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Sarah Blanchard 

I have a dear friend named Tim. He is wicked smart, extremely strong, super quirky and cuddly, 
and, he is terrified of tasers. He freaks out whenever he hears one. We don’t know why. He’s 
never told us what causes this reaction. In college, some friends would use this bit of information 
against him, because they found it hilarious. One day we were sitting in our living room, Tim 
was hanging in the hammock, and one my friends went up behind him and turn on the taser right 
by his ear. It was one of the tasers you have to physically touch the person with, so it didn’t 
actually hurt him, but it still made that super loud crackling sound that tasers make. Tim jolted so 
badly that he fell out of the hammock. He screamed out, started yelling at us and then stormed 
upstairs to his room because he was so upset. While some people may find pranks like this 
funny, I find them rather heartbreaking. I can empathize with Tim because I myself, have 
something about me that people don’t understand. Something that make me different. 

I suffer from a disorder caused Misophonia, which basically means I am hyper-sensitive to 
certain sounds. In fact, misophonia literally means “the hatred of sounds”. When you have 
Misophonia the flight or fight mechanism in your brain, the stress response, gets triggered in 
inappropriate and non-life threatening situations. In other words, when I hear a certain sound, my 
brain and body react as if I am legitimate in danger. It’s a neurological response that I have no 
control over, and it produces fear, anger,  annoyance, anxiety, and even panic attacks. And once I 
get triggered it can take a few hours for these symptoms to go away, even after I stop being 
exposed to the sound. The sounds that trigger me include, but are not limited to: sneezing, 
sniffling, chewing, hiccupping, crunching, coughing, clearing your throat…basically, most of the 
sounds the human body makes. As you can probably imagine, this is exhausting for me, and it 
greatly impacts my ability to function in my day-to-day life. 

It has led to me isolating myself, a lot, to try and avoid situations where I anticipate there will be 
a lot of triggers. It’s on my mind every time I go out to eat in public. I’ve had to leave countless 
events with friends and family early because gatherings with a lot of sounds are overwhelming 
for me. And I carry earplugs with me ALL the time, you know, incase someone starts eating 
popcorn at the movie theatre or the person sitting next to me in class has allergies.  

Now, even though this is such a huge part of my life I have told very few people about it.  

Part of the reason why, admittedly, is I am a little ashamed of it. This is arguably my least 
favorite part of myself and I don’t like talking about it. It’s embarrassing. It makes me different 
in a way I don’t want to celebrate. I’ve learned that I should act like I have it all together, to be 
accommodating, and to suffer in silence, rather than being the girl that is about to have a panic 
attack because someone is chewing with their mouth open.  

But the main reason I don’t talk about it is because I don’t know how people are going to 
respond. I have gotten a very wide range of reactions over the years, and not all of them been 
empowering.  

I started becoming sensitive to sounds around the age of 13, and I didn’t learn about Misophonia 
until a litter over a year ago. So for over a decade I didn’t understand what was causing these 



reactions. My family thought that my sensitivities was just my way of being a diva. When I 
would ask them to eat quieter, they would roll their eyes, tell me to get over it, and sometimes 
start to chew even louder, to the point that I would have to leave the room before I starting 
crying. They would occasionally make jokes and say “well, we know what we need to do if we 
want Sarah to leave.” And unfortunately this is far from an isolated incident. People often 
intentionally make the noises that trigger me just to get a reaction. While it may be harmless and 
amusing for them, just like with my friend Tim, it is like torture for me.  

I am not trying to imply that my family or anyone else is cruel. I understand that it can be our 
automatic response when we encounter something we don’t understand to make jokes, to change 
the subject, to minimize it. I like to think that if they knew how much hurt it was causing me, 
they wouldn’t do it. But before I learned about Misophonia I didn’t know what to say to make 
them understand. And so, I’ve lived most of my life afraid to tell people because I didn’t know 
how they would respond. 

