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NOTES ON THE TEXT 
 
 
Very much like its partner publication, Transitions—a collection of essays 
from students in ENGL401—the editorial team behind this collection is 
small and humble. Being that this is the first of (we hope) many editions 
of 501: A Collection, we believe it would be helpful to briefly explain the 
selection process and categorization ideology behind this initial volume.  
 
We received just under a hundred essays during the submission period, 
and from that pool, have chosen to publish twenty-one. Because this is 
the first run, we asked 501 instructors to contact students they taught 
within the last year, both as a general call for submissions and requests 
to specific students whose work sticks in our memories. The resulting 
scope you will find here represents the past three semesters of work 
(Spring 2009-Spring 2010).  
 
For structural purposes, we divided the book into four of the broader, 
most popular forms of creative nonfiction: shorts, memoir, profile essays, 
and place/travel essays. Many students submitted to more than one 
category, and for purposes of tonal diversity, we decided against 
accepting more than one piece from any one author. After the committee 
made their top choices, we arranged the final essays to represent as 
many voices, topics, and purposes as we had available. 
 
As to the formal delineations, we realize that some of the profiles could 
be seen as memoir, and some travel essays focus on a central character 
or two. But this is nothing new in the often arbitrary world of assigning 
genres, forms, and categories. Rather than shy away from these 
ambiguities, we embrace the tensions in hopes that it will spark 
discussion in future sections of 501.     
 
So, instead of attempting to give a sweeping definition of each of these 
forms, here are some thoughts that guided the categorization process of 
this specific volume: 
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viii     Notes on the Text 

The “shorts” (often referred to as “flash nonfiction”) that begin this 
collection are probably the easiest to pin down based solely on their 
brevity. Many of them could be seen as mini-memoirs as they seek to 
define an element of humanity within a unique experience. Some are 
microcosmic in their focus on an element of a bigger narrative, while 
others use moments as a springboard into deeper, existential territory. 
Some are experiments in tone and description with very little explicit I-
based exploration, their power resting in the moods and senses they 
evoke. 
 
Our “memoir” section is perhaps the weightiest in terms of themes and 
ideas, yet simultaneously quite diverse in the handling of the subject 
matter. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the theme of relationship comes up 
again and again here—familial, romantic, platonic, and ideological. But in 
their vocal range, these works are hardly comparable, from the lyrical 
and fractured to a more direct, but complicated parsing. Where one 
turns to research in an attempt to understand, others use bald and 
provocative reflection. Binding each piece together is the bold use of the 
self as a lens to view a bigger, often troubling world. 
 
In the “profile” section, we find essays that are traditionally the most 
challenging for the 501 student to write. This difficulty stems mainly from 
the process through which a strong profile or portrait essay is written—
intensive, varied kinds of research that push the author outside the 
library and into analytical conversations with strangers and loved ones. 
Due to the fact that these authors are college students with densely 
packed schedules, the struggle to fully immerse oneself in another 
person’s everyday life is not an easy one. Oftentimes, as we see here, 
this leads the student to turn to people that have passed through their 
own life, but perhaps previously unexamined. The profile essay then 
becomes a way to understand how a daughter makes sense of a father’s 
troubled past, or how the kindness of a stranger can be insane and 
inspiring all at once. The idea is to try to break solipsism, get outside 
one’s own head and reveal the extraordinary within the people we pass 
everyday. 
 
The “place/travel” essays combine the elements explored thus far—the 
significance of moments, the use of self as a means of exploration, and 
the ability to deeply research another perspective—with the idea that 
specific aspects of our global culture can be gleaned through widening 
our view of the world. This kind of essay has many names—location, 

 



A THOUSAND TINY BREATHS 
 

Kayla O’Meara 

 
 

