familiar to me, and soon, it would be to them as well. 

 

Our eyes stung in the fluorescent airport light, unadjusted from the early morning 

darkness. Maeve’s luggage dragged behind them, its dark color clashing with the brash carpet 

and cheaply-made mounts of moose and caribou. This was the place where so many people got 

their first and last view of the state. 

Maeve and I took the escalator upstairs. At security, it was my time to go. Maeve hugged 

me, and I could hardly feel their warmth beneath the layers and layers of coats they wore. I 

smiled and imagined them in California, no longer as cold as they always were here. I stood next 
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to a taxidermy polar bear as they handed their ticket to a TSA agent. Maeve walked behind a 

wall; as far as it concerned me, they were no longer in Juneau. I let my breath go. My shoulders 

relaxed. Outside, the cold, blue air was familiar again, and I headed back to the comfort of 

Sammy’s bed. 
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Chapter One: Reservoir 

We were driving next to a reservoir, halfway home from our first camping trip together, 

when Maeve told me they didn’t want to join me in Alaska the following fall. In southeastern 

Colorado, reservoirs dot the agricultural Arkansas River Valley, a stark difference from the 

dryness of the rest of the region. The reservoir was one of these, one of the glimmering scars in 

green-yellow-brown earth. It might have been John Martin Reservoir, Lake Meredith Reservoir, 

Neenoshe Reservoir, Pueblo Reservoir. It doesn’t matter. I just remember that it was a big 

reservoir out in the plains. 

I don’t remember quite how the conversation went, either. I must have said something 

about the Alaska Highway, the rains of Juneau, classes for fall semester. Maybe it was the 

reservoir itself: maybe I was reminded of Auke Lake, or Mendenhall Lake, or the Twin Lakes, or 

Mendenhall Wetlands, or Kingfisher Pond, or maybe Salmon Creek and Long Lake Reservoirs, 

those dammed holds that reminded me Juneau’s desperate need for water and power were so 

similar to Colorado’s. Though the lake we were next to was unrecognizable, I missed each body 

of water back in Juneau. 

Regardless, I was shocked at Maeve’s announcement. I had never considered that they 

might not come to Juneau with me. We had been high school sweethearts, and from our teenage 

perspective, that would never change. It had never occurred to me that they might want 

something else. 

Maeve said they felt powerless, though. “I can’t drive, I can’t cook, I don’t have any life 

goals, and now I’m following you to college.” 

I told them they had time—they were barely eighteen. It was normal not to have a plan, 

and going to college, any college, would help them with their career. 



Olive Meadow 

 

9 

 

Maeve decided they didn’t want to be in Alaska; they were going to forge their own path 

in life. 

I wanted to be in Juneau, though. I had made my space there, and I wasn’t about to leave 

it behind. Maeve saw themself with me. They had made their space in my heart and mind, and 

they weren’t about to leave all that, either. We spent the next four hours lost in talking points. 

Pros and cons lists, what-if scenarios, begging and giving up. It was all in circles: we didn’t 

come to a mutual conclusion. The only solid decision either of us made was my ultimatum. We 

had tried long-distance the year prior, and we had barely made it out. I had grown privately, but 

Maeve had remained stagnant. Worse, our relationship still felt brand-new; we had already been 

together nine months, but it felt like I hardly knew Maeve at all. I realized in the moment that if 

we were to be separated again, I didn’t want to stay with them. 

I dropped Maeve off at their house—glowing golden in the sunlight, reflecting the waves 

of grassy hills—and I knew that they would want to stay in Juneau if they would just leave 

Colorado. That’s how it had worked for me, anyway, so why would it be any different for them? 

They got out of the car and, with a huff, accepted. We were going to Juneau. 

 

I didn’t really feel like I was back in Juneau until Maeve and I were driving along 

Mendenhall Loop Road towards the glacier. We passed the sign for the Recreation Area: 

“Tongass National Forest Recreation Area.” Cars outnumbered pothole ponds, and some tour 

busses could have outweighed even the biggest moraines. I considered how Mendenhall Glacier 

continued to get smaller and smaller, but it seemed that the crowds were always growing. 

I parked in a pullout a little ways from the visitor center, suggesting that we look for 

some salmon on Steep Creek Trail, arguably one of the best places in town to see spawning 
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sockeye. Watching the fish fight against each other and the muddy current was a favorite activity 

of mine, and one that Sammy and I still love to do in the fall. 

“Are there bears in there?” Maeve asked, donning a waterproof jacket. 

I looked up; puffy clouds were sparse. “Not that we need to be worried about. It’s always 

super crowded in there.” 

“I don’t want to risk it.” 

Maeve and I walked hand in hand towards Mendenhall Lake, away from Steep Creek and 

any possible bears. The visitor center always reminds me of the Spaceship House near Idaho 

Springs: big, round, set in the side of a mountain. Driving in or out of Denver, the Spaceship 

House signals the beginning or end of a trip. It’s a sign of adventure, or a return home. The 

visitor center was similar, and I was excited to show Maeve around this place that was new for 

them. 

“Do you want to go in?” I asked. 

“What else is there to do?” Maeve said, heading toward Photo Point. 

Maeve was not always interested in spending time outside, even for a brief moment, so I 

gladly followed. “We can go on all these great hikes. There’s this cool rock with a plaque about 

this wolf that used to live here…” 

Maeve and I walked through the crowds, making our way out towards the lake. I reached 

for their hand, hidden in their jacket pocket. It was cool, as usual. “If you’re cold now, what are 

you going to do all winter?” I teased. 

Maeve smiled and squeezed my hand. After so long, it was nice to have them here. 

They looked out over the water, towards Mendenhall. The glacier was distant. It crept 

slowly up the slope, continuing its imperceptible carving of the valley. “This is it?” 
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“What do you mean?” I asked. 

“I thought it would be bigger,” they said. “And the mountains just look like mountains.” 

At first, I thought Maeve was being bitter, but I think more likely they were bored. To someone 

intimate with the Colorado Rockies and unfamiliar with Southeast, all that can be done on first 

glance is compare. Maeve saw Juneau’s mountains and lakes the same way they saw Colorado’s, 

but I could only ever notice the differences. 

“Well…” I started. Being here with them—having a future with them—was dependent on 

Maeve liking Juneau. “It used to be bigger. And the lake’s pretty cool, right? Look at the 

icebergs over there.” 

“It looks like that lake I went to in Durango,” Maeve said. 

Maeve could be critical at times. I just had to wait for what would eventually come: 

winning the costume contest at Halloween, reading together in a little coffeeshop downtown, 

studying side-by-side beneath the library skylights. 

Maeve turned away from the lake. “I’m ready to head back. It’s getting kind of cold.” It 

couldn’t have been lower than 65. 

“I don’t suppose you want to look at the visitor center, then, either.” I was the one being 

bitter here. 

Maeve’s face was solid and stern. They always either showed a great amount of emotion, 

or none at all. “No.” They started walking back toward the car. 

 

It snowed the whole way from Fort Nelson to Watson Lake. In my red Subaru, we 

twisted and curved through the Northern Rockies, past Stone Mountain and Muncho Lake, past 

the steamy Liard River Hot Springs. The trip was a montage of initially unrecognizable but 
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forever-remembered names. At the Yukon sign, it was five below freezing and snow was piling a 

few inches deep, a welcome relief from the heat of August in Denver. 

My first year in Juneau, we hadn’t gotten snow until November, so I was pleasantly 

surprised to be seeing it so early on in the Interior. I guessed correctly that winter would be 

colder and snowier that year. 

Maeve had been drifting in and out all day, but they stayed awake for the stretch between 

the Yukon sign and Watson Lake. I didn’t mind how much they slept; it was nice to listen to 

podcasts and audiobooks and little else while watching the world flash by out the front 

windshield. 

Driving in on Watson Lake’s main street, I felt the uncanny twinge of the populated 

north. There was something off about this town, something insidious. Flags from around the 

world lined the highway, and the sign post forest waved tourists au revoir as they headed off 

towards Whitehorse, Fairbanks, Anchorage. It was pretty, and I knew it would be a nice place to 

visit for a day, but I felt like there was an something lurking out in those low hills. I wonder, 

though, if my current memory of Watson Lake is tinged by the later experiences I would have in 

town. My original fear may have come solely from being in an unfamiliar place. 

On edge but enjoying ourselves, Maeve and I walked around town—a visit to the sign 

forest, a quick stop at Tag’s (no vegan options, but free condoms in the bathroom!), a dinner of 

tofu curry at the Chinese/American restaurant, a show at the Northern Lights Centre. It was an 

afternoon out on the town; Maeve was happy. We drove to our campsite at sunset, singing along 

to Death Cab for Cutie’s “I Will Follow You into the Dark.” One of our mutual high school 

friends, Callie, had introduced us to the song, and it had quickly become a favorite of ours. 

Maeve would often smile and suggest that our first dance at our wedding be set to the ballad. 
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The next morning, already half an hour outside of Watson Lake, Maeve asked about 

breakfast. 

“Are you serious? Whitehorse isn’t for hours.” 

“I want Tim Hortons.” 

“You said you just wanted to leave when I asked at the campsite.” 

Maeve sighed, and I watched the fog curl around skinny black spruce. 

We approached a gas station with an attached garage, grey-blue like the cloudy sky. An 

RV sat in front of the gas pump, surely filling up with hundreds of Canadian dollars. 

“Is there Tim Hortons?” Maeve asked. 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Fine. Make me a sandwich.” 

I laughed. “Is that a feminist joke? That doesn’t give me gender euphoria, you know.” 

Maeve’s face was flat. “I’m just hungry.” They got out of the car and walked into the gas 

station. 

I grabbed our bread, peanut butter, and grape jelly out of the back. Little pieces of ice 

cracked from the crust as I opened the bag; the peanut butter and jelly were thick and hard to 

spread. 

Maeve got back in, a single steaming cup in their hand. I gave Maeve their sandwich and 

started the car. 

“There’s literally nothing around here that’s good. If Juneau’s like this, I’ll be going 

home before the semester’s over.” 

“I thought you had fun last night,” I said. 

“Maybe just for a visit.” Maeve started eating. 
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 “Juneau’s way bigger than Watson Lake anyway.” I pulled back out onto the highway, 

headed for Whitehorse, 430 kilometers away. 

“Is there Taco Bell? A real art store? A real mall?” 

“We’ll have a good time in Juneau, Maeve,” I said, tapping the steering wheel with 

annoyance. 

While Maeve sought out consumption, I attributed a landscape’s value to its aesthetics. 

Though I have since attempted to detach myself from either point of view—quickly realizing the 

capitalist and colonialist thought behind them both—I must admit that I still feel a romantic 

attachment to the former. I would rather have rainy hikes in the forest than Taco Bell. 

Maeve drank their coffee, yawning. Caffeine always made them sleepy. I sipped from a 

half-frozen water bottle, saying nothing. They would fall asleep soon enough. 

 

Maeve and I crossed from Montana to Alberta in the early afternoon. Fast food taco 

wrappers littered the floor, and far to the west, sunbaked glaciers reflected sky on both sides of 

the boundary. I held Maeve’s hand across the center console, cool and dry. They tittered on 

about our morning at Flathead Lake and in Glacier National Park. The high mountains and lush 

greenery had excited them for Juneau. 

In contrast to our morning drive, the southern stretch of road leading to the Calgary is 

majority farmland and open range. I’d heard that this is where the opening scenes of Interstellar 

were filmed, though the film took place in eastern Colorado, a seeming change in latitudinal 

ecology from the cooling effects of the onscreen crop blight. I never saw the similarity, though. 

Southern Alberta always reminded me of my grandfather’s farm in Iowa—corn, soy, 

canola, yellow rolling hills under green elm or white snow. In Alberta, though, the distances 
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between towns are longer, and the trees are shorter due to long winters and mild summers. When 

I’m in those southern reaches, I like to think about how far north the province stretches, from 

Montana Great Plains all the way to Northwest Territories taiga. 

While I enjoyed my return, Maeve told me they were unimpressed with Canada. It was 

flat, uninteresting. This had been their response to Interstellar as well—they had expected 

something better for all the hype. “It just looks like back home,” they said, and I wondered if the 

location scouts hadn’t been all that far off. 

Then we arrived in Calgary. Like Denver, it is a glass-and-steel rodeo town set adrift in 

the sea of plains. Calgary has its own feel, though, some northern quirk. Walking around the city, 

I sought out foreign differences, those that registered it as unique from the American Mountain 

West I considered my own. 

We took sunset pictures on the banks of the Bow River, then searched for dinner 

downtown. “I feel so far away from what I’m looking for,” Maeve said. “I couldn’t see myself in 

a city like this. Los Angeles, sure. Chicago, New York, Portland. I want someplace gay, 

somewhere with actual stuff to do.” I listened closely and thought about where I could see 

myself, or the two of us together, as we ate chickpea shawarma. I was certain—or I hoped, at 

least—that as soon as we arrived in Juneau, they would fall in love with the mountains and rain. I 

worried, though, that the night-life wouldn’t satisfy their idea of “actual stuff to do.” Colorado 

was the problem—the mere presence of malls, fast food, and live music were what pushed our 

interests apart. I imagined that once I took Maeve to Juneau, they would start to like everything 

that I did about the town: the snow, the hikes, the rocky intertidal. I should have seen from the 

start, though, how impossible this would be. Though I didn’t know it yet, Sammy would become 

the friend with whom I would hike and explore. They would satisfy what had been missing in my 
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relationship with Maeve. 

On the way back to our AirBnB, Maeve stopped suddenly. “Oh my god, look at this.” 

They stood in front of a Calgary Herald newsstand. “Calgary Pride Crosswalk Vandalized 

Twice,” the headline read. That weekend, someone had written “shoot a faggit” on the 

crosswalk, which city officials quickly removed. Then, the day before Maeve and I arrived in 

Calgary, someone had spray painted “Lust” on the rainbow crosswalk and “Lost” on the trans 

crosswalk. Though it was a scary sentiment in the moment, I found an ironic truth in the 

transphobic graffiti. On the streets of some strange city and unsure of my future with Maeve, I 

was lost. 

I thought about the new pride crosswalk in Juneau, surely immune to vandals, and I 

longed to be there. But all the same, no place is safe from this discrimination. 