After I was officially diagnosed a few years ago, once I understood what was going on in my 
brain and relished in the fact that I indeed wasn’t just making it up, telling people started to 
become a lot easier. I have been touched by the kindness and understanding people have shown 
me. I had a roommate that would shove little wads of tissue up his nose during allergy season so 
he wouldn’t have to sniffle around me. He looked like a dork and he didn’t care at all, he was 
more than happy to do that for me.  

A few weeks ago I was at home playing pool in my living room with my partner. There was a lot 
of sounds happening around us and my body got so stressed out that tears starting running down 
my face. As I was trying to calm myself down he just walked up to me, gave me a hug, and 
asked if I wanted to go upstairs. There was no judgement, just compassion.  

Although telling people still scares me, I’ve learned that people can be more kind than I give 
them credit for. It has taught me that when we encounter something or someone who is different 
than us, rather than responding with humor or judgement, offering them understanding and 
compassion is the greatest gift we can give them. And it has demonstrated to me time and time 
again the value of vulnerability, and that when you are willing to extend trust, you will often 
receive love in return. 

 

Wafa Pathan 

I am sorry Daddy, I should have not stopped you from beating Ami, I am sorry, I should have not 
told you that you are wrong, I am sorry that being a daughter I reminded you what is right and 
wrong… I will try to be respectful and obedient in the future. May I now have my final exams 
fee, please? 
  
After a month… 
  
I woke up on the scream of my mother at midnight and rushed into the kitchen…. Daddy was 
having a metal spatula  on Ami’s neck… he was also bleeding from his head… after 6 hours we 
packed our bags and went with Ami to grandma’s home… the exam fee was paid but I was in 



different city far from my school… this was the 2nd time I dropped out of the school for another 
year despite paying the exam fee…. 
  
I often recall my ten year old self, having a small carton to keep cloths, has only three dresses 
worn for more than a year, the corners of shalwar were already torn.. All the schools in my 
province required journals and copies covered with brown paper and plastic.  I didn’t ask Ami 
because I knew that she will not be able to afford 2 rupees… when an uncle brought dates 
in a plastic cover, I cleaned the plastic and covered my journal.  This was the reality, but I had a 
dream of studying abroad, going to a university, and living a college life… how that journey 
could have been possible was hidden from my innocent self but my dream was pure. 
  
Almost fifteen months later, uncle came and said “I have a good news for you wafa” “There is 
one school, far from home. The principle has agreed on your admission. The whole 
year had passed with only one month left before exams.   “Yes, off course, I will do it no matter 
what” - I passed with the second highest numbers in the class. 
  
The year I was 16, we came back to Daddy, but divorce soon followed along with what I feared 
all my life.  Ami left. The day she left, I was having my final high school exams… I couldn’t 
focus on my physics and math. Words on the books started floating. there was numbness in my 
senses and my body was so tired as if a storm had destroyed all my strength. I passed but with 
very low numbers.  
  
The next year, I woke up to some pleasant noises of Eid morning; goats were murmuring, the 
bells on their necks were ringing, the butcher was sharpening the knives, and when I opened the 
window from my kitchen, our land lady was cooking siwaya for the breakfast, the fragrance 
of  cardamom, butter, sugar and dried coconut were so hypnotizing. I could see grandparents, all 
the family members there to share eid meal together and to continue the ritual of Hazrat Ibrahim 
to symbolize the sacrifice…the children in the street were dressed in silk and pearls. 
  
But that was their Eid. I closed the window to focus on my eid. I opened the metallic lid of flour 
container, it was empty, I opened the fridge, I could only see the yellow light inside… nothing 
else… I came into our only bedroom where my four siblings were sleeping, I 
checked Daddy's space of sleeping, it was empty… What will I reply to my brothers and 
sisters when they ask for an Eid meal… 
When they woke up I said, “Today we will celebrate Eid with our friends” I took two of them 
with me and my brother took one with him to his friend’s home… we had our meal for eid at our 
friends’ house. (speaking of th edifficult) 
  
When I turned 20, a distant family friend knocked at the door, and gave a message 
to my younger brother on my father’s behalf. He no more wants to take the responsibility of five 
of us and he will never return… I took one of my brother on 6 hours bus journey to go to my 
grandfather’s home, where my mother was living after the divorce. They knew what happened 
and why I was there. It was summer, they all were sitting on the wooden bed at the terrace and 
asked me “Why are you here?” 
  