As we padded along the dirt road, kicking rocks out of step 
and listening to the rhythm of change dancing in my pockets, the 
mid-march sun scattered its gentle warmth through the trees. For 
the first time in months, the mellow gold spilled across the dreary 
New Hampshire backwoods, melting away the patches of ashen 
snow and illuminating the tiny green leaves sprouting all around 
us. I unzipped my jacket and tied it around my waist, then 
checked my phone for any missed calls. We had skipped fourth 
period, ditching class to plunge into the icy cascades of one of the 
many swimming holes that dot Cheshire County.  I lagged behind 
as we ducked under the hard yellow gate at the end of the road 
and headed towards an abandoned railroad bridge. Its rusted 
trestles and old wooden planks were visible through the birches 
and elms. The roar of the river overtook us as the bellowing waters 
swallowed whole the noises of the shallow woods. Two pairs of 
Birkenstocks slipped and slapped their way across the bridge, 
although barely audible, each step pulling us closer and closer to 
the other side. I tossed a rock into the swollen, angry waters 
gushing forth; its ripples never spread, the rock made no sound.   

We stood parallel to the rushing river, so close, three feet 
below. A handful of pebbles dropped in my stomach. I pulled my 
eyes from the endless flow, though my heart in my chest sunk fast 
into the depth, the thud of its rapid beats deadened by the constant 
roar.  

Hannah turned to face me for the first time. Two cigarettes 
deep, the liquid nicotine in her blood had calmed her nerves. She 
stripped down to her white cross-country t-shirt and red gym 
shorts and strode towards the river’s edge.  I kicked off my 
Birkenstocks, yanked off my sweatpants and carefully inched 
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2     Shorts 

towards the water, strategically placing myself between Hannah 
and the infinite downriver. Then she jumped. She was under for 
not even a second, not even a split-second before her head shot to 
the surface and her hands grasped tight to the rocky bank. Her 
face was blank, wiped clean of all emotion and expression by the 
brutal chilling cold. Instantly, I scrambled to tug her body back 
into the warmth snagging at her slippery arms until she was safe 
on the bank where she sat silently. I only heard the gasp of a 
hundred tiny breaths.  

And then, the river’s roar.  
She grinned at me, her t-shirt clinging to her shaking body, 

her hair was not even wet. My turn now. I glanced at the river, 
which seemed defiant, then back to Hannah. I chewed on my lip 
momentarily, then shifted my weight back and forth and back and 
forth, as if the swaying would lull me into a sense of security.  

I opened my mouth, then closed it.  
A fistful of rocks hit the pit of my stomach.  A single cloud 

moved against the sun and the ominous shade cast a shadow over 
the grey torrents tearing violently past us.  

I hardly registered Hannah’s voice. My head was swimming, 
drowning in a flood of thoughts; my mother’s face,  calculus 
derivations, the towel in the car, a little black cat, the rust on my 
hands, and then, then the tumbling eternal grey. 

My body left the bank long before my mind. I plunged into 
the depths and then there was nothing. Baptized in the icy waters, 
I was cleansed of thought, of all feeling, of all purpose. Legs, arms, 
fingers, toes, lungs, and heart all stopped. I figure I must have 
died. I must have died the instant before I was reborn. As I 
shattered free from frigid dark the incredible curglaffian high 
shocked me back to reality. I tore at the rocky bank, every muscle 
fighting frantically against the terrifying drag of the river’s current. 
The cold pressed my lungs deep into my chest forcing out breath 
after breath until no more remained. I numbly struggled to escape 
from the angry, infinite flow but without any success. My mind 
went blank while the flood swallowed me whole. I let myself sink 
into the downriver. It was silent in the depths.  As my vision 
closed in, two fingers wedged themselves in the slippery rock.  
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Suddenly a tremendous jerk ripped my torso from the water as 
Hannah caught a hold of my t-shirt and hauled me onto the bank.  
A thousand tiny breaths. 

We slipped and slapped in silence back across the rusted 
trestle bridge, dripping grey spheres on the virgin wood. I let my 
eyes watch the tumbling waters beneath us, its softened bellow at 
my back while I listened to the spring sounds of the shallow 
woods. And the rhythm of three quarters and a nickel danced 
wildly in my pocket. So alive, impossibly alive.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 