I looked around the dark street, lively in the night. Groups of queers stood outside a gay 

bar, and all sorts of others milled around, waiting for a taxi or a friend. I wondered what the 

headline looked like—felt like—to the people of Calgary. I thought about the grid of urban 

streets, the straight-lined grid of crosswalk white-on-black turned gay for just a moment. 

“See,” Maeve said, “even the cities up here are homophobic.” 

 

We drove past the Recreation Area sign again: “Leaving Tongass National Forest: 

Mendenhall Glacier.” Unimpressed with the glacier, Maeve decided they wanted coffee. Juneau 

didn’t have a Tim Hortons, but at least there was Heritage. 

“You don’t see yourself here?” 

Maeve shook their head. “It’s not my type of town. It reminds me too much of Colorado. 

You know I want to live in the big city.” 



Olive Meadow 

 

17 

 

“And that just isn’t where I see myself,” I said, resigned. 

“Like I said, it’s pretty. Maybe I just haven’t experienced it much.” 

“It’s only your second day.” 

“Right. I don’t know. We’ll see.” 

We rolled into the IGA Super Bear parking lot, Heritage’s little drive-thru trailer 

squatting in the same corner it always had. I wondered how long it actually had been there, what 

the history of that corner was. Young alders sprouted behind it, a sure sign that the ground had 

been turned recently. Though I enjoyed Heritage, I was saddened at the thought of ruining the 

soil that had so recently started recovering from the glacier’s recession. I’ve always been amazed 

by this: on the scale of human lifespans, Juneau is a place of immense change. Mendenhall 

Glacier’s retreat is relatively recent, and the industrialization and gentrification of multiple parts 

of town are noticeable even to newcomers like me. 

A barista took our order, then disappeared behind the sliding window. 

The rain drops were fat, and clouds obscured the mountains. If someone only visited the 

Valley at that moment, they would never know the full view of the Coast Range it gave, the look 

back towards the icefield that is so iconically stored in my memory. “What a drab place,” they 

might say, remembering the stratus clouds and collections of alder. I wondered what Maeve 

thought of it, if the view from Photo Point was suddenly forgotten. 

“I guess it’s cool to be here,” Maeve said. The passenger window was fogged, and my 

side was obscured by the coffee stand. “I mean, Alaska, I’ve heard and read about it forever. But 

it feels like just another place. It isn’t special.” 

I nodded, unwilling to agree but unsure if I disagreed either. I see now that this 

perspective is both completely false and disappointingly true. As an outsider, I will always think 
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of my home as something special, unique, Alaskan—this word itself is enough to describe it in 

contemporary American imagination. But as someone who lives here now, it is just another 

place. I tend to think I could be in any other city until I glimpse something remarkable: 

alpenglow in the early afternoon, a humpback on the north end of Douglas, a wolf track in 

backcountry snow. Otherwise, the houses are just houses, the roads just roads, and my home just 

a place. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Maeve was right. 

“Yeah, but it’s—” 

“Was that thunder?” 

I hadn’t heard anything. “It was probably just a truck driving by or a plane landing or 

something.” 

“It was definitely thunder.” They were almost laughing. 

“No, well, as I was saying—” 

Thunder reverberated throughout the car. It was one of those strikes that grabs the whole 

landscape. As a child, I would always watch out our big, south-facing windows when storms 

rolled in, counting the seconds between strikes. A yellow streak would break open the purple 

clouds and: One… Two… Three… Four… Sometimes, when the count was two or less, the 

thunder would be so powerful that the dishes in the cabinets would clatter together. Once, Callie 

and I had snuck into a wind farm during one of these storms to get the perfect shot for a music 

video. Electricity buzzed between Callie and me then, just as it did between Maeve and I in the 

car at Heritage. I loved the power in these storms, and that’s how I knew that it was thunder and 

not a plane hidden behind Juneau’s low clouds. 

I rolled up the window. “That’s weird,” I said. “We never get storms like this here.” 

“You’ve lived here for, like, one year. You don’t know if they do or not.” 
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“I know there’s no thunderstorms,” I said. This was later verified by my roommate, who 

told me that the last time Juneau had a thunderstorm had been 2007, nearly 12 years prior. 

“Why not?” Maeve asked. 

I thought about explaining—it’s too cold, the mountains and channels are in weird shapes 

that don’t make those storms, the ocean’s humidity and charge just isn’t right—but realized that 

Maeve’s question was rhetorical: There are storms in Colorado, which is all I know, so why not 

here? 

“It could be more normal than I think,” I admitted. 

Looking out into the fog, searching for more lighting, I thought again about the people 

whose only perceptions of Juneau would come from this day. Would they talk about the storm 

for years after, like my friends and I do now? For Maeve, lifelong resident of one of the stormiest 

counties in the United States, I think it was just a regular summer storm. There was nothing 

special about it. 

 

Two weeks before Maeve and I moved to Alaska, we sat on the couch in my parents’ 

living room. My mom stood in the kitchen, stirring a massive pot of spaghetti sauce, dish rag 

slung over her shoulder like always. The house was sharp with oregano, anise, and new-

construction. It was one of those days where everything was still—whenever friends were over, 

my parents were calm and warm. Sammy later told me that this was one of my parents’ most 

unsettling traits. 

It was hot and still outside, too. Blue space filled the distance between my parents’ new 

home and Mount Evans, a focal point far off to the northwest. These peaks have demarcated my 

western horizon for so long that I can hardly imagine a west that does not involve them. I align 
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myself north-south along this mountain range, recalling their orientation and my place beside 

them. Part of me will always know these mountains. 

From the kitchen, my mom said something about college and the upcoming move. 

Maeve’s answer was nonchalant, and it almost didn’t register for a minute, but, wait—I had 

already booked the hotels and ferry, what did they mean they weren’t going? My mom stirred, 

unacting but always listening. 

I suggested we go for a walk; I couldn’t let my mom hear how upset I was. She liked 

Maeve, and when things would come up, she would just remind me that relationships were hard 

work. I couldn’t disagree. 

Maeve and I walked out into the rippling heat of summer on asphalt. Maeve was in black 

jeans and combat boots that stained grey with dust as we walked on the unfinished trails behind 

my parents’ neighborhood. Our conversation shimmered like the path ahead of us. 

“Alaska just doesn’t seem like my kind of place,” Maeve said. They walked close to me, 

speaking emphatically with their hands and brushing against my arm every so often. Normally, I 

would have savored this closeness. 

“Yeah, but our whole trip is already set,” I said. 

“We’ll be able to go on so many trips after college, Love,” Maeve said. “And over the 

summers.” 

“But what about classes? And I’ve already paid for this one; I’m not just going to go off 

into the middle of nowhere on my own.” 

“You’ll be fine, Babe.” 

They were thinking of it like a vacation, as if we were just going for fun, not like moving 

to college. Maeve had to come. And I couldn’t believe they had strung me out all summer, 



Olive Meadow 

 

21 

 

pretending they were going to go, just to flake out at the last minute. 

“Maybe you can transfer at the end of the semester,” I said. “I mean, you don’t have any 

other plans for fall.” 

“I guess. I’d just rather not go to Alaska.” 

Maeve stopped to pick a flower—a paintbrush plant as bright orange as the flags workers 

had placed over natural gas lines. We continued, and I let my thoughts take the foreground, 

trying to untangle the mess of memory and future possibility that comprised the moment. 

Grasshoppers buzzed in our silence. Or was that the buzzing of electrical wire? This 

place was so suddenly developed that I couldn’t tell. Just a few years prior, it had been a public 

open space, but then I came back from my first Juneau winter and my parents owned a brand-

new plot on the flat top. Chaparral was razed, and dainty stones were built into the facades of 

south-facing houses. The red, 300-days-a-year Colorado sun smothered driveways, front doors, 

and solar panels, all constructed to glean as much light as possible. It had been too much for me 

at first, coming back down from a cloudy winter in Southeast. 

I’m sure the feeling was mutual: when I came back for the first time, my hair was long, 

my voice high, my bones and fat restructuring like this artificial environment. In Juneau, 

surrounded by rain at all times, it felt right. I felt the multiplicity of my pronouns and body. In 

Colorado, the rigidity of what I was doing became apparent. Just like I couldn’t stand the way 

the mesa had been changed, my blood family couldn’t stand the way I had changed. Like my 

transition has pushed a wedge between my parents and me, the change in the landscape has 

discomfited me since it began. 

Ahead of me, Maeve pushed a willow branch out of the way. “I mean, I’m sure my 

summer job would take me back for another few months.” 
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“You hated your manager, though,” I said. “And what about college anyway?” 

“You and I both know UAS was only temporary for me.” 

We had discussed this at the beginning of the summer, but I hadn’t realized they had 

decided. “So you would rather stay here? Do you remember how ready to leave you were all last 

year?” 

“At least I have friends here.” 

“You would have friends in Juneau, too.” 

Maeve crossed their arms. “Well, it’s too cold there.” 

Our riparian path dried out, emptied into a bowl-shaped valley. I looked south, along the 

low cliff and towards the sun, and spotted the crumbling dam. Rain squalls in August, 1933, had 

pushed the reservoir to the brink, and a fifteen-foot wall of water had barraged north. The 

bottomlands of Denver—what is now Parker, Centennial, Cherry Creek—had been flooded. A 

languid stream still flows through Castlewood Canyon, somehow unaware of the development 

just above. 

Maeve sat down on a rock. “Don’t you miss the sun in winter? Don’t you miss fast food 

and the mall?” 

I sat down next to them. “You’ll find so much more to love once we get up there.” 

Maeve intertwined their fingers with mine. “Please just let me do my own thing.” 

“I’ve already paid for the ferry and about half the campsites. And don’t you want to start 

school? Work towards something?” 

They shifted uncomfortably. 

I sighed; I hadn’t wanted to bring back my ultimatum. “Remember at the beginning of 

summer when we were on our way back from Santa Fe? I told you that I didn’t want to be long 
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distance again.” 

“We can work it out, Olive.” They leaned into me, brushing some hair out of my face. 

I leaned away from them, forward, so that they were out of my vision. All I could see was 

the canyon valley in front of us. “I don’t think I can.” 

I glanced back at Maeve. They looked hurt, and I worried I had taken it too far. 

“Fine,” they finally said. “I’ll come with.” 

I looked back out at the valley, and I saw the arguments of the previous summer 

accumulating in the basin of our relationship like heavy rain. I wondered when the dam would 

burst. 
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Chapter Two: Plus Grand que Nature 

After driving the Alaska Highway for the second time, I learned that wolf had attempted 

to attack a traveler near the Rancheria rest stop. An Idaho elementary school teacher was biking 

to Prudhoe Bay in 2013, raising money for his school district. Above the Rancheria River, a 

young wolf began following him, chasing him for over a mile. He couldn’t outride it. The wolf 

ripped open his backpack, nearly throwing the man off balance. Alone on the highway and 

inexperienced with the region, he couldn’t help but think of himself as prey. Four cars drove by 

before anyone stopped to help. A woman from Grande Prairie sheltered the bicyclist in her RV, 

and another from Minnesota chased the wolf off with a big water bottle. The bicyclist likely 

would not have escaped without the sudden arrival of these motorists. As for the wolf, it was not 

spotted again. 

** 

I was in the back corner of Fred Meyer, browsing motor oils, when I got the first call. 

“Hello,” I said, not even glancing at the caller ID. 

“You’re taking our fucking road?” 

Maeve. 

“What’s going on?” I asked. 

Sammy gave me a look. 

“It’s Sammy, er, Maeve I mean.” 

“What do they want?” Sammy said. At the same time, Maeve was saying, “Callie told me 

you and Sammy are going on the Alaska Highway.” 

“I didn’t think you even liked the drive up.” 

Sammy leaned in to listen. 
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“First you break up with me and immediately get with Sammy, and then you take them 

on a road trip—on our road trip? How fucking dare you, Olive.” 

I shook my head. Though annoying, I wasn’t surprised by Maeve’s possessiveness over a 

place we had so briefly visited. More and more since we had broken up, this seemed to define 

their relationship to me. “It isn’t our road. Thousands of people have driven on it. And besides, 

we need to leave tomorrow.” 

Sammy looked incredulous. “What are they going on about now?” 

Maeve and their father were scheduled to arrive in Eureka that night, the final leg of their 

Spring Break college tour trip. I wondered if their dad was listening to the conversation. What 

had his reaction been to the email that announced the closure of campus? What were he and 

Maeve doing, so far from home at the start of the pandemic? I thought that Maeve was probably 

looking out the window at the foggy mountains, covered in trees bigger than they ever thought to 

imagine. In the moment, I thought they probably couldn’t tell the difference between Eureka and 

Juneau. Now, though, I bet all they could see were the differences from Alaska. 

“Listen, we still need to pack and everything,” I said into the phone. 

“Well I’m not just gonna forget abou—” 

I hung up the phone, Sammy glaring at the phone, or more likely, at Maeve through the 

phone. 

“They think they own the Alaska Highway.” My phone buzzed again—Maeve. 

“Don’t answer. They’re being crazy.” 

I looked back at the selection—did the car take 5W-30 or 10W-30? Full synthetic or mix? 

“Olive,” Sammy said. They were leaning on the cart, half-smiling but half-serious. “It’s 

been over a month. Why are they still obsessed with you?” 
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“Maybe they’ll calm down once we stop seeing them every day.” 

“If you want them to stop, I think you just need to stand up to them.” 

I nodded, and shut off my phone. 

I looked around my familiar grocery store. The lights were dim yellow, not sterile white 

like the brand-new Walmart had been when it opened up in my hometown. I knew I would miss 

this place. 

 

By the time Sammy and I drove onto the ferry the next morning, I had four new texts and 

six missed calls from Maeve. 

As we pulled away and the sun rose behind the Coast Range, I caught that familiar view 

up Mendenhall Valley for the last time in I didn’t know how long. Some said it would be two 

weeks; some said it would be a semester; a few said it could be years. The mountains whose 

names, ridges, and peaks I had learned so well made me feel small on our little ferry in the 

middle of the bay. I thought about the Juneau Icefield behind them, and the endless boreal forest 

beyond that. Sammy and I would be in that forest soon, making our way south, away from 

Alaska and the north, toward my blood family. I was excited to be in the forests and mountains 

of Northwestern Canada, out past what looked only like ice from our vantage point. I was more 

exhilarated than I had been in a long time. It was frightening, however, to think about taking on a 

northern winter. I wasn’t sure how the car would hold up against the cold and snow. As the sun 

rose over the ferry, I settled into a sleep-deprived nervousness. 

