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Green sun, by Palestinian Artist Ismail Shammout,
from the 1960’s

entire life is but a journey through a pain
growing backwards. Some days | think,
if my grief were a child, it would be in
first grade.

What do | do with all my afters? | asked
myself the first day | started teaching
five years ago, and somehow, the noise
of 18-year-olds drowned out my nagging
existential question. Their stories about
love and loss in its most basic form made
me feel less alone. Their mostly horrible
poetry brought me back to life in a way
scripture never did. My students, who
had their own crosses to bear, baked
me cake the days | couldn’t bear mine.

The yelling of my friend’s three daughters
while singing along to “Let it go” and
secretly pinching each other makes my
memories of my mother’s disease less
cruel. Their unfathomable English and the
way they pet the cat they so strangely
hate open up the possibility that this
world was not only made for cold tiles
and hospital rooms but also for water
colors and rebellious 3-year-olds.

What is it that I'm doing with all my
afters? I’'m not sure, but maybe I'm
watering wild flowers in the space past
survival. The miracle of finding beauty
in the silence after the impossible
scream is also the most unoriginal
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human experience, but it’s one we don’t
remember to hold closer. The day after
my mother died, my cousin, then 14,
force-fed me chips and told me that now
she would be my mother, and we would
be cats. The year after, | dedicated my
thesis to my mother, and today, against all
odds, | mostly laugh when | think of her,
which is more than I'd care to mention.

Perhaps life is a series of yelling children,
broken dreams, and unmentionable
losses; but in the middle of all the
disappointment lives a room that gives
us light, good food, and a certain
3-year-old who mispronounces the word
“shapes,” and in that room are our most
breathtaking mornings.
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