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Laughing Water 
 

he Game  

By Mid-August, my mother, brother and I spend our last 

days together lounging beside the lake. With summer on the wane, 

we’ve abandoned all projects and productive activities, anxious to 

relish these last days. The sisters who live nearby and our father 

sometimes join us, but usually we’re alone. The air begins to turn, 

the sun’s heat softens. Water laps against the beach, and I think of 

Aden as a little boy making moats in the sand. Then my brother 

says “river.” I look at him and nod, “fountain.” We turn to my 

mother, who lays her book in her lap, looks out over the lake, 

“youth.” And the game begins.  

 You can play the game anywhere…standing in line at the grocery 

store, waiting for a table at the local grill, or here on the dock. It 

takes almost no effort except your attention, which is what my 

brother’s after. It’s his game, his way of pulling his sisters and 

mother from their books and daydreams into his world. One person 

says a word and the next person says the first word that comes to 

mind when hearing that word. Aden says cartoon, Mom says 

character, I say book, Aden says Lost Boys, Mom says Sudan, I say 

Honda. And so it goes, round after round until one of us tires.  

 Later, I lie on my belly at the end of the dock, dipping my 

fingers into the shallow water. It’s a small lake. You can see the 

other side. Our end, the shallow side, made of a long stretch of 

yellow sand beach, faces west and the setting sun. My mother and 

brother will return to school in a couple of weeks—she as a student 

counselor and he as a high school junior. I’ll go back to Vermont 

and my husband.  

 I watch them put on snorkel goggles and swim out past the 

reeds. They dive under, searching for lost objects—a tin can, a glass 

bottle, some shiny remnant of the past. When they come up for a 
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break, Mom’s body looks narrow, dwarfed compared to my 

brother’s. She is small like a cat, I think. My brother, still unused to 

the breadth of his own shoulders, the height of his new body, lunges 

into her. She sinks down with him, the strap of her goggles breaking 

loose. I hear them shouting, then my brother’s laugh. I wonder if 

my mother senses the ephemeral nature of this moment.  

 Mom holds her goggles to her face with both hands, kicking 

hard to make up for the lost motion of her arms. My brother 

surfaces, holding something shiny in his hand. He shouts and my 

mother comes up too. The sun glistens on their wet skin and hair as 

they examine the shiny object, only momentarily, because in truth, 

what they’re looking for isn’t yet lost.  

 

Lost 

Five years ago, the summer I met him, my husband and I spent 

nights at the beach on Lake Champlain in Vermont. The night 

water, a liquid universe unlike the lake of daylight, emitted a 

clandestine aura, ideal for new love. I had just moved to Vermont 

and worked for my cousin at his coffeehouse. Josh worked at the 

burrito shop next door. He would not be my husband for another 

five years. I don’t know that we believed such a future existed for us 

that first summer together. He’d come into the coffeehouse where I 

worked at the end of my shift and wipe the tables for me while I 

closed out the till. He stood beside me as I locked the door, then 

we’d dash for his car, a teal Dodge Shadow he called Minnehaha—

the fictional Native American woman whose name is connected to 

parks and creeks and schools and waterfalls in Minnesota, my 

home. It seemed odd that he was familiar with the name. When I 

asked him about the name he cited the Longfellow poem, The Song 
of Hiawatha, where she was first created. Minnehaha, he told me, 

means “laughing water.” 

 From the gravel parking lot we walked across a soccer field, 

through a patch of woods, onto a bike path and then down the 

wooden steps to the beach. At the edge of the soccer field, he’d 
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pause and take my hand, whispering, “Watch out for the rock in the 

path, remember, it’s a little to the left.” I always forgot the rock. The 

size of a large dog, it was easy to bump into. The way he held my 

hand then came from a need to hold on to me. He felt like I was 

only drifting through, fleeting, enough that he’d stay out half the 

night with me though he worked early the next morning and never 

seemed to grow tired. And he was right, I never wanted to hold onto 

anyone for long.  

