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    To my spoonies. Because it really is always an allegory for disability, isn't it?
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1. Alaska
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I had begged my Dad to wait one more week. One week and I would be eighteen. I would have had time to make a plan or adjust, but no, “My new job starts Monday,” he said. Now all I had to look forward to was months of freezing cold, fruitless job searching, and pending college applications. My plan had been to go to the community college up the road, keep living with my Dad, and move out when I transferred to a state college after I finished my associate’s degree. It seemed like a smarter way to get an education and minimize debt before I moved out.

Unfortunately, my plans weren’t exactly the priority when my dad got an “incredible opportunity” in Alaska. My dad is a geneticist. He does wildlife DNA mapping to identify extinct species and trace their origins. He had been working before as a contractor for the government, but the privatized research institute in Alaska was more discreet and much more lucrative. He hadn’t been able to share the details since the project was classified, but I could tell he was excited. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for him, but there was no small amount of bitterness undergirding my enthusiasm.

There’d have been no way I’d be able to find an apartment in one weekend, and I didn’t think any apartment I would have wanted to live in would have been comfortable renting to a seventeen year old; even if my birthday had been only a week off. The community college didn’t offer student housing, of course, and even if they did I wouldn’t have been able to move in that early. It may have been an option for a larger university. I only applied for community college, though. At the time, I didn’t really see a need for an alternative. It had been a solid plan, until it wasn’t.

My two best friends were going off to college anyway, and each of us had chosen a different path. Granted, we did plan to spend the summer together by the pool. I know that logically three months shouldn’t make that much of a difference, but in practice missing out on our last summer together as kids left a hollow feeling in my chest. Maddison had just sat on my bedroom floor crying when I told her. Olivia had tried to be more optimistic. “Think of it as a test run!” she said. “We’re all going to have to learn to still be besties long distance, so you’re just going to be the first of us to go on a new adventure.”

It was a nice sentiment, but the empty feeling remained. Both of them had spent the whole last weekend I had at my house. Even with help, packing everything up in two days had seemed impossible. They had come up with strategies for how to stay in touch and generally kept me on task so that the stress didn’t get to me. Leaving my friends early was hard enough; I had found myself thanking my lucky stars I hadn’t been dating anyone at the time. I definitely had had more than my fair share of flings, but Olivia had always said that my first love is acrylics, and nobody would ever rise to that level of importance. In fairness, she’s not wrong. 

I had mostly been upset at the hasty change of plans. I have always been one to take my time, come up with a strategy, and then adapt only when necessary. Sudden changes in my routine made me anxious, and like most teenagers, I had been pretty careful in planning the next few years of my life.

In theory, I didn’t need to go to college to be an artist. That’s why I was okay with getting all of the required courses out of the way at a community college. What I really wanted from college was community, feedback, and a network. I didn’t know how many painters were in Anchorage, but the internet was vast and brutally honest, so it was worth it to be flexible.

The good news is, the countryside is beautiful. Alaska is basically the polar opposite of Arizona. I knew it was going to take a while to adjust from buttery yellow landscapes, hot dry air, and long sunny days to early sunsets, temperatures that don’t reach the eighties, and stark white mountain caps in the distance. We moved to Anchorage in May. Stepping out of the airport was a shock to my nervous system. It was fifty degrees, and people were walking around in t-shirts making comments about how it was “finally warming up,” like my teeth weren’t chattering. I very promptly decided that I was not made for the cold, nor the humidity. My hair seemed to agree based on the frizz. 

Admittedly, I wanted to wallow when I got here. After the long flight, the abrupt uprooting of my life, and the breakneck speed at which we had to pack, I just wanted to lay in bed and grieve. There was no time for anxiety or heartbreak to set in when we were furiously setting plans in motion, but reality quickly caught up in the backseat of a rental car driving to our new home. 

Imagine my surprise then when my dad, very nonchalantly, said we were invited to attend a dinner that evening with his new boss.

“But we just got here. Can’t we just take a little time to settle in?”

His eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “Sorry, darlin’, it’s the home stretch I promise, but I need to make a good impression, and I would really appreciate your support.”

Well, how could I say no when he put it like that? I will admit to being petty enough to roll my eyes, but I would still put on my Sunday best to support my dad. He wasn’t trying to ruin my life. Far from it. He wanted to make a good enough living to send me to an actual art school. He wanted me to be able to be a passionate artist, not a starving one. This job opportunity would allow him to do that and stay true to his passions too. 

Dad’s been working in animal conservation since before I was born, and he technically didn’t even apply for this job. When a new position opened up at this research lab, my mom’s old colleague recommended him. He was hired in one phone call—which he didn’t even know was an interview—based on his “passion, accomplishments, and years of dedication to your field of study; you’re exactly what this company needs, John.” His excitement made leaving my life in Arizona easier to accept. 

By the time we got to the new house, I had precious little time to make myself presentable. A shower was mandatory, and I wasn’t sure which suitcase even had my slacks. I wanted to help make a good impression, but damn, why did anyone think it was a good idea to schedule a dinner two hours after a six-hour plane ride? God only knows what bag my hair dryer was thrown in. This was a nightmare.

An hour later I walked downstairs to a very anxious-looking father. His pacing ceased as he noticed me. “Oh good! You’re ready. I didn’t want to rush you, but I was worried we’d be late if I waited much longer.” 