I sat on the floor out of respect. 



  
(Rising head up) Aaa I am here to take Ami with me, Daddy has already left. 
  
Uncle: Listen, do one thing! Go back and come back when your younger brothers are mature 
enough to run a family… Girls don’t become bread earners… 
  
Me: But we don’t have any parents… how can I wait??? And I am already doing a job.. I will 
work hard… can we take our mother with us, please…. 
  
Finally they said yes. We traveled over night.  Back home, my 15 year old brother, with the help 
of my friend, found a home for us. We arrived before sunrise. There was a big plastic bag. We all 
sat on it and waited for the sunrise to happen and for the shop to open to buy food and things for 
our new home J That day, everything was very special, a new spoon, a fan …. They were ours 
forever… For the very first time, my heart relaxed to realize that this is my home. 
  
Home, job were set but the question of my undergrad degree remained.  I was in my third year. I 
spoke to the head of the department, “Sir, there are some unavoidable circumstances, I have to 
do a full time job but I also don’t want to quit my studies… Would you please allow me to sit in 
the exams, please? He said, “Sure, we don’t doubt you wafa. but I am afraid we will deduct 20% 
from all your grades because of your absence and lack of participation in the class” I happily said 
one more time “yes, of course!”.  
  

-       Working all day long with flood affected families, traveling for hours from village to 
village, I kept notes with me to prepare for exams. 

  
Now, I am here 9 years later… many things happened in between, but the little girl inside me 
kept searching for that unknown path… 
  
kept holding the rope of hope and the dream of studying. 
  
Last year, I was watching the final episode of Games of thrones when I received an email from 
United States Education Foundation of Pakistan that I had been selected from 167 applicants for 
a Fulbright FLTA award and would be studying and teaching at the University of Oregon. My 
heart started beating so fast, tears didn’t stop, my hands were on the floor, shaking… I could feel 
hundreds of emotions and was unable to put figure on one of them.  
  
A week ago, I received an unconditional offer from University of Glasgow to do my graduate 
studies. 
  
Today I realize, actually my dream was hidden, but my struggle was not. 
 

Amicia Nametka 

My therapist says I have difficulty maintaining close relationships and I can’t argue with that. 
We even agree on the cause, but I describe it a little differently. He says neuroses and psychoses, 
and I say superhuman psychogenesis.  



So when I sabotage another attempt at intimacy, that’s just my deflective force-field generation 
powers. I mean, is it insomnia? Or is it extra-circadian manipulation?  

I’m not hypervigilant! I have extrasensory 
perception!  

PTSD could be described as a disorder of avoidance, or as my reality-warping powers of 
nothingness making me impervious to things I don’t want to think about or feel.  

The thing is superpowers don’t come easy, and usually, it’s some horrible chemical spill, 
demonic curse, or military augmentation. I guess you could consider mine the latter, sort of. 

14 years post-discharge, not only am I a veteran of the United States Army, but my mother 
is also a vet, Air Force, and her mother, Army as well.  

That’s right; I'm a 3rd generation female soldier in my family, and that is a point of 
pride.  

The day that I enlisted. I was going to prove something. Raising my hand, reciting the oath...  

“I, Amicia Nametka, do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the 
United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance 
to the same; I was so proud, and it seemed so simple.  

Ever done push-ups in anthills? Those suckers bite! In training, I did things no one would’ve 
ever believed scared little “Meesha” would do: repelling from a 50-foot tower, crawling in the 
mud at night under barbed wire. Trust me, I laid there in my bunk many a night thinking I had 
made the worst mistake of my life. I had no idea I could carry so much, march so far, get so 
dirty, and exhausted, and feel so... capable. I made it!  