 We tore our clothes off on shore and ran in. The water was 

shallow a far distance out; I would sometimes hide from him in the 

shadows of the lake. I’d make him turn away, close his eyes, 

count...then I would quietly swim away. There was nothing to hide 

behind or in but shadow so I floated on my back with only my lips 

and nose rising from the surface of the lake, waiting.  

 One August night he seemed to really lose me. Even with my 

head above water, the tops of my shoulders in the breeze, he 

couldn’t see me. There was no moon. I heard him grow quiet, move 

away, and then a silence. He too was lost in the dark.  

 Night after night we swam there. Alone, together in the 

moonlight, with a bay of clouds drifting fast, reminding me of time 

and then anti-time—fleeting hope that we could devolve time, that 

the night would remain and we would never have to face what 

waited on the other side of the sky.  

 A single sailboat anchored off the point of land that curved out 

to the south created half a cove. We imagined we would learn to sail 

together. We’d buy a boat, go down the Atlantic Coast all the way to 

the islands of the Caribbean, or maybe we’d live in a tiny cabin on 

the shore of Lake Champlain, and sail this lake. Either option 

seemed equally as impossible as possible at the time. But, then, we 

were always dreaming of a future that embodied the two of us. 

Believing that if we kept imagining a future together, it might fill the 

uncertainty of now just enough to keep us there.  
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Uncertainty 

At night, in my bedroom at my parents’ house in Minnesota, I 

hear the sound of a basketball on the pavement in the driveway. It’s 

dark, but there’s a light in the driveway where my brother practices 

shooting. Dribble, dribble, pause, bounce is a comforting sound, but 

one that reminds me he leads an inner life that I’ll never know, lives 

out spaces of solitude, finds devotion a form of pleasure.  

 My brother told us this summer that he wants to go to northern 

Idaho for college. There’s a town there, he says, with a lake and 

mountains. Coeur D’Alene. That’s the name. He, our sister Bess 

and our parents stopped in this town on their way to Washington 

state during the June camping trip they took this summer. He tells 

me he plans to major in business then become a lawyer. Mom 

doesn’t believe he’s serious about moving so far away in just two 

years; she can’t yet imagine his absence in any way. He is her last 

child, her only son, and she still makes him lunch. He tells her 

jokingly it’s her job. Yet next month he’ll be seventeen. Maybe, he 

tells us, I’ll just work for the Department of Natural Resources, that 

way I won’t have to drive into town to go to work. My family prefers 

to sequester themselves twenty miles north of town, in the woods 

beside a small lake, in the log house Dad built twenty years ago. 

Sometimes I feel like I belong to a small tribe. Going to town, 

especially in the summer, is to be avoided, particularly by our 

mother who has her summers off. Good idea, I say, wanting to 

encourage something perhaps inspired by passion and not financial 

gain alone. But I know that he will need to put distance between 

himself and the clan soon enough.  

 

Distance 

We are not alike this way: at his age I wanted to get as far away 

from my parents as possible; their control over me felt stifling. I 

wanted to spend every weekend at parties with my friends or on 

road trips to concerts in Minneapolis or Duluth. My father and I 

fought bitterly over the boundaries of his control, the limits of my 
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freedom. I suppose he knew the risks I took: the drunk driving, the 

parties, the recklessness. At least, I want to believe he sensed this. I 

want to believe his desire to protect me was boundless. We would 

stand in the kitchen arguing with each other about what I was doing 

Saturday night. His face stilled, his arms folded across his chest, 

“You’re not doing that,” he’d say.  

“Why? I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”  

“You’re just not.”  

“I hate you. You know that, I really hate you.”  

But my father also cried the day after I came home drunk at 

fifteen. My mother was the angry one then. My father sat on my 

sister’s bed and started to cry for me, for the loss he knew was 

inevitable and the sorrow of what I must learn. Please don’t do this 
to yourself. I hear him saying, but those weren’t exactly his words. 

