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NONFICTION

It almost reminds me of asking someone to look at your throat when it’s sore. It begins with an 
itchy throat, continues with an itching desire to diagnose the well-being of said itchy throat, and 
after awkwardly craning over the bathroom sink to get as close to the mirror as possible without also 
blocking the light, it usually ends with you placing a flashlight in someone else’s hand and asking 
them to confirm your suspicions. The moment that follows, however, is what I’m really talking 
about: head back, tongue flat, breath held, uncomfortably helpless and honestly quite silly-looking as 
you allow them to stare prudently at your inner being.
 The dreaded response to this interaction, of course, would be for the person to reject your 
certainty of having an inflamed pharynx and for you to consequently regret ever opening up your 
mouth for them to examine in the first place. 
 I suppose it might not actually take much boldness to ask someone to look at your throat, 
but there’s no denying the requirement of vulnerability. By inviting someone to peer inside of you, 
you confine yourself to two results: the joy of including them in your intimacy or the pain of isola-
tion replacing your intimacy.
 If you were to tiptoe over, open my skull by the hinges, and peer inside, you would see that 
my deepest thoughts center around childhood. I think I have always loved childhood. And I don’t 
mean that I just love kids. I do, but it is the intangible part of them that I love. It is their state of be-
ing. Their existence. The unexplainable and thrilling nature of being small, yet full.

“Have you ever wished you could meet yourself as a child?” 
 “What?” My friend’s eyebrows raised expectantly, but her eyes didn’t even look up. 
 “Like have you ever wished you could chat with a toddler version of yourself? Or hold your-
self as a baby?” I looked down to find my arms cradling an invisible infant, and I smiled hesitantly. It 
was one of the few times that I felt safe enough to pull this thought from the depths of my mind.
 “I’ve never thought about it.”
 I could tell she was not the least bit as intrigued as I was. Her eyes darted back to me a few 
times before succumbing to the magnetic pull of her phone screen, and I was alone once more.  
In moments like these, I thought that maybe there would never be someone whose deepest thoughts 
were connected to mine, that maybe I would never find someone willing to step inside my circle.
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There is a boy with hair the color of dust and cheeks the color of blood. 
 There is no distinction between dust and blood and boy. 
 I haven’t been able to stop watching the video of Omran, a tiny Syrian boy who was 
pulled from the rubble of an air raid. He sits patiently, the grey of his dust-covered body scream-
ing against the orange ambulance seat. His small hand reaches up to rub his tired eyes, and his 
small hand comes away with blood. Omran’s body is the canvas of the war: ashes and crimsons 
painted thickly and crudely.

The president walks to the wooden podium and grips it tightly for a moment. The silence is 
speaking before he is, but soon he begins to read a letter written to him from a little boy in 
Scarsdale, New York.

 In his letter, the 6-year-old shared with the president how he wanted the Syrian boy to 
come live with his family. Since the Syrian boy wouldn’t have toys to bring, he said he would 
share his. His little sister would be “collecting butterflies and fireflies for him.” He would intro-
duce Omran to his friends and invite him to birthday parties and teach him to ride his bike.
The president’s left hand moved in rhythm with the sentences as he read the scrawled words of 
the letter. It was an example of the pure “humanity that can be displayed in a child,” he told the 
crowd. “We could learn something from him.”

 I watched from the other side of the screen, as the black and navy suits clapped at the 
president’s words. I wished I could see their eyes. Was their applause a reaction — or a re-
sponse? I wanted to know if these two little boys had helped the crowd step inside my circle. 
 Welcome. 
 Something inside of me seemed to cry out to the figures on the television. 
 Stay here with me.

On the way home from school one day, I asked my mom to take me to the public library to find 
a book. “It wasn’t in the library inside our elementary school,” I told her. “It was for older kids.” 
When we arrived at the library, I scoured the shelves until I found the little, pink book I was 
looking for. There was a tree with a hole in it and a bird flying into a soft night sky. The title was 
constructed in intricate, red letters, and above it, a sentence was scrawled in cursive:
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 The Timeless Classic of Growing Up, and the Human Dignity That Unites Us All.