The weekend before graduation, I decided to go off-post for the first time. Everyone was very 
excited, and it was a huge deal.  

I joined friends in one of their motel rooms where music played from a stereo one of those 
fake-oak dressers and mirrors you find in every motel six; I poured a drink in a classic red solo 
cup: Vodka, sugar-free Rockstar to stay awake, and Sprite.  
That is the only drink I remember. I remember more of what happened later, but 
different.  

Those memories are tactile, auditory. It was like I was blind. I was seeing things with my mind, 
not my eyes... I was being carried. I heard footsteps on gravel, heard their voices, “She’s so 
heavy!” I felt my body flung onto a bed. I had a sense of myself as this small thing buried deep 



inside of my body, but too small to reach the surface. I learned later that is what roofies feel 
like. I felt everything...  

Harsh daylight seared through the curtains and my eyelids, and my superpowers were born. I sat 
up, bra falling away from my chest, my shirt at my neck, and my jeans, at my ankles. “Oh. Uh... 
gee... I guess I need to get dressed.” I thought. I got up, nonchalant, and went to the bathroom 
and showered, face pressed against the cool blue tiles.  

After taking a cab back to post I showered again, and cleaned everything. I wanted to be quiet 
and invisible. My body screamed “something is wrong” but a forcefield of warped reality told 
me I was tired and needed a good long nap.  

I called my husband on Sunday night as planned and told him about this weird thing that 
happened over the weekend and he said, “please tell me you didn’t take a shower.” My 
mind reeled at the words... “didn’t take a shower...”  

I took so many! I couldn’t take one long or hot enough to undo what that soldier did to 
me.  

Rape changed me, absolutely, and over the years my superpowers grew, making me so 
invulnerable, or numb.  

Strong as my powers are today, sometimes, I can’t shake the weight of feeling like a failure and 
I think: I don’t belong in that proud military lineage with my Grandma and mother because I 
refused to serve alongside my rapist.  

But what I have become, is not a result of what he did to me. I have made myself more 
powerful. He stole my body from me, and I... took it back. My body and my story are mine. And 
this... This is my greatest superpower of all: saying I was raped.  

Now, I have the power to lay the truth bare, loud and clear; shirt at its throat, jeans at its ankles, 
so that fucker, feels afraid, not me. He did not break me. Rape did not break me. My ultimate 
superpower is the truth.  
 
 

Alex Balog 

I have been working on this self-cleaning filter for as long as I can remember. And now after all 
of the hours and all of the missed connections that come with that single-tracked focus, it’s 
finally my moment to show everyone what I’ve come up with.  

My parents flew out from New Jersey and even my best friend from back east surprises me by 
showing up. It’s really happening. 



I’m the last to present and the tension within me is building as the lights begin to encourage 
beads of sweat from my forehead and become ever more blinding. And then I hear the presenter 
before me say, “and using this amazing technology, we have created the world’s greatest self-
cleaning filter”… 

My heart drops. My throat clenches. And I lose it. 

I try to say, “What the heck? That’s my filter.” but nothing comes out. 

I try to run over to the conference host, but my it feels like my feet are stuck in molasses. 

I reach out to grab the sound tech walking by, but my arm is being held back. Like it’s stuck in a 
rubber band. 

I’m distressed, back stage on the biggest day of my life. And it feels like no one can see me or 
hear me. 

So I start screaming, but nothing comes out. So I keep screaming and keep screaming until 
finally… 

I jerk upwards. WHAT IS HAPPENING?!?!  

But it’s totally dark and I am half-sitting half-laying...in my bed.  