My phone lost signal somewhere around St. Therese. 

 

Our little sedan crawled up the mountain pass out of Skagway, surrounded by snow, a red 
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speck in the middle of White Pass. The check engine light came on so suddenly that I thought I 

must have been imagining it at first. Enough was going wrong that it just fit. I wondered what 

was in store for us. 

When we reached the city limits, my phone got signal again. It announced more calls and 

texts from Maeve. “all i want is a conversation” one of them read. “why r u doing this to me” 

As the sun set purple over the terraced mountains of Whitehorse, Sammy and I sat on our 

hotel bed, drinking red wine. While Sammy texted pictures of the trip to their mom, I was on the 

phone with my dad, arguing about the check engine light. Though Sammy and I both wanted to 

bring the car into a shop, my dad decided that we would keep going—I had just gotten an oil 

change two weeks prior, and the title was in his name after all. Beaten down by his sternness and 

my light buzz, I gave in. 

I missed the relative normality of Juneau. I wanted to be able to wake up the next 

morning and go to class or work. My dad’s harsh voice on the phone had frightened me—what 

waited for us in Colorado? I would be forced to go to church again; I would be misgendered and 

deadnamed in my own home; Sammy and I would be separated to keep my parents’ new house 

“holy.” I wondered how far my parents would take it with someone else around; they were 

usually careful not to tarnish their image in front of my friends, but that wasn’t a certainty. 

There was a liquor store downstairs, and I hoped that, for at least an evening, we could 

keep our minds away from what waited for us in Colorado. We stocked up on vodka-infused 

sweet tea. 

By the time it got dark outside, Sammy and I drew a warm bath. My can of tea was 

sweating, dripping cold water down my arm. “When this is all over,” Sammy asked, “would you 

maybe want to move in together?” 
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“You know, when we first got together, I thought we might be a quick fling—” I sipped 

my drink “—but now I could see myself marrying you.” I wasn’t sure if it was the vodka or the 

intense few days we had just shared together that made me say it. But our future was decided. 

We would drive into the deep white of Yukon winter with a check engine light bright orange like 

the Whitehorse sun. And if we made it out, Sammy and I would move in together, maybe in 

Washington, or California, or Colorado or Florida or Texas. Without Maeve, I felt free. We 

could go anywhere. 

The night was warm—hot bath water, my abdomen soaked in alcohol, Sammy’s soft 

breathing as they slept next to me, heavy queen-sized duvet layered over us. I drifted on the soft 

mattress. 

Watching a bar light blink outside the window, I realized I hadn’t yet responded to 

Maeve. I pulled out my phone and drafted a text: “you don’t deserve a conversation. we 

shouldn’t even be talking. fuck you” 

I deleted it, tried again. 

“i don’t have to take care of you. i never should have in the first place. we’ve been 

broken up for a month, i don’t owe you anything. sammy and i are just driving down the alcan, i 

cant believe you get so worked up over such a little—” 

I stopped myself. I shouldn’t have been texting them while drunk. 

“i'll call u tomorrow and we can talk,” I sent. I put my phone down and felt Sammy at my 

side, enveloped in the warmth the way mist envelops you on a foggy day. 

My phone screen lit up—a text. “i deserve a conversation now” 

I thought for a moment, watching the sign blink on and off. In animation, a scantily-clad 

neon woman brought a bottle to her lips. 
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“its late. i can call u tomorrow when we get to the hotel” 

The message sat there for a moment, and I listened to Sammy’s snores, watched the 

shadows in the room dance with the bar light. I imagined Maeve’s Eureka hotel room looked 

similar, the same dark and foreign objects surrounding them and their father: dresser, TV, bed, 

wardrobe. There might even have been a bar light flickering outside their window. 

My phone screen flashed with an incoming call. I declined. I wasn’t about to have a 

drunk fighting match with my ex. 

“goodnight” I texted, clumsily setting my phone down on the bedside table. I rolled over, 

draping my arm over Maeve’s warm stomach. Their face was obscured by pillows, so all I could 

see was their soft hair, growing longer by the day. 

 

In fitful sleep, I wondered what was beyond the mountains. Though it was clear we were 

still in the north, Sammy and I knew we would arrive in Colorado soon enough. We weren’t sure 

what was in store at my parents’ house. The afternoon we would arrive, it would be warm. My 

mom would have made enchiladas. Sammy and I would tell everyone about our trip, then go to 

bed, missing Juneau but excited for whatever the future held. 

I had only lived in my parents’ new house for a summer. It had been unfamiliar to me. 

The house was always cold and my room small, smaller even than the cubicle dorms back at 

college. My parents were seldom home, so my father’s collection of Colorado whiskey kept me 

company. When they were home, Latin chants and apocalyptic readings from Revelations 

echoed off the hardwood walls. 

My first year in college, my voice went up half an octave. That summer, it dropped down 

lower than it had been before. It was as if my parents’ insistence to misgender and deadname was 
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stronger than the chemical hormones I injected and swallowed regularly. Now, we would be 

locked down together. At least two weeks of quarantine. Every waking moment would be in that 

small, cold house, surrounded by those Latin chants. 

I worried about what Sammy and I were headed towards. 

 

We got up before dawn again, stumbling downstairs in a haze. A layer of clouds blocked 

the stars, and the squat buildings around us lit up the early morning street in an eerie orange 

glow. I stuffed our things into the backseat of the car, and Sammy and I sat up front. The 

thermometer read -10 F. We headed to a Tim Hortons and sat in the warm store, the same bar 

light I had seen the night before glinting off the icy sidewalk, just a few blocks away. All the 

news channels warned people to socially distance and stay home, and I wondered where we were 

supposed to stay. The place I had recently come to think of as home had kicked me out, and I 

was being forced back to a place that was always violent in my memories of it. Was home here, 

in Yukon, in Canada? I wished we could stay longer, wanting to put off my parents, put off 

Colorado, as long as I could. 

“Maybe we should just get an apartment here,” Sammy said. They sipped on hot 

chocolate with one hand and scrolled through Twitter with the other. 

“Like it’s that easy.” 

“A long-term hotel, maybe. We could wait out the two-week lockdown and probably get 

the car looked at.” 

“Imagine what Maeve would say,” I joked. 

Sammy set their phone down. “They would freak out.” 

“As if they already aren’t?” 
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Sammy laughed, then took a bite of their breakfast wrap. 

“Seriously, though, I don’t think my parents would go for that.” 

“We’re already planning to move in together anyway. Why not here and now?” 

The thought was enticing; I didn’t want to go back with my parents. I wanted to enjoy the 

rest of the semester with Sammy. I felt powerless, though. “I don’t know,” I said. “I think it’d be 

safer to just go down to my parents’ house.” 

Sammy frowned, but reluctantly agreed. 

We waited in the Tim Hortons for a while longer. Clouds cleared as the sun crawled over 

the horizon, accordant in yellow and blue and pink and white. Finally, I checked Maeve’s texts. 

They were angry that I wouldn’t answer their call. “i will call u tonight” I sent again, and then 

Sammy and I left the coffee shop. The check engine light was solid, almost so constant that I 

could ignore it. 

We filled up with gas, and I popped the hood. The engine was hot compared to the chill 

outside. The sun was coming up on the little grey town tucked between white and black 

mountains that stretched farther than I could see. The red sedan looked too bright for its 

surroundings, and I felt out of place. Slippery oil soaked into the terrycloth. “Everything looks 

good,” I told Sammy. 

I thought about Maeve, stopping at some gas station in the Willamette. They were on 

their way from Eureka to Seattle that day. I wondered what they were thinking about, what they 

were seeing. A snowy Mount Hood in the distance? Did they see their future down there? 

Ice particles hung in the air, glinting off the sunlight as we left Whitehorse. “fine. 

tonight,” Maeve texted. Sammy and I climbed into the hills outside town, and I looked east and 

south, preparing myself to return to what had once been my home. Any excitement from the day 
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before was waning. I saw my past fading behind me. 

 

We drove through the Swift River Valley, a set of marshes iced over with winter. It 

looked like trees and leafless willows sprouted straight out of a perfect white sheet. Climbing out 

of a small valley, I saw what looked like a person standing at the top of the hill. I slowed—who 

would be out here, all alone? We hadn’t seen any other cars for almost an hour, since Teslin. I 

felt my arms tense up, gripping the steering wheel with force. 

As we approached, the figure looked like it morphed forms: “Is that a caribou?” I asked. 

“I think it’s a man,” Sammy said. “No, maybe it’s a wolf?” 

“A river otter? I said. We got closer, and it got clearer: it was a man. My body felt as 

frozen as the wetlands around us. 

“Should I stop?” I asked. 

“Don’t.” 

I glanced at the check engine light, suddenly terrified of breaking down. 

I couldn’t imagine what he would be doing out here, and I feared a conversation with a 

knife-wielding man looking for two young outsiders. As we drew closer, it felt like his presence 

was filling my chest, ballooning outward until I was sure I would pop. I was fearful. How long 

had we been driving towards him? It felt like the short half-mile had taken minutes. We 

approached, drawing closer, and I decided to speed up, to try and get away. 

Then, he was just a patch of asphalt, dark against the packed snow on the rest of the road. 

We drove over him. Was the man a delusion from stress, from lack of sleep? I glared at the 

check engine light, willing it to go away, willing the rest of our trip to run smoothly. The icy 

expanse around us looked empty of life, but clearly, there was something else just below the flat, 
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white surface. 

 

Sammy and I listened to music while we drove. Sometimes we stopped to take pictures, 

or had short conversations about school (“I don’t want to do that essay for film class,” “I know, 

me neither,” or “Can you believe what Maeve said to me the other day?” “I know! Crazy!”), but 

mainly we listened to music. That’s why the screeching of metal on melted metal was so loud 

when it came. The check engine light started blinking, and the oil light flickered. 

Please let us make it to Watson Lake, was all I could think. The car didn’t respond to the 

accelerator. The battery light came on. Tire pressure. ABS. One by one, they all turned on. The 

car slowed, and I tried to steer it to the side, but power steering was gone, too. The engine 

ground on. We slowed to a stop, and I shut the car off. The drone of engine we had gotten used 

to was gone. It was utterly silent. I looked around, thought I could still feel the presence of the 

man, standing right behind us with his knife. Though the cold had not yet begun to invade the 

car, I shivered. 

“What’s going on?” Sammy asked. 

I just sat still for a moment. “Water pump went out? A belt snapped?” 

“Can you fix it?” 

There was an uncharacteristic waver in my voice. “We should be able to make it to 

Watson Lake,” I said, getting out of the car. 

Sammy took a few photos of the broad hill to our south, and I got out the same terrycloth 

I had used earlier. The oil stain rubbed off on my fingers. Under the hood, the dipstick was dry. 

Shit! The engine felt hot, hotter than Whitehorse. Or maybe it was the cold? What had the 

temperature gauge said just before I shut the car off? I couldn’t remember. I couldn’t remember 
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anything, I didn’t think. 

My hands were shaky as I thrust the dipstick back into the depths of the motor and pulled 

it out again, hoping for a bit of oil, anything. 

Nothing. A pickup truck sped by, kicking cold wind at me, and I looked up as the truck 

crested the hill. 

The trees surrounding us were black and thick. The mountains seemed to roll forever. Far 

to the north was the Arctic Ocean; far to the south was our destination, Colorado. Juneau was 

southwest, somewhere beyond the hills of black and white. I wondered what was in those hills, 

what was hidden from my view under the canopy and thick layer of snow. Yukon felt so large 

around me, and as I thought of all the tiny plants and rocks across the land, buried by snow or 

covered by conifer, I felt myself shrinking. I had a realization of scope and size, an emotional 

onslaught as I scanned my environment. 

As a teenager, Muir, Krakauer, Service, and London colonized my bookshelf. My move 

north was an attempt to conquer—I had outgrown and defeated Colorado, so it was time to take 

on Alaska. This original inspiration was foolish, a masculine and colonialist wet dream 

developed thanks to the pioneer-centered culture in which I was raised. In Yukon, surrounded as 

I was by the trees and hills, I felt like one of those pioneers, and I knew I would have to fight the 

environment as I had read so many others do. 

When I arrived in Alaska, finally out of boymode and acting out Olive full time, the 

immensity of the landscape and the immersive feminist and decolonial narratives pointed to my 

true size and place in the environment. Just like when I first came out to myself, that realization 

of the impossible expansiveness of gender, I saw the forested hills surrounding me forever and 

felt a full-body tightness. It was a continuous realization: my gender, my home landscape, my 



Receding Glacier: Memories in Rock Walls 

36 

 

place in both, in neither. 

But I could handle it. I could make my way out of it. I had liquid gold, the car’s lifeblood. 

I slid towards the trunk, heaving it open and pulling a few quarts of oil from a reusable 

Fred’s bag, then poured a couple into the engine. The dipstick was wet. Would this get us to 

Watson Lake? Would this complete our journey? The hood still open, I turned the keys, and the 

car rumbled and shook, but the grinding returned, and a thin white smoke wisped upwards. I 

pulled the key out. Maybe I couldn’t handle it. 

I looked around at the ice-covered trees, the blue mountains in the distance. The sky felt 

so big, and the forest around us felt bigger. There was something ominous about it, about the 

great expanses around us, that caribou-moose-wolf-otter-man lurking just behind the black 

spruce. 

Back in the car, I asked, “Should I call a tow truck?” 

“Our phones would have lost signal past Teslin,” Sammy said. I didn’t know why they 

weren’t as freaked out as I was. 

“Well I can’t just flip a switch and make it all better.” 

“It’s just a machine,” Sammy said. “No one knows how it works, you just fix it when it 

breaks.” 

“I’m not a mechanic.” 

I looked at my phone. No bars. There was a text from Maeve, though: “u better fucking 

call me tonight, seriously” 

I wondered where Juneau was out there, way beyond that huge forest. I missed it 

suddenly, intently. I had just started getting to know this place, and I was ripped away from it. It 

seemed so small and knowable when I first arrived, but then, pulled from it, I realized how large 
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and connected it was, and how little of it I actually knew. I wished only to be back there, 

exploring, discovering more about it. Now that I am back, I find that it is not the answers that 

satisfy me. Colonial documentation of that sort is no longer my ultimate goal. Whether I am 

feeling lost as I was on the side of the Alaska Highway or oriented as I am on the shores of 

Áak’w, being in the place is what I wait for. 