That day on the playground, my fifth grade teacher had asked me what my middle name was.  
Surprised by her question, I had stammered my reply: “Elizabeth.” 
 Although the joyful squeals of recess surrounded us, I remember the world being still 
in that moment. Mrs. Swaney hummed under her breath as she continued to observe the play-
ground. “I always pictured you as a Riley Jean,” she stated. 
I blinked stupidly at her. 
 Jean? Fifth grade was the prime of my tomboy years. I played football at recess. I hid my 
pigtails with a bandanna tied around my head. My knees were always scraped, my fingernails 
lined with dirt. Why in the world would my teacher think that my middle name would be such 
a boring and girly name? 
 “My favorite book is To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee,” she continued. She turned 
her chin towards me and smiled. “Have you ever heard of it?” 
 I slowly shook my head as thousands of book covers began to whirl behind my eyes. I 
was certain that I had explored every last inch of the library shelves, but I had never seen any 
books about mockingbirds.    
 “The main character is a young girl named Jean Louise Finch.” She glanced at her watch 
and reached for the whistle that hung around her neck. “You remind me of her.” 

My mom sits on the carpet beside me as I flip through the glossy pages of photos. I laugh and 
point to a picture on the corner of a page. 
 “Did I really do that?”
 “Oh my goodness,” she laughs with me as she looks at the picture under my index finger. 
“Yes, you did. And it nearly gave me a heart attack every time.” 
 My own face looks back at me with plump cheeks and golden wisps peeking from be-
neath a denim bucket hat. I was inside one of those red plastic cars with the yellow roofs that 
you used your feet to drag around like you were part of the Flintstones family. In this picture, 
however, the soles of my tiny shoes could be seen propped on either side of the “steering wheel.” 
I was ready to soar down the inclined driveway without anything stopping me. 
 “You were fearless.”
 As more pages turn, I watch my eyes grow greener; my hair, darker; and my cheeks, less 
full. I am jealous of my mom. She got to know this little girl. I imagine what it’d be like for the 
curled pigtails and pink overalls to be on a living, breathing body sitting next to me. It gives me 
chills. 

The summer after my first year of college, I came home to work for my church. There was a 
whole crew of us twenty-somethings that were working with the middle school and high school 
students, and we couldn’t have asked for a better summer. 
 The sophomore and junior girls were mine, and I loved them. They were swimming in a 
parallel universe that I desperately longed for but couldn’t quite reach. The funny thing, how-
ever, is that they desperately wanted to dive into my own pool of dusty stars and planets. They 
spent the summer leaning over the fence, asking for a closer look at my backyard of constella-
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tions, and I spent it urging them to be amazed by their own stars.

There is a story in the Bible where Jesus pulls a child onto his lap and says to the crowd around 
him, “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven.” 
 It makes me think that the entrance to heaven is not the pearly white gates we always 
think of, but maybe more like an old quilt strung over the kitchen chairs that serves as an en-
trance to the perfect rainy day fort. Maybe “becoming like little children” means getting on our 
hands and knees and crawling into the reality that our pride has grown taller than we have over 
the years.  

I have gone from wondering what it would be like to meet a child version of myself to wonder-
ing why it is that I wonder these things. After all, the little girl in those photos was still me. I 
didn’t miss anything. I was there the whole time. 
 Perhaps I feel that there’s something I’ve lost along the way. Or that the child version of 
myself was the truest and purest I’ve ever been. Maybe my love of childhood is how I deal with 
my shame and inadequacy; or maybe it’s how I run from it.
 For a while, I thought that there would never be someone who shared my deepest 
thoughts, that I would never find someone who was willing to step inside my circle. My closest 
friends had stepped inside at times, but they were only visitors. 
 It took time for me to see the joy that comes with visitors.
 Scout Finch was the first to come, shortly followed by Cal Trask, Liesel Meminger, and 
that scoundrel Huck Finn. Clare Abshire came with time. And then, of course, there is Omran.  
 And the little boy from New York. And me.
 Golden wisps, denim hat, and all.
 Perhaps the reason my favorite stories are my favorite stories is because they sing the 
same song as me. And perhaps the reason I cherish these visitors so much is because I know I’m 
not the only one they visit. They wrap childhood in warm curiosity and leave it for us to unrav-
el. They turn the intangible into something we want to grab and keep and never let go.   
 For a long time now, I have been trying to cling to the beauty of childhood with all of my 
strength, swinging my hands harshly through the air and becoming deeply distraught each time 
it slips sweetly from my grasp. But maybe childhood can’t be kept in a jar. Maybe the joy comes 
from trying to catch it, from holding it in your cupped hands, and from watching it flutter back 
to where it belongs.
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