And here is the point: my brother is nothing like this. There is 

nothing dangerous hidden in his midst, he does not disobey the 

rules, he does not scream at my father, I doubt he’s ever told 

someone he hates them.  

 Though Aden says he’ll go to Idaho, he’s a homebody and 

spends most weekend evenings watching sports on television or 

shooting hoops in the driveway. I remember him most as a small 

and cuddly child, who liked to sit on his sisters’ laps, who loved 

cross-country road trips because the eight of us were finally together 

for long stretches of time in the family minivan or suburban. I was 

thirteen when he was born, so by the time he was three it was rare 

that we were all together, due to sports practices or play practice, 

spending the night at a friends’ house or attending the Friday night 

football game; a track meet, a swim meet, a basketball game, a band 

concert, an art show, and so on. I remember his tiny hands, the 

wrists and palms scarred from burns and skin grafting. I remember 

how carefully I held onto them.  
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Fears 

 When Aden was two years old he fell against the side of a wood-

burning stove in our small cabin on Burnt Shanty Lake where we 

spent our summers. My mother was in the next room, her back 

turned for a minute, and my brother, just learning to walk, fell. He 

put out his hands to catch himself against the side of the hot iron 

stove. Stunned and lacking balance, he didn’t push away. My sister 

Hannah remembers the smell of his singed skin, similar to that of 

burnt scrambled eggs. He was badly burned. They took skin from 

the back of one of his thighs and grafted it on each wrist. Today his 

wrists and palms are still badly scarred, but because I don’t want him 

to catch me looking at them, don’t want to make him self-conscious 

of this small imperfection, I have never been able to form a picture 

of what his palms and wrists look like. 

A year ago this summer, he had another surgery because of a 

lack of range and mobility in his thumbs—his hands don’t open as 

much as they should. When this happened, he was forced to change 

his shooting form, which continues to plague his ability to score, 

particularly three-pointers on the court. He needs to score threes 

because he’s a point guard and not tall enough to play down low. 

Last night I heard the sound of the ball on the court out back and I 

could tell from the rhythm that my dad was rebounding for him. 

Though Aden would never say that he has lost his touch, this seems 

to be the fear growing within my father, himself a lifelong ball player. 

When I ask Dad about Aden’s shot, he shrugs off the question but 

once said, “Oh, geez, I don’t know if it’ll ever get better.” A nervous 

worry in his voice. Tonight he’s alone shooting hoops in the 

driveway. I think of the loneliness of devotion, the drive and desire 

that must exist in him. But also the complete abandon of passion. 

 

Lonely 

I remembered this August, the dark of that night five years ago, 

in the midst of our game of hide and seek, when the moon lifted 

over the trees of the southern shore of Lake Champlain. I saw Josh 
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standing, the water up to his belly, alone, with his back to me. I 

couldn’t see his face, but I could tell from the slouch of his 

shoulders, his fingers drifting along the surface of the lake, that he 

was lonely. I, a lonely person myself, a person who sought to 

externalize her loneliness by moving to a new state, felt in 

communion.  

 It was not until the fall of our first year dating that I returned to 

the night swimming cove in the daylight. Riding out along the bike 

path that followed the shore of the lake north, I stopped, locked up 

my bike, and walked down the wooden steps to the beach. Maybe it 

was just the wrong time of year, but the water, a murky sea green 

color, was littered with trash, the shore lined with empty beer cans 

and bottles. I stood alone looking out at the place on the lake where 

the sailboat was once anchored, and wondered if it had really been 

here that I had fallen in love.  

  

Home 

At the end of that first summer of dating Josh, I returned home 

to Minnesota. My family took me to their new cabin on a tiny island, 

only an acre, in Lake Vermillion near the Boundary Waters Canoe 

Area. My brother, now eleven, still liked to hug his sisters and sit on 

his mom’s lap. Out at the cabin on Lake Vermillion, he and I sat 

alone on the deck beside the lake, watching the moon drift low in 

the sky, making a puddle of white light on the lake.  