In the moment, though, I was just lost. Looking towards Juneau, I wondered where 

Maeve was, too. In Seattle? Getting ready to board a flight to Denver, to spend the remainder of 

the semester with their family? Maybe so. Maybe they had texted from the gate at SeaTac, their 

plane idling outside. When we would call, would they be in their house already, with the cats 

they so deeply missed while in Juneau? 

 

It had been nearly an hour when I had made up my mind: we needed a lift to Watson 

Lake. 

“We have to get there somehow.” 

“I was fine walking all day when I lived in the Cascades,” Sammy said. They had spent 

the previous two years living out of a sleeping bag, hiking across Northwestern Washington. 

“We could cover at least ten miles before sundown.” 

“Watson Lake’s fifty or more from here,” I said. “And it’s cold out. I’ve read ‘To Build a 

Fire’ like fifty times; I’m not hiking all that way.” 

“Well I’m not getting a lift from some random guy out here.” While my perspective of 

the situation had come from Jack London, Sammy’s had come from Dateline. 

A black truck rounded the corner behind us, maybe a mile back in the valley down below. 

“Maybe they can at least help us get the car started again,” I said. I got out of the car and 
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waved the truck down. I worried about who the driver might be, but I couldn’t find any 

feasibility in Sammy’s suggestion to walk. 

The truck slowed, and I was relieved to see a Yukon Firefighter license plate. Maybe we 

would be fine. A barrel-chested man with a thin blond mustache, somewhere just past middle-

aged, got out of the car. 

“You ladies got some car trouble?” he asked, and I was immediately aware of my 

brightly-dyed hair and thin frame. 

“Yes, Sir.” Was my voice too deep? Too high? The last thing I wanted was to get clocked 

by some transphobe. 

“You got oil?” he asked, poking around under the hood. 

I handed him the two remaining quarts. 

He took one and poured the whole thing into the engine, then knelt down. “Come look at 

this.” 

I knelt beside him, looking beneath the car. Thick, black fluid poured onto the ground, 

not in a slow drip like I had seen on my dad’s car sometimes, but a full stream. It stained and 

melted the snow. Shit! The stream of oil stopped, and I felt the coldness and largeness of the land 

permeate me. 

I thought about the pipelines running parallel to the road, spilling every so often, gushing 

out and melting the snow, melting the ground. Large and unknown as this landscape was to me, I 

saw how my momentary presence was permanently altering it. 

“You two want a ride to Watson Lake?” the man asked, tearing me away from watching 

the oil pool under the car. 

 I poked my head into the car. “Sammy, grab your stuff, we’re going with this guy.” 
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They looked scared, and I tried not to show them how scared I was, too. 

“You don’t think we can walk?” Sammy asked. 

I looked up the hill, at the snow-packed road surrounded by dense trees, the shadows 

growing long in the mid-afternoon sun. I wondered which option would be more dangerous, 

which would be more achievable. “What are the chances that it stays clear tonight, and above 

negative 20?” 

 

An hour had passed, and I wondered how much longer it was to Watson Lake. In the 

passenger seat, the few belongings I had brought with sat cramped at my feet. Sammy was in 

back, watching out the window, not saying much. 

The man was named Yogi. He was driving down to Grande Prairie to visit his daughter. 

We made smalltalk—how the car had been driving before it broke down, what we did for work, 

how the weather was. Yogi made a big deal out of the Celsius reading on his car’s thermometer. 

“I bet you guys don’t know what this means, huh? Negative 12. Fucking cold, that’s what it 

means.” 

We drove on, and I tried to engage with Sammy behind me, but they stayed silent. They 

took photos every once in a while, but otherwise just watched out the window, not quite 

frowning at the mountains but not smiling at them either. I assumed they just weren’t in a talking 

mood—who would be? 

Later, though, Sammy told me that they were certain we would be killed; they were 

saying goodbye as they watched the landscape speed by out the window. Like me, Sammy was 

adept at survival. Unlike me, they had been raised to fear the people who might join them in the 

wilderness. While I tried to quell my fear of what was hidden under the ice and forest canopy, 
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Sammy tried to find a reasonable balance in trusting their human companions. By the time we 

settled into the hotel that night, though, I would have a new fear of the world around me, based 

in my perceived feminine smallness and vulnerability. 

Mountains gave way to low hills. Green and black conifers extended farther than I could 

see, most smothered in snow. The road was the only indication that anyone had ever been there; 

otherwise, it seemed like a place devoid of human involvement. 

“So what are you studying, Sammy?” Yogi asked after a while. 

“Cultural geography,” Sammy said, still watching out the window. 

“So is that like, First Nations and stuff?” he asked. 

Sammy took another photo of the trees. 

I jumped in. “Peoples’ relationship to the land, the environment, the animals they eat and 

interact with.” 

“Oh, so it is like First Nations stuff. Shamans and all that. Rainmakers.” 

I didn’t respond. 

“They’ll love you in Watson Lake, then. They love it when white people know about that 

stuff.” 

I stared out the window, wondering how much farther to go. The monotonous landscape 

looked big and empty. I thought maybe that I shouldn’t have trusted Yogi. 

Unsure of how to take his comment, I searched for something to say. I checked my phone 

for signal, but still, there was nothing. 

“There’s always tramps and bums in that town,” Yogi said. “Hey you know, if you want 

to make a bit of money, I’m sure you could go and turn tricks at any street corner. They love 

little white blonde girls.” 
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Maybe Sammy had been right about staring out the window and saying goodbye to the 

world. Who was this man in whose truck we were riding? Clearly, he wouldn’t hide his 

prejudices. I worried what he wondered about Sammy’s and my relationship. 

“Your blue hair’s kind of exotic.” 

The first sign we had seen in a while advertised gas and mechanic services. I watched the 

sign approach: “Liard Gas 1 km.” 

Yogi laughed heartily, forcing me back into his conversation. “Just so you know, there’s 

condoms in Tag’s. You don’t want to take HPV home as a souvenir.” 

“Let’s stop and see if they can help,” I said. 

We approached a grey-blue gas station with an attached garage. Yogi slowed and pulled 

in. The garage door was half open, and the garage completely dark behind it. The gas station was 

boarded up with wooden planks and cellophane. “No one here,” Yogi said. A young coyote 

jumped out of the dark garage. Their body was stiff, their ears pinned to their head. The coyote 

glared at the truck, and I remembered what we had thought was a man or a wolf in the road just 

before we broke down. Yogi pulled away, and we drove on. 

 

Twenty minutes later, the outskirts of town built up around us. I searched Google Maps 

and found another auto shop next to the grocery store. 

“Open/Ouvert” a neon sign read. Across the street stood the Chinese/American restaurant 

where Maeve and I had eaten dinner the last time we were there. 

The three of us walked inside, a jangling bell announcing our arrival, and a man in 

overalls glanced over at us. “Sorry, Sir, appointment only,” he said. 

“I was hoping you could help these two young ladies out,” Yogi said, resting his hand on 



Receding Glacier: Memories in Rock Walls 

42 

 

my shoulder. It was heavy, and I imagined him pushing me down into melted permafrost. I 

decided to let the men do the talking. 

“Maybe we can squeeze you in before close,” the mechanic said, wiping his hands on a 

microfiber cloth and walking over to us. The cloth was black with grease. 

“Well, I hauled them in here, but it looks like they ran out of oil about 80 clicks out on 

the Alcan,” Yogi said. He glanced at the mechanic, leaning in a little closer. “Americans.” 

I glanced at Sammy, who gave me a questioning look, almost asking, “Are you sure 

riding with this guy was the best idea?” 

“I gotcha,” the mechanic said, eyeing Sammy and me. 

I touched my hair self-consciously. 

“Two, three weeks wait maybe for a seized engine. We don’t even have a tow truck.” 

Fuck! 

Sammy stepped forward. “Is there anyone else here who can help? Or should we try and 

head back to Whitehorse?” 

The mechanic pulled out a notepad and started writing. “BJ lives by the sign forest. He’s 

got a wrecker.” He handed Sammy the paper with BJ’s phone number. 

We walked back to Yogi’s truck. “Alright, ladies, I need to keep going if I want to make 

it to Grande Prairie by tomorrow. You think you can figure it out from here?” 

Sammy stared at BJ’s phone number. 

I nodded, looking at the forest just past the buildings on the main street. 

“Good luck.” Yogi climbed into his truck, and the engine coughed as it started up. 

Sammy looked at me uncertainly. 

“What now?” I asked. 
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“Call this guy, I guess.” 

The late-afternoon sunlight was warm. How had it only been a couple days ago that we 

were in Juneau? I took the slip of paper from Sammy. 

“Hi, is this BJ?” 

“Hello? Who is this?” 

“Hi, um, my car broke down outside Watson Lake. They said you have a tow truck.” 

“How far?” 

“Eighty kilometers, I think?” 

“You still out there?” 

“Someone drove us to town. We’re by the grocery store.” 

“Alright, walk out by the sign forest, then head south down that street until you see the 

dump. Meet me there in thirty.” 

I glanced at Sammy, who was trying to listen in while texting their mom. What did that 

mean? Why the dump? We had just escaped Yogi, but I wondered if we would still have to 

escape BJ. 

“Alright, see you then.” 

“What did he say?” Sammy looked up from their phone. 

I glanced around; there were no other cars, and town seemed empty. “He said to meet us 

at the dump.” 

Sammy laughed, uncomfortable. “Like that isn’t sketchy.” They readjusted their 

backpack. “Where’s the dump anyway?” 

“South of the sign forest.” I looked west and saw the sun glinting off the thousands of 

signs at the edge of town. The sidewalk was half-covered with greyish snowdrifts, and a line of 
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squat stores and business—many boarded up for the winter—hid beneath the hills. “Twenty-

minute walk?” 

“Probably,” Sammy said. 

We walked towards the sun and the sign posts. The air was still. Sparse clouds lined the 

dark blue horizon like whitecaps on a lake. Otherwise, the sky above us was blue; we were alone 

underneath it. 

We passed a church, and a semi-truck sped by, not bothering to stop or even slow for the 

town. The truck was headed off to bigger and better places, it seemed. I wondered if the coyote 

we had seen just outside of town would return, wander around this desolate place. 

Sammy kept their hands out of their pockets. The dry air was warmer than the constant 

company of rain we had grown used to. In front of the grey snow and black hills outside of town, 

Sammy’s pink hair looked out of place. I was reminded of our red sedan, misfit back in 

Whitehorse. 

The post office was closed, and the red logo looked uncanny, so different from the blue 

USPS eagle I was used to. 

I wondered how we would survive the next few days, if we could fit into a place like this. 

The low hills around us felt like they were growing taller. It was like we had slid down into a 

bowl and Watson Lake was the puddle of water at the bottom. It was like I hadn’t quite known 

how broad the land around me could be, and that had suddenly been revealed to me. I had 

thought I had contended with my gender, and my role in the environment, but I realized then that 

I had simply found a different way to conquer it: by dismissing the idea of a place that is wild. 

Then, the same way I opened myself up to a broader and unknowable understanding of identity, I 

saw the size and wildness of my surroundings. 
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BJ was gaunt. He stood outside his shop, smoking, when we arrived. The right side of his 

face was in bloody bandages, dried and peeling off. I was put off from him immediately. Though 

his wife later told us that he’d had a chainsaw accident only a few days before, I don’t think I’ll 

be able to separate my image of him from this grotesque first impression. 

“Your engine seize?” he asked. 

“It might have,” I said. “The oil was pouring out when we tried to replace it.” 

“Maybe a mangled sump. Tough luck,” BJ said. “You got CAA?” he asked. 

I nodded. “I think my dad has AAA.” 

“Good man. Should work in Canada regardless.” He blew a thick black cloud above my 

head. “80 kilometers?” 

“By Rancheria,” I said. “Top of the big hill.” 

BJ looked at Sammy and me. “You two find someplace to stay. Even if I get the car in 

tonight, I won’t get a chance to look at it ‘till tomorrow at the earliest. Seizes sometimes don’t 

catch, but most likely you’ll be getting a new engine or handing the whole thing over to me.” 

Fuck. I knew the car was totaled. 

“I’ll see what the motels can do for us.” 

BJ nodded. “I’ll give you a call when the car’s in. You can walk down here to get 

anything you need out of it.” He held out his hand. “Keys? I’ll need them to get it on the truck.” 

I handed him the keys, gave him my phone number, and we headed back into town, 

looking for a place to stay. A dusty SUV drove past us and pulled up to Tag’s—a young family 

headed to dinner together. 
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Later that night, our dead car resting outside BJ’s shop, Sammy and I lying on a motel 

bed, I looked out the dark window at what would have been the rolling hills of Southcentral 

Yukon’s boreal forest. We were in the middle of a town, on one of the most freight-heavy roads 

in the world. We were connected to Fairbanks, Anchorage, Calgary, Great Falls, Denver. But the 

hilly forest around us seemed so encompassing, so immense, that it was hard to forget the myth 

of wilderness. Even with the sodium lights glaring out on the street, the place we were in felt 

truly wild. 

I remembered the area around where our car had died; I remembered Yogi; I remembered 

the mechanic, and BJ. I remembered the oil pouring out of the car, videos I had seen of oil spills 

in the north, that tight physical and emotional onslaught. And I was scared. I felt small, helpless, 

foreign. I hadn’t turned out to be the conquering hero after all. 

My phone buzzed: Maeve. Where were they? SeaTac? A motel nearby? Their warm little 

house, buffeted by the wind of the Colorado plains? Even that felt far away and surreal, like in 

sepia tone. Where was Maeve? 

I didn’t feel like explaining. I sat back on the bed with Sammy, well into their third 

vodka-iced tea of the night. I opened my fourth. 

 

A few days later, Sammy, my dad, and I crossed back into the United States. Until we all 

met up in Watson Lake, the two had been separate: Sammy in Juneau and my dad in Colorado. It 

was strange being together with two people who seemed worlds apart. 

We were right near where the plains crash into the far eastern edge of the Rocky 

Mountains. Low-cut wheat fields rolled outward as far east as I could see, and the giants of 

Glacier National Park stood sentinel over the prairie. In the slanted sunlight, they blended into 
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the sky, hazy and ghost-like. 

We neared Browning, the seat of the Blackfoot Reservation. I looked out at the 

mountains, so far away. We were leaving them, leaving the last remnants of Juneau and Yukon I 

had left. My phone buzzed. I had twelve texts from Maeve, starting off angry and getting angrier. 