“Sorry, I wish I’d been a little more organized when I packed. My hair dryer ended up being in the last suitcase I looked in, and I had to settle for a skirt because my slacks are basically one giant wrinkle.” I blew a strand of hair out of my face as he laughed, and we were out the door and on our way. 

* * *
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MY DAD’S NEW BOSS WAS obviously a well-to-do fellow. Mark was tall, wiry, and wrapped in a cozy-looking, green knit sweater. He seemed genuinely happy to see us and greeted us at the door with a warm smile. “John, so glad you could make it, and this must be your daughter, Sophia. It’s wonderful to meet you both in person,” he said, then continued. “Dinner is almost ready. Unfortunately, my partner had to work late and won’t be joining us, but my son should be down any minute.” Mark looked at me again. “He’s about your age, so hopefully he can show you around and keep you entertained while your dad and I talk shop. Please, make yourselves comfortable.” While Mark was welcoming us, a figure had emerged at the bottom of the stairs and began walking towards us, stopping just behind Mark’s shoulder. When Mark turned to invite us in, he noticed him for the first time. “Ah, Matthew, there you are,” Mark said.

As he stepped fully into view, I looked up into bright green eyes and curls that were such a deep brown they were almost black. Matthew was not as tall as his father, but his build was strikingly similar. Were Mark not going grey at the temples and sporting a different hairstyle, they’d look like carbon copies. 

As we walked through the house to the dining room, I started noticing the features of their home. I was vaguely aware that the CEO of a research company would be a wealthy man, but you’d have had to pay attention to see that wealth displayed in his house. There was a painting that was a little too nice, the dishes had a certain weight to them, and everything was meticulously clean, but other than that the house was average sized, homey, and inviting. Coupled with how friendly the father-son pair seemed to be, it would be easy to forget they were flush. 

The dinner was relatively simple as well. Matthew scooped some salad into bowls while Mark took an alfredo pasta bake out of the oven, and we all sat down as if my father and I were part of the family. My dad seemed to finally relax as he and Mark launched into discussion of the new job responsibilities, the particulars of the research that they’d be doing, and my dad’s part in the Moose Conservation and Inquiry project. I, however, was quickly distracted by the plate of chocolate chip cookies in the center of the table. 

Matthew seemed to notice and swiped one onto each of our plates. “So, what is Arizona like?” he asked.

“Definitely warmer than Alaska,” I said, wasting no time munching on my cookie. That got a chuckle out of him.

“Yeah, that’s for sure,” he agreed. “My dad said you’re a painter. What kind of stuff do you paint?”

“Mostly landscapes. I’m going to have to learn a whole new color palette if I want to paint what I see rather than from memory,” I replied.

“I was hoping you might say that,” he said enthusiastically. “This would be awkward if you did portraits or something.” He continued. “I went out to Flattop on a hike the other day and came across a really pretty section of terrain. I can show you one of these days once you get settled in. If you’d like?” He was beaming, and, honestly, I was itching to pull out my paints after the last few days of turmoil. 

“Sure, why not,” I replied. “I’m no stranger to hiking.” I thought about it for a second and considered my wardrobe. “Though the weather may prove a challenge. I might have to go shopping first.” 

I had brought my winter clothes during the move. Arizona does get cold on occasion, but I usually didn’t hike in the winter and stayed inside as much as possible. It would be nice to get a sturdier pair of pants and a warmer sweater before I went traipsing on the Alaskan trails. I definitely did not want to wear my puffer jacket while everyone else was wearing cargo shorts. 

The rest of dinner was pleasant, with a few comments from Mark thrown my way here and there. I answered politely, but often tried to steer the topic away from my life in Arizona. I hadn’t had time to rest yet, much less process what had happened, but I could talk about my artwork in progress, the type of materials I used, or my personal favorites and recommendations. Any questions about the future that could not be avoided were met with some combination of, “Oh, I hadn’t thought that far yet,” or “I’m putting those kinds of decisions on the back burner until I get used to my new surroundings.”

I was grateful we didn’t stay long past the meal. I still hadn’t unpacked, and I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed immediately upon getting home, even if it wasn’t my old, comfortable, familiar bed. Thankfully, my dad had also been worn out by the travel and conversation, so I was unlikely to get much pushback there. 

It took about a week for me to get used to the new house. I could tell my dad was worried I was going to become a complete shut-in. He kept asking if I’d like to go with him to one place or another in town, or do something fun for my birthday, but I consistently declined. I wanted to focus on finishing my last piece from Arizona: a long stretch of pure desert. 

It seems like a landscape should be easier to paint if it’s just sand and sky with little to no features, but this assumption is incorrect. For me, it has always been more difficult to paint barren landscapes. If there’s nothing to draw the eye, like a tree or a stream, then the entire landscape must be consistent and perfect. Any blemish stands out when there’s no focal point. I thought I was almost done before we moved, but here I was, a month later, still making minor adjustments and obviously missing something. 

Maybe my dad was right. Maybe I just needed to take a break and look at the piece with fresh eyes. We had sold the car before moving and planned to get an SUV once we got here instead. Our little sedan might not have survived the trip, and Dad would need a decent amount of trunk space for his equipment with his new position. Until we got the new car, we were stuck with the rental. I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of driving a different car in a new place with even higher financial repercussions if I made a mistake, so I set
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