I check my phone. It’s 230 in the morning 

I have a big presentation in the afternoon, for that very same self-cleaning filter that I’ve been 
working on for the past year. Over zoom though, it’ll be a while until I get another chance in 
front of a crowd. Lately, I feel like I am just stuck. In work and school. On the west coast. In this 
apartment. Maybe between two worlds? It’s like I know what I want or at least, what I used to 
want, but I just feel lost, like I haven’t gotten any closer to my dreams.  

I need to get back in the right mindset. So I take a deep breath, lay back down, and close my 
eyes… 

I’m on a running path with voices shouting after me and flashlights flickering about. It’s a wood 
chip path. Shrubs and trees line the sides. Kind of like Pre’s Trail, but I’ve been using this path to 
run and hide for over 15 years, before I ever knew of Pre or even Eugene for that matter. 
Eventually, I get tired of running as I always do, and so I lay down to hide under some shrubs. A 
light shines in my eyes. I see a dark silhouette and I hear a voice, “I found him over here”. The 
voice continues as a hand reaches out and grabs my shoulder, “Why are you running?” 

“I don’t know!” as I jerk awake for the second time. It’s 5:30 and starting to get light out. I could 
just get up and start my day. I feel like there are things I should be doing. It’s my last semester of 
school. I should be trying to find a job or prepping for my final class presentation or working on 
my company’s website. But it’s raining, it’s quarantine, and there isn’t enough to do until I have 
class. Can’t ride my bike. The apartment is clean. Fridge is practically empty. I’m tired of 
looking at screens. 

So I take a deep breath, lay back down, and close my eyes… 

I’m at the court. The basketball court. I slowly dribble over to the hoop. I take a layup with my 
right hand. Then a lay up with my left hand. I turn around and pass to my teammate. They score. 



I get a rebound and start dribbling through the defense. Spin left. Two dribbles. Hesitate. Drive 
base line. I jump and rise up… 

This time to the sweet sounds of my alarm. It’s feeding time, 6:37.  

It’s been really hard to stay in the right mindset lately. Should I give up all of my old plans? Or 
should I chase them harder than ever? I can’t tell if my dreams dictate the way I feel or if they 
reveal it. I just know that I need to find ways to ground myself, so I don’t start to feel like I’m 
losing control. I really don’t want to have that dream with the teeth ever again.   
 

Emily Dale 

“Hey! How’s it going?” 
 
Going.  
Every November my smile leaves with the sun and refuses to return home until the flowers start 
to claw their way back up through the soil.  
 
The cold winter months work their way through my bones like water seeping through cracks in 
the concrete, freezing to solid ice until my limbs feel too heavy to carry.  
 
Stop. 
 
Put your hand over your mouth like you desperately cover the hole in the bottom of the boat 
before the ocean rushes in and drags you both down, like you slam your foot on the brake when 
red lights suddenly scream through your windshield, like you reach for the glass tumbling 
dangerously to the floor before it shatters into tiny pieces you won’t realize are still there for 
weeks.  
 
They may have asked the question but this, I tell myself, is not the answer they are looking for.  
 
“Pretty good, how are you?” 
 
Just keep your head up, eyes open, and walk straight. Hiding does not always look small, 
crouched in a corner or tucked neatly under the bed. It is not always quiet. Hiding does not 
always mean going unnoticed, slipping softly into the shadows… 
 
Hiding looks like “pretty good, how are you?” Looks like sarcasm, like cynicism, like humor. I 
hide in my headphones, Justin Pierre screaming “everything is alright” in my ears. In my combat 
boots stomping harshly through the puddles. In my leather jacket that makes me feel more 
dangerous than the pepper spray I have slid up the sleeve. 
 
I hide in jaded remarks about how “the world is ending so student loans don’t matter anyway”, 
about how I just don’t understand dating these days, about how pets are better than people. 
Although I’m still convinced that one might be true.  
 



I’m hiding right now. Because I don’t want to just talk to you about these feelings. I don’t want 
you to know when I am hurting. I don’t want you to see that I am hiding from you, and I really 
don’t want you to know about the one who made that feel necessary.  
 