I didn’t look too closely. Instead, I just sent, “maeve, we’re back in the us now. our car broke 

down in watson lake and i couldnt call. i'm sorry.” 

My phone buzzed immediately: incoming call. Nope. Not a good idea. 

“we can text” I sent them. 

“watson lake? that was our place” 

I winced. “sorry, maeve. i’m sorry” So much for standing up to them. 

“so what are you going to do now?” 

I imagined them sitting in their room, looking out the window at the setting sun over the 

blue mountains, far away near Denver. The prairie wind shook our car, in Browning. The 

mountains stood silent in the background. 

“deal with it i guess” I texted. 

“olive, i’ve decided something.” 

I waited. 

“i don’t want to talk to u anymore. i deserve better. u aren’t going to get away with it 

anymore. u can’t treat me like this anymore. i’m blocking ur number and i expect u to do the 

same” 

“ok” I wrote. “i think that’s for the best” 

No response. 

“i’m sorry” I sent. 
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Sammy and my dad returned. My dad was on the phone. “I think we can make it to 

Helena, maybe Billings by tonight. Try and be home tomorrow before the blizzard rolls in.” 

I blocked Maeve’s number and looked away from my father, from my girlfriend, 

remembering when Maeve and I were together, remembering how I had let it end. 

“Ready?” my dad asked. 

I nodded, and he started the car. I had driven to Alaska and then back down—a great 

undoing. The mountains were out there on the horizon, strong but alluding to some violent past. I 

saw the glaciers not as ice and snow, but as the cracks, boulders, moraines, valleys of the park. I 

saw the memory of glaciers where there seemed to be only granite. 

We drove away from the ghostly mountains, and they faded into the plains. 
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Chapter Three: Tunnel Vision 

I’ve heard of sled-dog drivers suffering from a sort of tunnel vision. In the right 

conditions—a blizzard at night, for instance—a musher’s headlamp shines off of the white fur 

hood of their parka, blinding them to the rest of the world. All that’s visible is directly in front of 

them. Between sleeplessness, exhaustion, darkness, and cold, tunnel vision may incite 

hallucination—the musher’s attention is drawn away, no longer guiding themself or their team. 

Alertness is crucial. 

** 

Darkness and rain cut through the gas station’s artificial light. The cheapest place in 

town, it didn’t even have a logo, just one faded word in an anachronistic script: Alaska. Its 

companion, Tesoro, was long removed. Rain was heavy on the metal roof, teetering on the edge 

between ice and water. 

I wondered if I had chosen the best time to go tide pooling. It was the lowest tide of the 

year, and I needed to find some low-littoral invertebrates for a class of mine, but the storm had 

given me second thoughts. Still, I had told my class I would meet them at Auke Rec. 

Maeve held my hand across the center console, rubbing their thumb back and forth across 

my own. “Babe, we should go on a trip to California this summer,” Maeve said. 

“We could all go tide pooling there, too,” Sammy said, in the backseat. “One of my 

friends from Eureka says she knows this really cool place down there.” 

“You know I’ve always wanted to see the ocean, Olive. And maybe we can decide what 

college we want to go to in the fall.” 

A gust of wind shook the car. I furtively glanced in the rear-view mirror, giving Sammy a 

knowing look. They were well aware that I would be ending my relationship with Maeve before 
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long. Why were they pretending Maeve and I would be together for that long? 

Wishing the tank would fill up and give me something to do, I tried to turn the subject 

away from our future. “We live on the ocean, Maeve. You see it every day.” 

“Auke Bay isn’t the ocean, Olive,” Sammy said, smiling. 

I knew they were teasing me, but I glared back at them regardless, annoyed that they had 

taken Maeve’s side. Pacifying Maeve was a delicate process, one it seemed Sammy had little 

regard for. 

“Oh, wait, Olive,” Maeve said. “Tonight before we go to sleep, I need to watch that 

movie for film class tomorrow.” 

I looked over at Maeve, trying not to upset them. “Sammy—Maeve, I mean, you know 

we spend Sunday nights apart.” 

Maeve looked back at me, annoyed, then the gas pump clunked off. I braced myself 

against the storm and clicked the cap back into place. 

After Maeve had blown up about Sammy and me over winter break, spending Sunday 

nights apart each week was our last-ditch effort at salvaging the relationship. It seemed 

Mendenhall Loop Road, cutting between our two dorm buildings, would be enough. 

Unfortunately, though, our compromise became something to fight about rather than a solution. 

Maeve didn’t say anything further when I got back in. I started the car and pulled away 

from the gas station. 

The windshield wipers were rhythmic as the harbor faded behind us and we approached 

the long stretch of road leading out to nowhere. Wind shoved the car around a bit, so I kept a 

steady grip on the steering wheel instead of holding Maeve’s hand. February was always a 

tempestuous month. Five or ten minutes passed quietly. 
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I noticed the darkness of the place as soon as I shut off the headlights. Rain weighed 

down spruce branches and formed quickly-flowing rivulets in the borrow pit on the side of the 

road. None of my classmates’ cars were present—we must have been the only ones out that 

night. 

“Are you sure it’s fine going out in this weather?” Maeve asked. 

“A little rain isn’t going to hurt you,” Sammy said. 

“You know how cold I get.” Maeve reached across the console again pressed their hands 

to my face. “See, I’m already freezing.” 

“Sammy’s from Texas, and they don’t have those problems,” I said. 

I tried to look back at Sammy, but they were impossible to see in the dark. 

“I love the cold,” they said. 

Maeve, Sammy, and I were parked at the top of a rise, above the beach at Auke Rec. This 

stretch of coastline, following Indian Cove all the way from the NOAA lab over three miles to 

the ferry terminal, is a labyrinth of hiking trails and campgrounds. It goes by many names: Auke 

Village Recreation Area, Point Louisa, Aanchg̱altsóow, the Village that Moved. The shallow 

cove was once the site of a seasonal Áak’w village so abundant in herring that members of the 

T’aaḵu Ḵwáan and Jilḵáat Ḵwáan would travel for miles to take part. 

Euromerican mapping and anti-nomadic culture has caused the death of seasonal village 

cycles, so Indigenous groups are sequestered to a single place year-round, but the area still serves 

a similar purpose. It is now a place for Juneauites to go and explore, to hike and fish and camp, 

to tell old stories and make new ones. On this, what seemed like the darkest night of the year, it 

was there for us to seek out and document its animal inhabitants. 

Partially covered by trees, the rain was light in the parking lot. I checked over our gear: 
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each of us had a headlamp, multiple layers of clothing, waterproof boots, gloves, and our phones 

in case anything happened. 

“My headlamp isn’t working,” Sammy said. “Do you have an extra?” 

I searched the glovebox, but couldn’t find any. “Just stay nearby,” I said, not wanting to 

turn back for what I considered a minor issue. 

“Yeah, it’s no big deal,” Maeve agreed. 

“Alright, but don’t walk so fast like you always do,” Sammy said. 

I led the way down an icy staircase to Auke Rec, the cold of the steel railing seeping in 

through my gloves. We entered the darkness. For a moment, Sammy was close enough that our 

coats rubbed against each other with a rough grating sound. Maeve listened quietly as we talked 

about arthropods and killer whales. Then Maeve hooked my arm in theirs, pulling me closer, and 

the moment was gone. “Cold already?” I teased. Maeve shivered; Sammy walked beside me. We 

made our way down the trails and to the beach itself. I had to admit that it was starting to get 

colder. 

On a clear day at Aanchg̱altsóow, the airport would be visible, as would the mountains of 

Kootznoowoo beyond that. Tonight, however, the darkness was suffocating. No longer 

punctuated by the safe enclosure of mountains, the beach’s openness felt constraining. 

Out of the shelter of the trees, the storm seemed much stronger. Rain pelted the rocky 

ground and wind burned my cheeks. Waves, unseen and somewhere far out into the cove, 

crashed down as if they were solid. In previous times I had visited, the tide had been nearly as 

high as the yellow sea grass, rippling lightly. It was easy to imagine a village on the edge of the 

water, families mingling and singing, food everywhere. As I took in my surroundings, whipped 

around by the wind and rain, this romantic vision was shattered like mussel shells underfoot. My 
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cotton gloves were already soaked through. 

“Are you sure this is such a good idea?” Sammy asked. 

In the darkness, I couldn’t orient myself—where was the stand of trees on Point Louisa? 

Where was the Yaxté Kootéeyaa, the Big Dipper totem pole, on the road? Where was the 

familiar glow of Mendenhall Valley, just behind Auke Mountain? I couldn’t even see the 

mountains, those humps of land that felt so present. Where were they? Where were Douglas and 

Kootznoowoo? I felt lost. 

All I could see was what my headlamp illuminated: Sammy, Maeve, a few boulders, and 

a flat stretch of beach littered with driftwood. The darkness all around was unsettling. 

Maeve leaned in close to me, as if for protection. 

“Are you two doing fine?” I asked. 

“As long as you keep my path lit.” Sammy looked for any landmark to place themself in 

the landscape. “And as long as you know where you’re going.” 

“I think Olive can do it,” Maeve said. “I trust them.” They glanced at Sammy, some silent 

conversation going on between the two of them. 

“This way,” I told Sammy and Maeve, and we started walking southwest, out where the 

water normally would have been. I knew my way around this place. Or, I had to, if I wanted to 

make Maeve happy. 

 

Two months after we moved to Southeast, Maeve and I basked in the rare glow of 

October sun, shining in through the window. A knit blanket was thin against our bare chests and 

thighs, the ever-chilly dorm pushing us closer together. 

Maeve spoke over the silence. “Olive?” 
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“Hmm?” I rolled over so I was facing them. 

“I manipulated you.” 

I stared at them, willing an explanation out. They always knew how to break a peaceful 

moment. 

“Remember the summer before you moved up here?” they asked. 

“The summer we got together.” 

“I made it all up.” 

I didn’t respond to that, either. What had they made up? I didn’t want them to tell me, to 

rip the sheet away from the illusion that they had supposedly constructed out of our love. 

“I was mad at you for not loving me like I loved you. But I never would have killed 

myself.” Maeve moved my hand to the small of their back. The skin of our stomachs touched. “I 

mean, looking back, I would have been fine.” They paused, and I ran my hand through their soft, 

short hair. “I made it all up so you would comfort me, and then I could convince you to hook up 

with me, and then of course you would say yes to dating me. I manipulated you into a 

relationship.” 

I didn’t know how to feel or what to say, but I saw their eyes plead for sympathy. That, at 

least, was something I could offer. I scooted even closer and, kissing the tip of their nose, said, “I 

guess I ended up liking you anyway. So it doesn’t matter that much.” Looking back, the positive 

emotions I felt for them in this time are uncharacteristic, as rare as the warm October sun. 

I wish I had understood then how absolute their admission was. It felt insignificant in the 

moment, like their lie was a single point that we had moved past and not the entire foundation of 

our relationship. I have a hard time even now looking past these actions, to the point that those 

good moments we did share are shrouded in the memory of manipulation, like Southeast 
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mountains are so often shrouded in layers of dense fog. In retrospect, the love that we had shared 

resembles a landscape diorama: verisimilar, but carefully crafted to appear real. Even if I had 

found love for them, its root in deception overshadows the trust I thought it had been founded in. 

 

“This seems dangerous,” Sammy said. “I can barely see without my headlamp.” 

Maeve and I walked a few steps ahead of them, navigating the boulders and searching for 

sea stars through the rain. 

“Stay by my side,” I called to Sammy. I had tide pooled there so many times, and it 

wasn’t like I had gone into the storm alone. 

“Yeah,” Maeve said. “You’ll be fine. You’re just as outdoorsy as Olive.” 

We continued into the cove, out to sea. Hermit crabs shied away from our light. 

Maeve’s short hair was plastered to their face. “This is fun,” they told me, their voice 

quiet behind the wind and solid-sounding waves. “You’re doing a great job leading Sammy and 

me.” 

I was focused on Maeve, glad that we weren’t fighting once. For a moment, I nearly 

forgot that Sammy was there, just like I had forgotten that the trees and mountains were there, 

somewhere beyond my field of vision. 

Swinging my light over the dark landscape, I pointed out mollusk species to Maeve. 

Clams and mussels and scallops. As we walked further away from the trees, their shells got 

larger. 

“You aren’t too cold?” I asked. 

“It’s actually interesting out here. I don’t mind it.” 

I smiled. 
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“Olive!” I heard behind me. I looked up the beach and saw a little pinpoint of light 

bobbing among the rain. Sammy was back there somewhere, using their phone flashlight to 

follow Maeve and me through the rocks. My own headlamp glared off the freezing raindrops. All 

that was visible was directly in front of me: Maeve. Aided only by their dim phone flashlight, 

Sammy occupied a much smaller space in the broad landscape. 

“We need to wait for Sammy,” I said. 

Maeve’s voice was muffled by the wind. 

“They spent months out in this weather back in Washington.” Maeve shrugged. “Why not 

now?” 

“Olive!” Sammy was barely audible from so far away. 

How had I gotten so far away from them? How could I have forgotten them? 

“No, let’s go back. Sammy was right. We’re going to get hurt out here, and especially 

since they don’t have a light.” The lamp flashed as my long hair wavered in front of it. 

“They’re fine, Olive.” Maeve linked their arm to mine again, pulling me further down the 

beach, further out to sea. “Come on, I think I saw another anemone.” 

Sammy faded into the storm as I followed Maeve. They kept pulling me along, even as I 

fought to get back to Sammy. A boulder appeared in front of us, at least three times my height. I 

recognized the grassy top as an island, usually visible 400 yards offshore. Maeve and I were 

standing where thirteen feet of water usually stood. I wondered how much farther they would 

pull if I gave them the chance. 

 

Maeve and I first got together in Colorado’s late-autumn cold. It was my last fall before 

moving to Alaska. All but the last yellow leaves had abandoned their cottonwood parent trees, 



Receding Glacier: Memories in Rock Walls 

58 

 

and streambeds were either dry or thick with frozen grass. Everything was anticipating the 

coming winter. 

Our first date was at a town park, overlooking a juniper-covered mesa. Lines of cars on 

the highway snaked their way past us, commuting an hour or more home from Denver. The sun 

set orange and red while we snacked on Sonic mozzarella sticks. My hair was short, recently cut 

at my mother’s behest. Maeve’s was long. They shivered in their blouse and leggings, and I lent 

them my heavy jacket. 