 “Aden,” I said. “Do you think there are people who live out 

there?” I nodded at the moon, a single upward swoop of my chin.  

 “No,” he said.  

 “What, why not?” I thought a child would want to imagine other 

planets, other places, and people.  

 “God would tell us if there were.” 

 “Really, how?” I looked down at him. He was just a little boy.  

 “He’d write it in the Bible.”  
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 I was quiet then, crushed that my parents would teach him this. 

Did they teach him this? I try to imagine my father telling his only 

son that everything about the world is written in this one book. Of 

course he wouldn’t. But I still resented my father’s religion, the way 

it crowded me with fear that I wasn’t good enough, that my desires 

were wrong, and the Lord would punish me for it. I feared that his 

religion would turn my brother against me. I could not think of 

anything else to say. In our mutual silence I felt a part of me closing.  

 The first years I dated my husband I kept this part of me closed. 

It seems so stupid and cliché to say I would not let him in; I would 

not let him close. It is a sort of love-paradigm—come here, go away. 

But love was not fearless in my former home, it was something I felt 

could easily humiliate or even destroy me. I kept him at a distance 

in the usual ways: criticism, fighting, withholding my affections. He 

stayed and when he finally realized the depth of my vulnerability, he 

was astounded. Perhaps it was an accident, or I has just grown tired, 

but somehow he discovered—much to my horror—how deeply 

wounded I was. He never said just how he’d uncovered the truth—it 

all seems silly, now. I remember the day, the hour of dusk, light 

through the yellow curtains, when he said, “You tricked me, Emily.”  

 I could tell he was serious, a rare state for him. “What. Why?” 

Perhaps we’d been dating a year or more.  

 “You made me believe that you weren’t vulnerable, that you 

were a rock.”  

 “What do you mean?” It felt like he was retelling me a story 

he’d invented.  

 “It’s terrifying to see how vulnerable you are, how weak.”  

 It hurt my feelings.  

 Later I would say, but we are all wounded, but we are all 

vulnerable. To which he replied, “I could never see it in you.”   

 I don’t know such a person. I don’t recognize her, the one he 

named. But when he left, years after discovering the vulnerable me, 

I realized that it was she, the one who wanted invincibility, that made 

him go.  
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At night in my bedroom at the end of August in Minnesota, I 

listen to the pounding of the basketball. At the pause I fill in the 

sound “swoosh.” My brother, even at sixteen, when kids are 

supposed to be filled with teenage angst, spends most of his evenings 

at home with us. When I leave at the end of August to return to my 

husband and Vermont, he’ll call us all together insisting upon a 

group hug, which includes the dog and lasts a long time.  

 My brother stands in the driveway with the dog, with my sister 

and my mother, and calls us to a group hug that feels like a huddle. 

We hold on to each other as long as Aden wants, like he’s a small 

child we need to please, but he is not. As we hold on, the dog jumps 

up. My brother grows even happier. As the youngest, he has always 

been hard pressed to have his whole family with him at the same 

time. He was five when I first left home for college in Minneapolis.  

 

Leave 

Josh tells me that whenever I leave Minnesota for Vermont, 

exchanging one life for the other, which I do every summer and 

Christmas, I mourn the lost life for a while. Today, my first day back 

in Vermont, I lie on the bed in our new home, crying. I move back 

and forth between my childhood home in Minnesota and my adult 

life in Vermont as if lingering between lives. But I can’t imagine 

another way. Minnesota eventually grows heavy. I feel too entangled 

in the life of my family—their expectations of success or definitions 

of it, which are not mine, begin to erode my philosophy of freedom 

and frugal living. Though perhaps there is a sort of regression that 

happens when I return home.  