When I was 24, for the first time in my life, I was completely, head-over-heels in love with a 
man who I trusted with my entire being. I called him the sunshine in my life and I lost track of 
how many times he casually asked me to marry him. Our relationship felt like some epic novel 
from the very beginning. He was compassionate, curious, loving, creative, and, as it turns out, 
incredibly good at pretending to be exactly the person I wanted him to be; my perfect partner. 
 
He studied me like a science experiment. He mimicked my fascination with the world and people 
around me and my desire to see the good in them. He played music for me and read books with 
me. He complimented me in the ways I wanted to hear, told me I was intelligent and talented and 
powerful. He knew exactly how to capitalize on my overly inflated empathy and played directly 
into my desire to take care of people. 
 
When he lied about something trivial, he never used the typical excuses. Never said “I thought 
you’d be mad at me” like so many who had told me pointless lies before. It was always “I didn’t 
want you to be disappointed in me”. How could I be mad that he lied about forgetting to take an 
online test until we were supposed to be leaving for a party when the reason he gave was, 
“You’re so smart, you’d never do something like this. I just want to be enough for you.”  
 
He was more than a chameleon. He was a caterpillar who could disappear into a cocoon, dissolve 
himself to nothing and exit as an entirely new person; one perfectly suited to whoever he wanted 
next. Looking back, I realize now that I watched it happen… watched him change into the 
perfect partner for someone else. 
 
Suddenly he was cynical and brooding. He was the moon instead of the sun, he dressed 
differently, did his hair differently. He called me hot instead of smart or strong. He wrote raps for 
her instead of playing guitar for me. Now when he lied it wasn’t trivial. It was about who that 
text at 1am was from, who wrote the notes in the back of his notebook, or who he went home 
with after that party last weekend, although I didn’t know those were lies until much later. 
 
Even after I found out about them he used every tool he knew would work on me to convince me 
that it was a mistake and that he loved me, to make me see the ways I had led to it happen, to 
make me empathize with his feelings of loneliness and inadequacy. He blamed his anxiety or his 
depression, both things I know well in myself. He had a plan to make things right with me, with 
my parents and sister who I think already sort of thought of him as the family I wanted him to be. 
 
All the details of his manipulation would take hours to explain, but I’m not sure they matter. 
What matters is how those details changed me, fundamentally. I’ve always struggled with 
trusting other people because, well, collectively we lie a lot. I’ve had friends and partners keep 
things from me in order to avoid perceived conflict more times than I could count, but this was 
different. This was like… It felt like he was playing some strange game, like twisting my world 
around and seeing what he could get me to believe was a form of entertainment. To be so SURE 



about someone for the first time and be so completely wrong, it made me second guess the 
motives of everyone I knew. And everyone I have met since then.  
 
So now, I hide. I put walls around the parts of myself that others could use against me. It’s like 
the voice in my head is holding hostage the part of me that knows to look for the good in people 
and assume good intent so that it can scream at me, “Run. They’re a liar. They’re going to hurt 
you.” But I am sick of listening to it, because the real catch is that when you hide, no one sees 
you. Not even the ones who are looking. And somewhere, deep down, I know that he was one 
tiny, insignificant drop in a sea of much kinder, more honest people. People I want to know and 
who I want to know me, in all of my messy, emotional glory.  
 
Breaking down the walls is hard, and some days I don’t feel strong enough to do it. But I am 
trying. Some days it’s easier to find a ladder. Others I ask someone to throw down a rope. Most 
days it feels like I am just building another wall, this time under my own feet until it’s tall 
enough for me to step over. It’s slow, and it makes me tired, but I will keep doing it until it’s no 
longer necessary because man, I really want to see what’s on the other side. 
 
 

Mohammed Almuaishi 

Not yet available.  

 

Rachel Bash 

So, I’m pretty sure that when I was in college, a ghost saved my life. 