We spent three months together, texting and hanging out after school, doing little more 

than drinking coffee together and making out in the back of my car. Maeve’s foundation would 

rub off on my bare face, and I would scrub that little bit away off before I got home. I was 

always the one driving, paying for dinners, lending my jacket. To everyone besides us, we were 

like anyone else at school: boyfriend and girlfriend. Maeve and I were certain that we were 

queer, but that didn’t stop me from feeling a disconnect, a social and romantic dysphoria. At the 

end of our winter sojourn, I broke up with Maeve unceremoniously, the week before Valentine’s 

Day, outside their algebra class. 

We avoided each other for a while, but in a school as small as ours, that was hard. We 

still saw each other around, talked to each other. From my perspective, things had gone back to 

the way they had been before: we were acquaintances and nothing more. I prepared for the end 

of high school, and Maeve prepared for their final year. I assumed they had gotten over me as I 

had them. I stopped by Callie’s graduation party for a moment, and as I got back in my car to 

head elsewhere, Maeve gave me a letter: a suicide note. According to Maeve, I was leaving them 

all alone, I was running out of their life, and I was all their life was worth, so they were ending it. 

I shouldn’t expect to see them at my party the following week, they concluded. 
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Three months later, in the shimmering heat waves that covered the asphalt of our little 

town, Callie had another party. Maeve showed up and begged me to be their friend again, crying 

and grasping at my hands for how much they missed me, how close they constantly were to 

killing themself. They pulled me close to them, and they were warm. While our friends played 

Wii and watched Netflix, Maeve and I found a cozy little guest room in the basement to become 

reacquainted with each other. 

As college approached for me, Maeve invited themself into my arms every chance they 

got. The meetings began as they had in our first relationship, sweet and soft and giddy. They all 

ended the same, too: with a pain-filled tempest fueled by their loneliness. 

 I knew I gave their life meaning that summer, and I didn’t think that they wouldn’t 

survive another Colorado freeze without me. In the final days before I boarded Alaska Airlines, 

Denver to Seattle to Juneau, they caught my eye in between sobs. I brushed their long hair from 

their face, and they did the same to me. Mine had grown out since our first date. 

“Olive, be my girlfriend again.” 

I couldn’t say no. 

 

Tugged ever-forward by Maeve, I maneuvered through the discordant landscape. I 

couldn’t see Sammy behind us anymore, and the waves sounded closer. My palm ground into the 

weathered rocks. 

Finally, I recognized a shape ahead of us as the stand of spruce on Point Louisa, the far 

western end of Anchg̱altsóow. It was the mainland, not an island, and I was relieved to see it. I 

took control and veered towards the trees, eager for the protection their boughs would provide. 

Finally on higher ground, I scanned for Sammy. Moving slowly, their phone flashlight 
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disappeared and reappeared behind landforms. I hoped they could see us. 

“Why did we have to stop?” Maeve asked, their arms crossed both to portray annoyance 

and the cold. “I was having fun.” 

“Sammy was getting left behind,” I said. 

Sammy climbed up the shore and, getting closer, called, “Why the hell would you leave 

me like that?” 

I know I should have responded, but I couldn’t find an answer that would appease 

everyone. 

“Olive didn’t do anything,” Maeve said. “They knew where they were going, and you 

should have kept up.” 

Sammy glared at them, then at me. “Come on, we need to get out of here.” 

I didn’t protest. I led the way across a thin strip of beach grass and into the forest. The 

trees braced us from the harshest winds. 

I had walked this stretch of road hundreds of times before, but this was the first time I 

had felt afraid of the storm. Light cast by our headlamps bobbed in front of us, and I was certain 

I would catch glimpse of a figure dancing in the fringes. Hemlock boughs brushed across my 

long hair, tangled into burls, and I waited for one to grab hold. This landscape was not a place I 

knew well. When we first arrived, it had been familiar. As I was pulled through the landscape 

and forced to leave Sammy behind, though, I realized that I didn’t know it as well as I thought I 

had. Driven by my desire for a peaceful relationship with Maeve, I convinced myself that I knew 

it even at night, even in the storm. In my memory, the night is made up of some impossibility, 

some false truth. 

We walked silently to the car. The red sedan was a welcome sight in the dark night. 
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Maeve sat in the passenger seat, as always, and Sammy in back. I locked the doors and 

started the car, but the outside still felt pervasive. 

“So much for sticking nearby,” Sammy said. 

“You should have kept up,” Maeve said. 

I anxiously rubbed my fingers across the grooves in the steering wheel. 

“I didn’t have any light and the rocks were slippery. I could have gotten hurt,” Sammy 

said. 

“I was able to do it just fine,” Maeve said. “Right, Love?” They reached over and placed 

their hand on mine. 

“I wanted to go back and get you,” I said, trying to see Sammy in the rearview mirror. 

“Maeve kept pulling me, though.” 

“I didn’t do anything,” Maeve said, pulling their hand back. 

“You still shouldn’t have left me behind,” Sammy said. 

They were right. 

We drove quietly for a moment, Maeve and Sammy both on their phones. 

“Olive, can we please sleep together tonight?” Maeve asked. 

I thought about the way Maeve had acted around Sammy, the way they had acted around 

Sammy for weeks, and around any other friend of mine for that matter. In all of it, I found only 

tunnel vision, sheets of rain reflecting the light that I thought would guide me. I had been kept 

from seeing anything besides Maeve, always directly in front of me, always pulling me along in 

their direction. 

“It’s Sunday,” I said. 
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A week later, when I broke up with Maeve, they told me that I was leaving them all 

alone, I was running out of their life, and I was all their life was worth, so they were ending it. 

When I finally convinced them it was over, though, they calmed and invited me inside. “Just one 

more time,” they pleaded, playing with the dry ends of my hair. I declined. I had realized that 

Maeve was not someone I knew well. They had gotten me into a relationship by inviting me to 

bed before, and I would not let it happen again. 

The next day, Sammy cut my hair.  
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Chapter Four: Melting 

Downtown Denver’s off-kilter grid was a crowded shock in comparison to our quiet 

Juneau campus. Bars and concert halls were packed with holiday-goers, people staying out late 

and looking to start their new year with a bang. 

Maeve and I stood in line outside our concert hall. I noted the popularity of fishnets, 

shear, and lace despite the icy sidewalks. Maeve shivered in their long corduroy jacket; it was 

new, a Christmas present from their grandmother. A couple of lone snowflakes drifted out of the 

black sky, sublimating in the dry air before they could land. 

“I wish they had big concerts like this in Juneau,” Maeve said. 

They loved live music, and had missed it during their first semester. Our return to 

Colorado had prompted them to revert to their old arguments about living Down South. 

“Just not as popular there,” I said. 

“And you wonder why I want to leave.” Their breath was visible, fogging up the space 

between us. 

“That’s why I knew you’d want to go to a concert while on break,” I said. 

They leaned into me, our fingers intertwining. “Thank you, Love.” 

I smiled and held them close. 

We waited in the cold for a while, Maeve moving closer and closer in the cold. Then it 

was nine, and the theater opened. We all rushed in under the marquee lettering “December 31: 

Plasma Canvas and Against Me! Happy New Year 2020” 

The theater was warm, packed with bodies and smoke and alcohol. The walls were 

painted purple-mountain majesty, and the bar was built to look like a ski chalet. I scoffed at this 

fake, touristy Colorado. Didn’t they know that we queers, we punks, were above all that? 
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Among the queers in rainbow, pink, blue, white, and black, there were clusters of thirty-

somethings with faded tattoos, neat hair, scraggly beards, a fistful of craft brews, and an armful 

of sorority sister girlfriend. These were the guys who were there for what Against Me! had once 

been: the band’s sellout fans. At one time, Laura Jane Grace had been the King of Punk, a rich 

headliner who worked more for the money than the lyrics or her own gender dysphoria. The 

band’s following was cis-het, white, dangerously bigoted. After Grace came out, few of those 

followers remained. This was when I tuned in, though; Against Me!’s sellout phase was just a 

part of their past to me. 

 “If I wanted to watch a bunch of trannies make a fool of themselves,” a crew cut told his 

girlfriend, “I would have stayed home and watched Bruce Jenner on The Tonight Show.” 

“All these he-shes are creeping me out.” A girlfriend clung to her boyfriend in the middle 

of a crowd of so-called he-shes. “Can we leave?” 

Another sipped from a can of Oskar Blues. “His shows haven’t been the same since he 

started all this transsexual bullshit.” 

In the context of these guys, the cliché décor made sense, catered to this demographic of 

Coloradoans that typified the toxic masculinity of my childhood hometown. The generic vision 

of Colorado held by outsiders—mountains, powder, wilderness, craft beer—is intertwined with 

my own vision: pines and plains, budget problems, redlining downtown, nationalistic and 

pioneering values. Alaska is founded on similar values, similar Manifest Destinies that draw 

those seeking out some last edge of wild place for themselves. Alaska, though, despite the 

similar racism and aesthetics, has been historically tolerant of trans folks. It has always been a 

place that has called to non-Alaskan misfits. And while Denver may vote blue more than most 

Alaskan cities, it is still a city of bureaucrats standing for the status quo and looking no further 
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than marriage equality. In times when I have returned, the whiplash of jumping between Alaska 

and Colorado recalibrates my perception of the similar locales. 

The sellout fans were a disappointment, but they embody an unfortunate truth about my 

home state. Regardless, Maeve and I enjoyed ourselves, dancing in the hot ballroom surrounded 

by queers, holding each other close in the electric evening. We swayed to “Reinventing Axl 

Rose,” then “I Was a Teenage Anarchist,” the trans irony of each song seemingly lost on the 

misfit men, explaining the death of punk to their girlfriends. 

The band stopped to count down to midnight. The crowd roared from ten to one, and 

when “Transgender Dysphoria Blues” initiated the new year, Maeve and I kissed and held each 

other tight. I remembered being just as close with Sammy in my dorm room and Callie at prom, 

and at that moment I wondered why what I felt for Maeve couldn’t compare. I wondered why all 

I wanted that night was to see Sammy’s eyes glowing gold and green in the stage lights. 

 

It was an unbelievably hot day right at the beginning of our senior year of high school. 

The Colorado sky was heavy with clouds but refusing to provide relief to the cracked ground. 

Callie and I passed a sticky popsicle back and forth. Between bites, we threw pinecones at their 

house’s blistered white siding. There was a satisfying crack when one would hit the wall. We 

were supposed to be making a short film for our production class, but inspiration had grounded 

us for the afternoon. 

I was in my dysphoria hoodie, sweating and envious of Callie in his blue sundress. I 

suggested we go inside, get out of the heat, but Callie wanted to stay out: her mother was home. 

I scratched at my arms, hot under the thick fabric of my jacket. “What’s it like wearing 

dresses like that?” I asked. 
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Crack. 

They eyed my outfit. “I kind of hate it, but it keeps me cooler than what you’ve got going 

on, Love.” 

“Would you lend me some of yours?” 

Crack. 

I looked at the spot where red freckles disappeared under the strap on his shoulder, 

sucked a drip of popsicle off my finger. 

Callie laughed. 

Crack. 

“I knew you were gay, but I didn’t think you were a queen.” 

I looked at my shoes, blue Converse, all the white spaces drawn in with pink marker. 

“I’m not. I just wanna know what it’s like.” 

Callie sat for a moment, toeing a pile of dirt. Dust kicked up and blew away, disappearing 

in the heavy sky. 

Crack. 

“You know what, darling, you do need a makeover.” 

We snuck inside, facing the possibility of being caught by Callie’s mother for an 

afternoon of euphoric dress-up. Behind her bedroom’s closed door, Callie and I discovered a 

comfortableness together, a sense of gender and relationship fluidity that didn’t require 

definition. 

 

Three months after the concert, and just two weeks after I broke up with Maeve, they 

introduced me to a part of Juneau with which I was unfamiliar. 
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I parked my muddy sedan between two shiny SUVs. A tall fence, topped with angled 

barbed wire, interrupted my view of Douglas Island. The mountains were blue in the late-

afternoon light. 

“This looks a bit industrial,” I said to Maeve. 

“Everyone said it had a lot of birds,” they said. Maeve gathered their coat and backpack. 

“I told Callie I’d take pictures.” 

As I got out of the car, I suspiciously eyed the Mendenhall Waste Treatment Plant behind 

us. “If you’re sure.” 

“It’s called Dike Trail; how can it not be iconic.” 

I locked the car, and Maeve grabbed my hand, leading the way towards the trailhead. Big 

groups walked their dogs, many in new-looking REI and Arc’teryx gear. Maeve had to have 

been freezing in their faux leather jacket. 

Our winter boots rasped on the metal grate of a bridge. Solid cement and steel—the 

entrance to the wetlands. 

“This is just like that weird museum you made me go to in Fort Nelson,” Maeve said. 

Hemlocks crowded here and there, wherever they could get a solid grip in the fine 

sediment. Frozen grasses half-covered in snow, half-drowned by muddy water proliferated the 

entire area. I leaned against the railing of the bridge, a young family pushing past, and looked 

over at Kootznoowoo and the Chilkats. Frozen and snow-covered, they sprouted out of the 

shallow water just like the plants did. 

“All this industry in the main wetland in the area can’t be too good,” I said, thinking of 

the humpbacks that would be migrating back in a few weeks. I kicked at some pebbles on the 

bridge; they splashed quietly into the ditch below. “I mean, an airport and a wastewater plant? 
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Dumping right into the channel? That has to affect the whole ecosystem.” 

I started walking again, and frozen grass rasped on my boots. 

“The birds obviously still like it.” Maeve caught up to me, their hand grazing across 

mine. 

I laughed; there wouldn’t be many birds there for another couple months. “It’s just not 

what I pictured when you said we were going hiking together.” It also seemed like a strange 

place to bring your ex to talk. It was a clear day, so it was crowded. Most people were either 

letting their dogs run off-leash or pushing their kids in strollers. The crowdedness mingled 

unpleasantly with the noise and stink of airplanes. 

Maeve shivered, and I lent them my puffy black jacket. I shoved my hands into my jean 

pockets to keep warm. The grass in the water below swayed while the wind pushed through the 

thin material of my sweater. My gaze followed the white face of a mountain out on Douglas. 