 I lie on the bed in our new home which isn’t really our new 

home, but the master bedroom of an old mismatched house a 

friend lets us occupy while the owner is away. The upstairs is 

painted in pale blue, green and yellow colors as though expecting 

multiple babies, while the downstairs looks like mismatched relics of 

the past: the wallpaper in the kitchen a tacky orange and pea green 
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from the sixties, the blue trim of the piano room outmoded, and the 

hat and flower basket paper in the living room a comical vision of an 

unidentifiable era. But the stones collected from the lake or streams, 

laid along the edge of the bathtub and on the window sills, make me 

feel at home.  

 I tell Josh I am crying because the trees in the yard are over a 

hundred years old. Those trees, the tall ones with worlds of 

branches drowning out the sky, take so long to grow that I will never 

in my life be able to plant a tree and see it grow to an age of such 

greatness. He takes my hand as he listens. I realize that we plant 

trees for an unborn someone. 

 

The Kingdom of Aden 

 My sister Hannah and I spent months drawing “The Kingdom 

of Aden,” a colored-pencil picture, the size of a small window, of 

castles, rivers, lakes, farms, entertainment parks, trains, trails, and so 

on. Central to the piece was the character of the white stallion from 

Aden’s chapter book. A month past Aden’s ninth birthday, we kept 

at it. We both attended college in Minneapolis at the time and the 

nights we spent drawing and designing, coloring and shading, were 

given to laughter with little pressure to make serious conversation, to 

discuss our futures or our studies—the tests we had, the papers that 

needed writing. I imagine we drank wine out of Mason jars, our hair 

still streaked with summer blonde in October, our tans almost gone. 

I imagine we laughed over the different names we came up with: 

Patty’s Peak belonged to our mother while Tim’s Tunnel named 

our father.  

 We finally gave it to him in November and it seemed to please 

the entire family. They all sat around one night examining the 

names of the places; each family member had their own landmark. 

But then, Hannah recalls that the drawing hung in its red frame in 

the entryway of the house for years. When Alida’s Ojibwa teacher 

from Minneapolis came to pick her up at the house for a ricing trip 

just over the Canadian Border, Hannah felt embarrassed by it. The 
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history of American land possession and the concept of “kingdom” 

so closely related to the colonialism that righted the destruction of 

millions of Native Americans, a deeper wound then any of us were 

willing to tend. In truth, her teacher probably didn’t even notice the 

kingdom picture, or if he did, gave it little thought, as there are 

much greater problems in the world than a colored-pencil drawing. 

Yet, I still think of it, worry over my carelessness.  

 

Kingdoms 

 I imagine my own kingdom to be a series of quests for love and 

acceptance among the many battles I staged for myself—fighting my 

parents, refusing to develop a career, enrolling in the most difficult 

college courses in order to prove something to myself. I also 

sharpened a long slow river of grief, and an ocean of both sorrow 

and joy, as these two feelings seem to grow from each other in me. 

Here in my kingdom, a blue room, a room of smooth stones home 

to a poet, a farm where I live out an entire life raising sheep and 

goats, a city in a foreign language where I keep trying to gain 

citizenship. My husband is his own destination, a place that I did not 

at first discover as it took years for us to truly find each other. My 

mother is her own tall grassed meadow. My father is a complicated 

region, a place that since passing through my own struggles, has 

become again a refuge for me, though one of quietude. My brother, 

I wonder, what is he? What would he be? 

 In a way, we all love him best. I want to say because he is easy to 

love, but I don’t think that easy love is strong love or best love or 

well loved.  

 

Loved 

 For years I couldn’t remember the lines in one of Ezra Pound’s 

Cantos, a line that at twenty I was so taken with, I believed it could 

never leave me. Sometimes, in a library, I’d find his Cantos, a tomb 

unto its own strange destiny. I’d sit on the floor in the aisle flipping 
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through it, trying to find the lines--was it “well loved” or “best loved,” 
something that stays or is kept. They became the lost lines I always 

searched for. There are things such as these lines that in life we lose 

and only here and there try to recover.  

 Later in life, I realized that my brother was equally as sensitive as 

I am when I told him a joke he made was sexist and he responded 

by screaming at me. I could feel in him a similar pain…close, ever so 

close, to rage, an emotion marked by helplessness. I was quiet then. 