I was 20, and I’d just moved into my first apartment. It was this three-story brownstone in an old 
part of Omaha, NE, all wood floors, wrought-iron balconies, a bay window in every apartment. 
There were also plenty of signs that the building had seen better days. The floors were cracked 
and scuffed. We tried not to look too closely at the anchors for the balconies. And then there 
were the cockroaches. So yeah--this building had a history. There were layers to this place. 

 
One night, middle of winter, I woke up at 11pm, FREEZING. I got up, walked out into the main 
room, and quickly discovered the problem: our dining room window was wide open. Not just 
cracked, but gaping.  

There was no wind outside. Individual snow flakes lazily spun their way through the window 
down to our dining room floor. Anyone standing behind me undoubtedly would have found the 
site pretty: open window, snow falling, me silhouetted. Standing there, head cocked. Confused. 

I looked around to see if anyone was in the bedrooms. If anything was missing. No one was, and 
nothing was. I decided to chalk it up to The Great Whatever. I closed the window and latched it, 
shook it to make sure it was firmly caught. 

I went back in my room, and I went to sleep. 

 



Around 1 am, I woke up again, FREEZING. I got up, went into the dining room, and there again, 
the window yawning at me, the snow lazily gliding down. And there again, me standing there, 
head cocked, hands on my hips now. What was happening?  

At that moment, my roommate Sophie came home from her late shift at the library. She walked 
in and found me there like this.  

I gestured to the window—“I didn’t open it. It keeps opening. The cold keeps waking me up.”  

Now she’s standing there, with me. I’m just starting to realize how cold it is when Sophie turns 
to me with a wrinkled nose: “Do you smell something funny?” 

I hadn’t. I’d been getting so much fresh air, you know? But once she pointed it out, I did. It was 
kind of sulphur-y, kind of like rotten eggs. So we called who you call: Omaha had a 24-hour 
hotline, and they sent somebody to investigate whether we had a gas leak. While we waited, we 
(finally) closed the window. We teamed up and searched every inch of the apartment: looked 
under every bed, in every closet, opened all the cupboards. We did a thorough Gremlin check. 
But there was nothing: we lived on the third floor of the building, and there was no fire escape up 
to that window. We couldn’t figure it out. 

The person from the gas company arrived and made his way into the kitchen. About five minutes 
later, Sophie and I heard, from our perch at the dining room table, a SLAM.  

It was the sound of someone urgently hurling a window open. He hustled into the room and right 
past us, slamming the dining room window open again before moving to the living room and 
then circulating through all three bedrooms and the bathroom. From each room, we heard 
windows opening, like the apartment itself was being jolted awake. 

He came back into the dining room, and he looked all business.  

He asked, “Who was here tonight?” I raised my hand. “I was sleeping,” I said. “I just happened 
to wake up.” The blood drained out of his face, and he said, “You were sleeping.” And I said, 
“Yes.” He nodded, and he said, “Well, you don’t have a gas leak.” We said, “That’s good.” He 
said, “No, what you do have is a carbon monoxide leak, and a pretty big one.” He sat down with 
us at the table and said, “I don’t know for sure, but if you’d been here sleeping this whole night, I 
don’t think you would have woken up.”  

 
I nearly died one night in the middle of winter in Omaha, NE, and something stepped in. I started 
by saying with some certainty that it was a ghost. The truth is, I don’t know. We never actually 
saw a ghost, and nothing otherworldly happened in that apartment again. Not to us. Whatever it 
was, it came, opened a window (twice), and never came again. So I don’t know what to believe.  

Except this: that night and a whole lot of moments since, including whole lot of moments from 
the past few months, have made me believe that even in the middle of a cold, dark night, there 
are forces that act for good. They don’t necessarily announce themselves. You can’t necessarily 
see them. But they step in. By doing little things: staying home. Wearing a mask. Sharing food 
and good humor and stories. Small acts can have big ripples. Nudging something in a good 
direction. Opening a window to let in a little life.   

 



 