“It’s nice we get to spend a day like this together,” Maeve said. They inched closer to me, 

trying to wrap their hand in mine. “I feel like we haven’t been able to just hang out in a while.” 

They looked up at me, searching for any recognition that I felt the same. 

“Yeah, it is nice.” I stopped momentarily, and reached for my phone to take a picture of 

the snowy plain. “But it’s also been nice to get some space.” I missed being friendly, but as I 

realized how dangerously insistent Maeve was on getting back together, I felt more and more 

like all I wanted to do was stop talking to them altogether. The campus was small, though, and 

we had classes together. We would always be in proximity; there would never be a solid 

departure. 

Maeve’s face was determined. They were searching for an answer from me, one I 

wouldn’t give. “But don’t you miss me? Don’t you miss us?” 
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The more I denied them, the more tenacious they would get. I knew I needed to handle 

them lightly, or their soft demeanor would slowly melt away. 

“Maeve… I’ve been clearing my head, taking more time to enjoy stuff.” 

A duck with red feet launched itself out of the water, arcing high over the blue-green 

hemlocks. “Look!” Maeve said. The duck squawked, and another followed, this one all white. A 

string of grass hung off its beak, unbalanced. The ducks headed off south together. “I told you 

there’d be birds here.” 

I ignored them. “I’ve been journaling a lot more. And getting out more, too. Hiking, 

sitting at Statter Harbor. Hiking-hiking, I mean, not like this nature walk.” 

Maeve rolled their eyes. “You changed your hair.” They tried to move closer again. 

I reached up and felt my hair as if I myself was surprised it was different. It was shorter 

than theirs, shorter than it had been since high school, and blue like glacier meltwater. “I like the 

change.” Without the protection I had gotten used to, though, my ears were cold. 

Maeve laughed bitterly, I couldn’t tell why. 

Two joggers passed us by, short grey hair and fancy tracksuits. They eyed us 

suspiciously. I was quiet for a moment, not wanting to display our personal problems to such an 

audience. The families on this hike reminded me of the sellout fans at the Against Me! concert: 

far removed from my perspective and use of the place, but present nonetheless. 

I picked up a hemlock cone, looking for something to do while the joggers moved on, 

then chucked it into the grass behind us. Rather than coming to rest in soft vegetation, the cone 

made a heavy splash, and I remembered that this prairie was made of water and not dirt. 

I started walking, ready get back to the car, back to clubs and classes and work. We had 

only been out for twenty minutes, but that was enough for me. I searched for warmth in the 
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constraining fabric of my jean pockets. Maeve walked beside me, their hands free despite the 

redness that gave away just how cold they were. 

Out of the stands of conifers, I glimpsed a small plane resting upside down in a gravel pit. 

The sun glinted off its windshield. A red Cessna, single propeller in front. The wings scraped the 

ground and the wheels reached for the sky. For the first time, it felt like the trail was empty of 

anyone but us. Maeve nearly walked past, but I whispered, “Sammy, er, Maeve, look at that 

plane.” 

Maeve crossed their arms, glaring at the plane. “Really, Olive? Sammy?” 

I kept my eyes fixed on the plane, embarrassed for the slip-up. 

The plane was out of place. We were near the airport, certainly—I could even see the 

runway from our vantage point—but the plane was still a shocking image to behold. I didn’t 

want to think about what had happened to the plane, and I didn’t want to think about what had 

happened to Maeve and me. Though the walk had started off fine, they were clearly upset about 

something. I headed towards the car. 

“Ready to go already?” Maeve asked in a biting tone, following me. 

“Just ready to keep walking,” I said. I wanted to get away from the plane, away from 

them. 

Maeve stopped right in front of me. “You just want to go back to fucking Sammy.” 

 

Towards the end of winter break, just after the Against Me! concert, Maeve finally broke. 

 I was driving home from their house, the black pine forest sparse around me and a full 

moon reflecting off the snow-covered ground. Maeve and I were on the phone, talking about our 

day—we had gone to the zoo, decorated for winter with neon lights in the shapes of elephants 
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and giraffes. 

 “Sammy loved the pictures I sent them. Apparently, Austin does something similar every 

year, putting lights up all over the city parks. It sounds really cool. Sammy loves it.” 

On the other line, Maeve was quiet. Then, they said, “I’m sure they do.” 

In the back of my mind, I knew what was going on. I think I had known for a while. But 

it became certain in this moment. 

“Maeve,” I said, “what’s wrong?” 

“Nothing,” they responded, defensive. 

I gave them a few seconds of silence. 

“It’s just Sammy,” they said. “You and Sammy.” 

“What do you mean, Love?” 

“You two act like you’re in love or something.” 

“We’re not,” I said. 

“You obviously are. Or at least you’re into each other.” 

I tread carefully; I didn’t want to lie, but I didn’t want to make Maeve more upset than 

they needed to be. “That doesn’t mean we’re in love.” 

“You’re just ignoring me all of a sudden. And I fucking hate it.” 

“Maeve,” I said. I felt them slipping away. I had just recently realized that I wanted to 

break up with them, but still, I did nothing about it. I continued, “I haven’t been doing anything 

with Sammy. We’re just friends.” It almost hurt to say; “friends” didn’t cut it, but I couldn’t 

think of another way to say it that wouldn’t incriminate us. I liked Sammy, but we hadn’t been 

doing anything together. Had we? 

“I just feel like you and Sammy are betraying me. You’re forcing me to be okay with this 



Olive Meadow 

 

73 

 

relationship and gaslighting me to think there isn’t a relationship at all.” 

I was speechless for a moment. I certainly didn’t think any of that was happening. But I 

couldn’t just retort that Maeve was wrong. This needed to be on their terms. “What can I do to 

fix it?” I asked. 

Maeve drafted a message for me to send to Sammy. We had to stop hanging out so much, 

we couldn’t be physical together, we couldn’t be romantic together. I hoped it would make 

Maeve calm down; I hoped we could all be friends again once we were reunited at the end of 

break. 

It started to get between Sammy and me, though. Maeve had been especially subjective 

about their new terms: “Just don’t be romantic. It should be obvious.” Sammy and I weren’t sure 

what to do. It seemed that at any moment, Maeve would determine that some innocuous action—

having dinner together, studying together, going to the store together—was too romantic. We 

tread carefully, more so than before, but it seemed like careful was never careful enough. 

So the uncomfortable dance between the three of us was set up—Maeve was 

uncomfortable around Sammy, I was uncomfortable around Maeve, and Sammy was uncertain 

where they fit into it all. We were, after all, just friends during that time. 

 

At senior prom, the theme was Stars and Cars, the result of a student council snafu when 

the vice president bought all the decorations for a planetarium, but the president booked a classic 

car vault as the venue. The air was dry and cool, climate-controlled to keep the cars in good 

condition. 

Callie and I had spent ten dollars each to request a few favorite songs. We danced hand in 

hand, singing off-key to “Baby, I’m an Anarchist” by Against Me!, then we swayed together to 
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Death Cab’s “I Will Follow You into the Dark.” Callie’s body was warm, pressed up against 

mine under a fake, glowing Big Dipper. 

I felt like the dark ceiling above us was a deep sky through which I could see back 

millions of years and forwards just as long. Holding him close, it felt like our relationship might 

have been just as deep in space and long in time. 

Callie ran her hand through my hair, growing longer by the day, and she kissed me on the 

cheek. “Good luck in college,” they said, then drifted off and joined another group of friends; a 

liquid goodbye. Some friendships were temporary like that. 

 

“Maeve, do we have to do this? Here, especially?” The crowds were back, everyone 

pulling their kids and dogs through the cold wind. 

They stood in the middle of the path. “It isn’t my fault you like hiking with Sammy more 

than with me.” 

I watched the grey clouds above the wetlands turn yellow and pink; this wind was the 

warning that nightfall was approaching. 

“So there’s this thing that I’ve been thinking a lot about,” Maeve said, “and you should 

think about it, too.” They showed me a listicle: “How an Emotional Affair Impacts Your 

Marriage.” A pop-up ad for Dominos briefly blocked the screen. 

I scrolled through the introduction, noting that it was directed at middle-aged married 

couples. The article relied on gender-essentialist language from the ’80s, something that could 

never be used to describe the relationship dynamics of two trans teenagers. Never mind the fact 

that Maeve was the one who had deemed our relationship “open” in the first place. 

“You think I was cheating on you.” I stated this plainly, as if I was commenting on how 
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cold the wind was. 

“Don’t deny it, Olive.” 

“Sammy and I never even did anything before I broke up with you.” I didn’t comment on 

the fact that I had kissed Sammy only hours afterwards, though. 

“You two did everything together. You still do. Your sleepovers, your clubs, your hikes 

that essay you keep going on about, Donna fucking Haraway.” 

“Friends do that stuff, too. Friends just…” I moved my hands around in frustration; I 

couldn’t think of any better way to put it. “Friends have common interests.” 

“Why do you think I took you on this hike?” Maeve asked. Frowning, they looked out 

over the wetlands. 

“You and Sammy just like different stuff. That’s okay.” 

Maeve looked back at me, their face in the same solid frown. “I know you broke up with 

me because you wanted someone that likes hikes, right?” 

I didn’t answer. The reasons had been so uncertain that I didn’t even know why exactly I 

had broken up with them anymore. It was a gross oversimplification to say that it was just 

because Sammy liked hiking and Maeve didn’t. 

“Well, are you at least enjoying this one?” I looked down at the asphalt trail. 

They shivered, looking back out at the wetlands. “What do you think?” 

“Look, I don’t care if you and Sammy never made out or anything before we broke up. 

Just read the article.” Maeve leaned close to me, trying to read the phone in my hand. “I want 

you to see what you did to me.” 

Some of the items in the article included giving your friend gifts, anticipating 

communication with your friend, and sharing thoughts, feelings, and problems with your friend. 
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These innocuous ideas were somehow warped to the equivalent of an affair. 

“Maeve, this is just what friends do.” 

They pointed at another bullet down the list: “Using ‘that’s just what friends do’ as an 

excuse.” 

I wanted to seem confident; this is what friends do, and to think that doing any of these 

things constitutes an affair is ridiculous. Internally, though, I was beginning to doubt myself. I 

wondered if maybe I had taken it too far, if maybe being in a relationship meant I had to change 

the way I was friends with people. 

“Let’s head home,” I suggested, standing up, trying to get rid of my anxious energy. Even 

if I couldn’t get away from the conversation, I wanted to get away from this place, where airport 

and wetlands merged together, where land and water were seemingly at odds. 

“Olive, this whole time, you’ve been acting like I’m the bad guy, like I’m the one who 

forced you to break up with me, like I did something—anything—wrong.” 

They paused, and I stood still next to the bench, tense and wishing myself to just walk 

away. I had to keep control, though. 

Maeve continued, “But I knew you did shit wrong too. I knew there was a reason I felt so 

bad, so fucked up after you left me. You need to take responsibility for this.” 

“Maeve, I wasn’t cheating on you. Half this stuff is just regular friend shit, and the other 

half doesn’t even apply to us.” I felt like I’d swallowed a rock, one of those little sharp ones that 

the City and Borough puts on every trail each winter to keep people from slipping. 

“If you just accept this, if you tell me that it’s true, I’ll forgive you.” They looked up at 

me, pleading. I couldn’t look anywhere but their eyes. 

 



Olive Meadow 

 

77 

 

While Maeve took one of their finals, Sammy and I watched Netflix in my dorm room. 

My suitcase was open on the floor, half-full in preparation for upcoming winter break. 

Sammy was wearing a yellow cardigan, and it was soft against my arm. We were sitting 

close to each other. 

“I just have one more essay to do,” they said. 

“I have a physics test tomorrow morning,” I said. “But otherwise, I’m done.” 

“This semester went by so quick.” 

“It feels like we just met each other, watching whales at orientation.” 

Sammy laughed. “Remember how Maeve thought I was straight that day?” 

“Olive, why are you hanging out with a cishet,” I said, mimicking Maeve’s whine. “Their 

gaydar is awful.” 

Sammy laughed again. I looked over at them, and their hot pink hair had a yellow aura in 

the sunlight. I loved their smile; I loved their single dimple. I realized suddenly that I wanted to 

kiss them, and I turned away. 

“Hey, do you want dinner?” Sammy said. 

“I don’t want to walk all the way down to the dining hall, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“No, we can make spaghetti,” Sammy said. 

“Yeah, sure.” I set my computer down, the credits for some movie we were only half-

watching scrolling across the screen. 

Sammy and I walked to the kitchen, angel hair pasta and marinara sauce in hand. I pulled 

out a pot and started filling it with water. 

“What are you doing?” Sammy asked. 

“Making spaghetti?” I said, unsure. 
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“No, let’s make it in the microwave.” 

“What?” 

Sammy reached over and took the pasta from me. Their hand was warm when it brushed 

against mine. “Get a bowl,” they said. 

Sammy filled the bowl with water, added a pinch of salt, and broke the angel hair in half. 

“You can make it really quick this way,” Sammy said. 

“I’ve never heard of this,” I said. “You aren’t playing a prank, are you?” 

Sammy rolled their eyes. “No, Olive, I’ve been doing this since I moved out of my 

parents’ house. Not every hostel has a stove.” They put the bowl in the microwave. 

I shrugged, then sat on the counter, my legs dangling. Sammy sat next to me. They took 

my hand. 

“So what do you want to watch next?” Sammy asked. 

I checked my phone with my free hand. “I don’t know. Maeve will probably be done 

soon.” 

“Come on, you’ll be spending all winter break with Maeve. Spend some time with your 

friends for once.” 

Friends, I reminded myself. I wasn’t cheating on Maeve; I was just hanging out with a 

friend. Since November, I had known that I liked Sammy. I admired them for their intellect and 

wit, and I loved their ever-changing hair—my own Ramona Flowers. 

I had told Maeve on a quiet evening, while we were settling in to bed. Their voice 

choked: “Sammy’s cute,” and they rolled over for sleep. I lay awake under the silver reflection of 

mountain snow. 

But I could tell they did care, and I think they could tell they were losing me. It was like 
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one day we were together, just Maeve and me, and the next, we were split, and it was Maeve and 

Sammy and me. 

Sammy and I remained friendly, of course. I didn’t want to let Maeve get in the way of 

watching movies together. 

The microwave beeped—Sammy’s noodles were cooked. 

“I guess I can meet up with Maeve later,” I said. 

“Exactly,” Sammy said. They jumped onto the floor. “Time for the sauce!” 

