Writing Sample:

The Sirens of Lake Superior

How could she explain the importance of that one small silver dollop, so sharply in focus, drawing the light from the surrounding scene like some dazzling singularity?  The impact of that one humble gray point, the centrality of that insignificant moment in the life of Ingres to her own, was an absurdity she couldn’t help but need to express.  But what a clumsy medium of expression for all the suffering and reaching of her soul, the dry, reasonable rhetoric of her master’s thesis on French Neoclassicism. 
Delia cringed to think that her life had been inexorably changed in Paris.  The summer before senior year, her French class had traveled the sights of the City of Light, and her parents had surprisingly, grudgingly paid most of her way, her car-hopping at Sonic supplying only a meager percentage.  And then she had stood in the Louvre with her classmates restlessly milling and giggling and pretending to shove one another into the Venus de Milo.  And though Delia loved to draw and loved art class, she had never loved like she loved The Turkish Bath.  She looked at that silver earring, and her world stopped, and it never returned from that moment.  All other potentialities were lost to her; The Turkish Bath was her life in toto.  She would be Delia struggling to come to grips with the breaking of her heart over that one silly earring, fighting her way into understanding why it held her like it did.  Where she had considered studying graphic design before, art history was her only recourse now.  Where she had considered kissing Jermaine from pre-cal, letting him feel her up in his car maybe, the soft contours of the feminine and the unique expression of bored disdain and amusement on a woman’s face were the only possible objects of her desire now.  She majored in art history and secret longing for her girlfriends at St. Cloud, and then went on to grad school at Minnesota, always trying to get at that pull, that force that wouldn’t free her, always trying to explain its magic draw.
In Classical Myth in Western Art, Delia met Emily.  Emily, from Wisconsin, with long blond hair and a soft body enfolded in soft fabrics, Emily who always wore a single teardrop-shaped silver pendant hanging heavily between her two heavy breasts.  Emily, who breathlessly told Delia that her body was made to bear children.  Emily who loved Ingres but studied the Etruscans, who could have been a fertility sculpture herself.  Emily who confessed to Delia that she had endometriosis, a fact that complicated her belief in her body’s divine natural purpose, Emily who became Delia’s best friend after Delia brought Emily a pan of brownies when she missed class due to excruciating cramps.  Emily who never knew that Delia chafed with lust for her soft pale mouth and thick, archaic body.  Emily who invited Delia camping on Lake Superior with her and her old Wisconsin girlfriends to celebrate the end of their first year in grad school.

Delia was sick with excitement, sick with anticipating Emily laughing in a pile of her beautiful milk-fed girlfriends from back home.  Her stomach twisted at the image of Emily’s shining hair half-illuminated by campfire, the silver orb on her chest brought into focus by the dimness of the background.  Delia swooned over the girls teasing Emily and rolling their eyes at one another in knowing derision, and her heart seized at the inevitable game of truth-or-dare and the open-mouthed laughter when the two grad students were compelled to strip naked and bathe in the enormous dark maw of the lake.  The water was warm, and the girls hysterically lost their breath when Emily couldn’t fathom a small yacht catching the moonlight from its nearby mooring.
“Like, who goes sailing on a lake?  How is that sailboat even there?  I mean, why is there a sailboat on Lake Superior?”  Her laughter resounded off the starlight-speckled dome of the world, and then ended in a splutter as her head plunged sharply backwards into the obscurity of the lake.  
The fish-women of the lake swam through the inky waters, their long lithe bodies iridescent in the soft, filtered white-light of the moon.  They heard splashing and mirth and glimpsed a flashing impulse of pure silver coruscation.  Delighted, they rushed their fishy tails, the cool water gliding over their flat, dully rainbowed chests.  From the lakebed, they looked at each other with spherical, ever surprised eyes, their long jellyfish-fine hair floating in gorgeous disarray, alive and soft, and then they turned fixed pupils up to the surface, to the end of the world.  Pliable, like living shells, four beautiful tentacles moved slowly in the water. In each cleft, a shape of darkness.  Above, nearly formless flesh, with sculpted folds that floated and bobbed with the water, and between, a silver drop, like a pearl, like a polished stone, like an eye.  The fish-women wanted these bodies, so like their own but bedazzlingly alien and other, and this hard shining light, so present, so real next to these formless creatures.  They laughed and swarmed, pulling the University of Minnesota grad students down into the depths by their ankles, where the fish-women could get at them, could look at them and hold onto them.  When the girls stopped breathing and turned cold, the fish-women looked at one another in wide-eyed confusion.
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