I know that I am a little afraid of my love for him. Afraid that he will 

quit seeing me, or that he can’t possibly love me as much as his 

other sisters because I wasn’t there and I’m still not there most of 

the time. I am afraid of losing him because in truth most love is 

limited.  

 During the time Josh and I were apart, before we married, I 

visualized him and me walking down the front steps of our old 

apartment. At the curb we both turned and walked in different 

directions, growing farther and farther apart. I went home to 

Minnesota for a few months and spent all my time sewing a quilt of 

mismatched fabric. I devoted myself to that quilt. I believed in its 

clashing beauty. I did not tire until its completion. At night I spread 

out patches on the living room floor and rearranged them with my 

mother and father looking on in surprised amusement. This was 

their daughter, the one they remembered as a child. She was not 

lost.  

 The things we search for only in moments of inspiration, I 

believe, are the things we know will eventually return to us. That we 

instinctively know what is truly lost, and what is only misplaced for 

certain unexplainable reasons, doesn’t surprise me. There is a good 

portion of me that knows I already embody my entire life. That 

everything I need is already there, waiting to be called forth.  

 I was reading a book on the craft of writing, driving in the car 

with my mother this July during our summer visit when the lost lines 

returned. Right there in the craft book, the author referenced the 

same lines:   
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 What thou lovest well remains, 

 the rest is dross. 

 

 We passed a marsh with telephone poles, the world outside the 

car folded inward as the words cast me into a decade ago. I felt the 

emotion I attached to the place in my former life—a small room 

where I lived one semester in terrible isolation—as I read the lines, a 

sentimental truth uprooted by its reference to the eternal confined 

to this small lifetime, to this small “lovest well.”  

 

Lovest Well  

 I understand something now that I didn’t ten years ago when I 

first read the Cantos, first loved Pound (first felt crushed by his 

fascism, his anti-semitism), which is that love is to be known as a 

verb, something we enact outwardly. Something we give that does 

not actually require reciprocation. An action, wordless and sound. I 

don’t know if “the rest” is waste. But I think we all, in moments of 

terror over our own extinction, understand the truth of “the rest is 

dross.” 

 Back on the dock in August, the dry heat of Minnesota—a 

treasure compared to the humidity of Vermont summers—I watch 

the dog dozing under a shade umbrella as we play the game. Aden 

says run, Mom says fast, I say lost. Aden says underwear, Mom says 

stinky, I say poop. We laugh. We laugh and laugh. Poop will always 

be funny, never will it not be funny. Not shit or feces, they aren’t 

funny, poop—that’s a big laugh. My sister Alida shows up in long-

sleeved shirt and straw hat, toting 90 block, which she starts to 

slather over her entire body. Aden says turtle, Alida says Timmy, 

Mom says tiny, I say little. Aden says turd, Alida says poop.  

 Everyone gets tired of the game, but I am committed to playing 

it whenever my brother wants.  

 With my husband, I spent the first years of our dating life 

searching for evidence of his love, coming up empty handed, 
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denying its existence. I did not know how to love him, I was fearful 

of what such a love might do to me. It would take a year without 

him to learn what thou lovest well…  

 Back in Vermont, on our enormous, rented bed with the trees 

growing well beyond the housetops, I take out my imaginary 

Kingdom of Emily map and draw a city to be named Coeur 

D’Alene, which the French translate as an insult meaning “sharp 

hearted.” The heart of an awl, which means the heart of a tool that 

pierces things—a piercing heart? A name the French fur traders gave 

the native people of what is now called northern Idaho. In a way I 

think we all need an awl for piercing our hearts. I think back to 

Minnehaha, which actually translates as “waterfall” and not 

“laughing water.” Isn’t the term laughing water much better than 

waterfall? Having marked this city with a name, I draw a line. I let it 

wrap around mountains, settle beside a river, I don’t know where it 

will go. Probably, nowhere but here.  
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