I laughed at their silly demeanor. 

They tried to drained the water, but between the bowl being too hot and the noodles too 

slippery, it was still pretty soupy in the end. Sammy added the sauce anyway. 

“No offense, but that looks kind of gross.” 

“You’ll like it, I promise.” 

“Okay,” I said, unsure. 

We returned to my dorm, and Sammy and I climbed back onto my bed. They started 

eating the spaghetti while I hunted for a new movie to watch. 

“Here, Olive,” Sammy said through mouthfuls of noodles, handing me a fork. “Just eat 

with me. We can pick a movie later.” 

The sun was setting, bright orange projected throughout my dorm room. We held each 

other’s gaze for a moment, and I felt so strongly connected to them. I couldn’t define then what I 

was feeling, nor have I named it yet. 

It was the same choking-bursting-magnetic feeling I had experienced trying on dresses 

and makeup with Callie for the first time, the same I had experienced when, at high school senior 

prom, Callie kissed me goodbye and wished me luck in the future. It was something platonic, 
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something romantic, something queer, something undeniably and overwhelmingly intense. 

Sammy’s eyes shined gold in the sun and green of their own volition. 

 

“Do you mind if she goes out with us today?” Maeve asked. I was surprised to see Callie 

with Maeve.  It was our first meeting after a semester of long-distance. I always liked seeing old 

friends, though; of course I didn’t mind. Callie sat in back, Maeve in the passenger seat, as 

always. They reached over the center console, and we held hands. The skies were a clear winter 

blue, ringed by white Rockies. 

“Olive,” Maeve started. “Callie and I have been,” they paused. “We’ve been going 

together.” 

I was silent for a bit, then, “What do you mean?” 

“I just get so lonely, and Callie’s always around.” 

“Pueblo isn’t too far,” Callie said. “I come up here on the weekends a lot.” 

I watched the black Ponderosa forest in the distance. It waved and bent in the wind, like 

water rippling way out there. 

“Callie and I haven’t done much,” Maeve said, “I promise. You said last fall you were 

fine being non-monogamous, right?” 

I remembered, but I hadn’t necessarily meant Callie. I chewed on my lip, focused on 

driving, on the sizzle of midday winter sun on my forearms. “Just give me a heads-up next time 

maybe.” 

That night, I played cinematographer one last time. Maeve and Callie were making a 

short film for a statewide student contest, one Callie and I had entered multiple times throughout 

high school. I watched through the lens as Maeve and Callie acted out the climactic kiss. This 
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film of theirs would go on to win at the festival that spring. But in that moment, driving the two 

of them through our rural home county, I just watched that stand of pines wavering in the wind. 

 

The mountains on Douglas were darkening behind Maeve as they pleaded with me. “I 

can forgive you, Olive. Maybe we can be together again. I would take you back because I care 

for you, because I love you.” 

I couldn’t tell if I was angry, regretful, or just plain sad. But I didn’t care about what 

would please Maeve anymore. And I was cold—I wanted to get out of the wetlands. My hands 

were tightened into balls for both the cold and the tension I was holding. “We both fucked up. I 

could have broken up with you sooner, once I realized I didn’t want to be with you anymore. It 

was shitty to string you along like that. But you were also kind of horrible to Sammy and me 

even before. You never told me you were uncomfortable with us being friends. I mean, you and 

Callie happened, and I was cool about that, and then I’m interested in Sammy, and you make us 

monogamous without even telling me.” 

I don’t think I had ever seen them look so hurt than in response to my outburst. “I was 

with Callie because we were long-distance. That obviously ended once we got here. Plus I didn’t 

think you would ever even do that. I thought you were better than that.” 

As the sun set, the wind picked up. I was freezing, I was ready to leave, and I wished 

Maeve would give me my jacket back. “Jesus Christ, Maeve, you fucking manipulated me into 

this relationship in the first place. You said so yourself. I don’t even know what’s true or not 

about us.” 

“You had your time to make it all about you. I just want you to listen to me for one 

goddamn second and look at what you did.” Maeve wiped their eyes with the sleeve of my 
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jacket. “You hurt me, and I don’t know why you can’t understand that. Who cares if I 

manipulated you into a relationship or whatever? You fucking cheated on me.” 

“By doing what?” I glanced at the list on Maeve’s phone, still in my hand. “Looking 

forward to hanging out with Sammy?” The light was flat on the wetlands. Somewhere, water was 

trickling out of the treatment plant and into the river of grass. Hemlock shadows were long. 

Night would be falling soon. 

“Look at this, Olive.” They took their phone back, and we stood face to face. They read 

another item carefully. “‘Your spouse seems interested in certain technologies out of the blue.’” 

“‘Certain technologies’?” 

“You never cared about Twitter until you met Sammy, then all of a sudden, it’s all you 

talk about.” 

“Twitter?” I started walking away; I needed out. “Find your own damn ride home.” 

“You’ve hurt me, Olive. Why can’t you understand that?” 

I stopped, took a breath. I needed to let my side be heard, too. Sure, I messed up, but it 

didn’t get us anywhere if Maeve just blamed me for everything. 

“I was allowed to break up with you,” I told Maeve. “You can’t punish me for that. I did 

some shitty things, but I didn’t fucking cheat on you, and I didn’t fucking manipulate you into 

this goddamn relationship.” 

Maeve didn’t respond for a moment. Over the mountains in the west, the Big Dipper was 

just beginning to show. An eagle flew in and landed in the half-melted wetlands with a splash. 

The landscape around us was a fluid mixture. It was part frozen, part water, part dry land. The 

airport encroached on natural wetlands, attempting to drain and cover up the water, filling it with 

chemicals. 
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I was uncomfortable when I first moved from the dry land of my youth, where water is 

held in reservoirs, to the encompassing wetness of Southeast. More than Mendenhall Wetlands, 

the muskegs plastered on hill and mountainsides are deceptively wet, seeming to almost flow 

when interacted with. Hyporheic streams permeate sediments, diffusing nutrients through the 

forests that limn riverbanks. Land and water do not follow the manufactured certainties that dam-

builders across the continent attempt to force upon them. 

There had been growing pains when I transitioned to the aquatic-terrestrial world of 

Southeast, and there had been growing pains as Maeve and I tried to understand our relationship 

to each other and to Callie and Sammy. Callie and I had attempted to accept a fluidity of gender, 

a fluidity of relationship. Sammy and I had learned the uncertain boundary between the platonic 

and romantic. I had explored the place where aquatic and terrestrial lands converge. Euromerican 

expectations place gender, sexuality, land, and water within rigid boundaries. Through 

understanding actual lived experiences, though, these boundaries melt until fluidity becomes 

apparent. In each case, I had to accept that there would be no complete answers, no full 

understanding. 

While I could learn my way around the wetness of Southeast, around that iconic wetland 

near my new home, Maeve and I wouldn’t learn our way around our genders and sexualities to 

find some comfortable belonging in our relationship. This is like climate change, like the 

airport’s colonial power in attempting to make wetlands dry. Maeve wanted fluidity and solidity 

on their terms and no one else’s. 

Finally, Maeve spoke. “You just don’t want to accept that you hurt me. You’re not the 

kind, loving person I thought I knew. You’re mean and selfish, Olive.” 
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Halfway home but still running on the excitement from seeing Against Me!, Maeve 

suggested an early-morning breakfast. 

“IHOP’s got to be super crowded at two am on New Year’s Day,” I said. I pulled off the 

highway nonetheless. 

“Come on, let’s keep the night going! Have a little fun,” they said. Knowing Maeve, it 

could have been a little more than excitement they were running on. They had spent a good 

portion of the concert in the mosh pit, away from me. 

We pulled up to the IHOP, and it was full, as I had guessed. The host told us it would be 

forty-five to an hour before we would get a table. For the moment, Maeve leaned up against me, 

holding my hand and peppering my face with kisses every once in a while. 

A man in his sixties and his—wife? girlfriend?—stood next to Maeve and me, eyeing us. 

Maeve was never uncomfortable with public affection, even when we might be in a dangerous 

place, so between all their kisses and closeness, I worried about the man and his girlfriend. 

In retrospect, the man looked a lot like Tiger King—blond mullet, neck tattoos, exuberant 

ear piercings, a Smith & Wesson on his hip. If Joe Exotic wasn’t in prison and this man 

obviously heterosexual, I would honestly think I had met him. His girlfriend was a Melania 

Trump lookalike, accent and all. 

“I remember when we looked like that.” The man kissed his girlfriend on the lips, and I 

uncomfortably shifted towards Maeve. 

“Awww, Olive,” Maeve said, leaning closer to me as well. 

“You from around here?” Joe Exotic asked. 

“Yeah,” Maeve said, and at the same time, I said, “Alaska.” 

Joe laughed. “Bad question. We’re from Vegas.” 
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I nodded, hoping they would go away. How long had the host said? A thirty-minute wait? 

An hour? 

“Olive, was it?” Joe asked. “Like Olive Oyl?” 

I nodded again. Why had Maeve given that away? 

“I dated an Olive once.” He sighed. 

“Oh, stop,” Melania said. She smiled sweetly at Maeve. “Are you in school?” 

“I guess,” Maeve said. 

“You’re either in school or you ain’t,” Joe said. 

Where was that host? I worried that he was looking for more company than his girlfriend 

could provide, or worse, that he would clock me. I remembered how rampant transphobia had 

been at the concert. 

“Listen.” Joe leaned toward me. “I ain’t gonna hurt you. Just trying to be neighborly on 

the new year.” 

I smiled weakly, though his claim hadn’t helped me feel more comfortable. But Maeve 

had already started a conversation with Melania about their art classes and Alaska. It seemed like 

I didn’t have a choice. 

“So, did you have a good new year?” Joe asked. “2020 now, huh?” 

I nodded, and reluctantly answered. “We went to a concert.” 

“We love live music. Who’d you see?” 

“Against Me!” I said. I wondered if he knew the band, if he was one of the sellout fans. 

“What was their best song tonight?” 

“Dead Friend,” I said. I tried to loosen up—he seemed to have good motives—but I was 

still on alert. 
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He smiled. “Glad to know someone’s still making good music out there.” 

“Dead Friend” has always been one of my favorite songs of theirs, and they had rocked it 

that night. One of the members—the drummer, I think—had personally known Angie Zapata, the 

18-year-old Latina trans woman killed by her much older Internet date in 2009. Though the man 

was eventually sent to prison, the Denver and Greeley Police were notoriously difficult during 

the case. Nearly every press release misgendered and deadnamed her, and many of them 

incriminated her as hiding something from friends and family. Her killer used only “it” pronouns 

throughout the case. His attorney tried to reduce the charge to second-degree murder on the 

grounds that it was a crime of passion—who wouldn’t kill someone who lied about being a 

woman? At the concert, “Dead Friend” focused energy and pride along with anger, a protest 

against the backwards politics and latent racism in housing and police work across the state and 

country. 

“Dead Friend” isn’t only about our siblings taken by transphobic systems, though. It’s for 

all those friends and lovers whom we still care deeply about but are taken from our life one way 

or another. When I listen to “Dead Friend,” I transcend to those moments with Callie under 

plastic stars at prom, or playing dress-up in their childhood bedroom. I transcend to something 

platonic, romantic, queer, intense. 

Once Joe Exotic got me talking about Maeve, I knew I wanted to break up with them. He 

told me about his girlfriend, and how much he had enjoyed being with her for years and years. I 

couldn’t imagine a future with Maeve. I didn’t have the attachment to them that I did to Sammy. 

I’m not sure if I ever did have an attachment to Maeve, but I know that in that moment, I didn’t. 

Experiencing, talking about, and writing about the intensity of emotion is novel to me. 

Love, I was taught as a child, was reserved for my parents, God, and eventual wife. Especially as 
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a man, as someone who would one day be a husband and father, I could not practice freedom 

with love. Other strong emotions were approached similarly—anger was unjust, sadness 

effeminate, disgust disrespectful, lust sinful. Fear was the only emotion I was allowed. When I 

got in trouble, my dad would get out the belt, and while I sobbed and hid under the glass-top 

kitchen table, my mother would crouch down and ask “Are you afraid of us?” I would nod my 

head, and she would respond flatly: “Good. Keep it that way.” 

Years later, when I came out, I was shocked at how repressed I was. When I started 

hormones, I cried one, two, or three times a day, though I could not identify what, if anything, I 

was so emotional about. Recently, when I stopped talking to my blood family, I was so 

overwhelmed by the emotions I had not allowed myself that I pushed away everyone around me. 

Sammy and I fought for four months. 

Out of my memories of the years during which I was consciously queer, it is those 

moments when love prevailed that are the most clear. That is why “Dead Friend” is so hard-

hitting, and why so much of that fall semester with Maeve in Juneau is hidden from view. The 

last few weeks of the semester—those that with Sammy are vivid—and then the sudden 

transition back to Colorado, back to my blood family, blend together in a montage of fear. 

This is why I found myself in tears yet again, talking to Joe Exotic in an IHOP at two—

now three in the morning. And I thought maybe I understood some more of why I couldn’t or 

wouldn’t identify those emotions during the times they were high. 

“Listen, man,” he said, getting up to go to his table, and I didn’t even care about the 

“man.” “Either you and Maeve are gonna be together forever, or you’ll be done before the next 

new year.” 

I nodded up at him, his mullet glaring in the fluorescent light. 
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“Something big is coming,” he said. “Good luck.” 

And I knew he meant that I would breakup with Maeve. 

 

It was freezing outside, snowing hard. Sammy made microwave spaghetti for me again, 

seemingly the only meal they knew how to make. We ate it together while watching Netflix and 

playing the Sims in my warm dorm room. Eventually, we were exhausted, and I shut off the 

lights and we lay down together in my bed. 

I thought about how Maeve wasn’t in the picture anymore, and I felt free. And I felt 

shitty for feeling free—I wished I had loved my relationship with Maeve. But still, I felt free. 

I wondered what was in store for our future, what would happen to Maeve, Sammy, and 

me. I wondered what healthier relationships would come, what sense of belonging without force 

would comfort us. 

“Sammy,” I said. They stirred in sleep. “Sammy.” 

“Yeah?” they said. “You okay?” 

“Sammy, do you want to kiss me?” 

They rolled over. “Really?” they asked. 

“Really,” I said, and we kissed, and I felt a rush of an unidentifiable mix of emotions.  
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