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The Goddess and the Boat Shoes 

 

I. 

 

The boy said that he loved her, but she was wearing earmuffs. How can you know you truly 

love someone, if you haven’t seen her ears? 

It started in a parking lot, adjacent to The Prentiss School for Girls, where the old clay tennis 

courts used to be. Hattie Hemmings, who wore a knit hat shaped like a zebra, was accidental witness 

to a proposal. 

There she was, minding her own business on one of those January afternoons, where the 

wind blanches the landscape and stings your lungs if it’s in them for too long. Hattie had a long day. 

There had been no more brownies by the time Hattie got to lunch. She had just wanted to get in the 

car, pick up her brother from basketball practice, and go home. As she fished her keys from her kilt 

pocket, she heard the squeal. 

“Oh, my god, of course!”  

Now, there was nothing objectively wrong with squealing at a proposal. In fact, it is a natural 

reaction, like turning up your nose at the smell of rotted fish. But it was the manner in which this 

“Oh, my god, of course!” was expelled, too loud to be unintentional, with boastful projection the 

finest theater student would envy. Hattie didn’t even need to hear what the boy said, because the 

“Oh, my god, of course!” translated to “Oh, my god, everyone in a thirty-foot radius, look how lucky 

I am to have such a wonderful boyfriend to invite me to Winter Formal! Come, please, envy me!” 

Or, at least, that’s how Hattie heard it. 

 The speaker, Jenny Rhodes, was not an obnoxious person really. And it was not as if her 

boyfriend was the only thing she would talk about, either. Jenny was passionate about the 

environment and public policy and Zac Efron in High School Musical 3: Senior Year. But the minute 

she was with William, her William, she was all of a sudden loud and boastful and touchy, and yes, 

William was cute, as Hattie had heard most Newton Anderson boys were, but he was not 

everything. He wore baseball hats backwards and owned three Hawaiian shirts.  

Hattie liked to listen to seventies soft rock when she drove, because there was nothing as 

relaxing, in her opinion, as the Electric Light Orchestra crooning over keyboards as she wound 

through the hills out into the countryside. That, and her brother hated seventies music, and she liked 
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to embarrass him. Besides, if she had to drive the twenty minutes out to Newton Anderson just for 

him, she was going to listen to whatever radio station she pleased.  

Hattie got in the car. She felt sick. Maybe it was because she hadn’t had any chocolate that day. She 

twisted the keys in the ignition and reversed as Jenny threw herself into William’s arms. 

 Hattie’s brother was a freshman at Newton Anderson, the all boys’ school, and he was 

taking the opportunity to become more obnoxious than Hattie thought possible. In the space of 

four months of school, he had gone from a mildly annoying but generally agreeable kid to a person 

so simultaneously pretentious and brutish that Hattie didn’t want to be near him, much less bound 

by blood. He manifested the Newton Anderson stereotype.  

Hattie knew that stereotypes were rude (as was this stoplight taking so long to turn green), 

but there was some truth to this one, at least, from what she had seen. She could pull specific points 

of evidence for her case, the first being that after less than a week at Newton Anderson, he 

demanded ridiculously preppy clothing: seersucker pants, ties printed with dopey little fish and palm 

trees and golf clubs, and boat shoes.  

“We do not own a boat,” said Hattie.  

“Shut up,” he said, and “Dad, I need them,” and her dad, who himself had been on the 

juggling team in high school, conceded. The day the parcels came, her brother nearly jumped the 

mailman, but then he was cool, cool, emotionless, bro. He wore his new threads with disdain, shirt 

tails undone and shoelaces floundering, but Hattie saw him press the branded tissue paper neatly 

back into the boat shoe box. He hung up the new button down. He usually never hung up his shirts. 

But, of course, he thought Hattie never saw any of this. He was too cool.  

Hattie pulled up to the curb of the parking lot at the top of the school’s pompous, winding 

driveway, and shifted into park.  

Hattie watched as boys left the main brick building, shirt buttons undone and ties slung 

around shoulders. They were cute, some of them, but Hattie knew from their Jeep Wranglers and 

polos that she could never like them. Hattie knew Newton Anderson boys were often wealthy—

some girls at Prentiss were, too, but her classmates were not so conspicuous as these boys. If she 

were to draw the scene before her, she’d have to get out a fine point pen to write in all the little 

labels on their branded belongings. Without them, the scene would be unrecognizable.  

The basketball team had the dignity to appear after twenty minutes. They spoke exclusively 

in single syllables, grunts, and the word “bro,” which, in Hattie’s experience, had appeared so 
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consistently as a statement-ender that she determined it was the period of boy-language in the NA 

microcosm. She watched as her brother mimicked them.  

“Later, bro.” 

“Yeah, bro.” 

  He clambered into the car, stinky and ravenous. She offered the granola bar in the glove 

compartment. 

 “This radio station is trash, bro.” He slammed his crummy fingers into the console, and 

chose an abrasive rap station. 

 “That’s sis to you,” said Hattie, slapping his hand back. “Don’t insult the Electric Light 

Orchestra.” 

 “Unghhhh,” he groaned. “Whatever, bro.” 

 Her brother slumped back into the passenger seat. And it was then that Hattie saw the boy. 

 

II.  

 

 “Listen, I am not kidding, he was the most beautiful person I have seen in my entire life,” 

she dished to Emma in the bathroom at school. 

Emma, her best friend, was peeing. “That’s a hyperbole.” (The pair had just left English 

class, but it lingered).  

“Is not. I said I was not kidding.” 

“Moving on?” 

“Yes,” Hattie hopped onto the counter by the sink. “So, there I was, about to put the car in 

reverse, when I see this boy—oh, my gosh, Emma, I was so surprised! Like, he was neither an 

anthropomorphic meatball nor dressed like Connecticut sounds!” 

“Oh, the high standards of Prentiss women,” declared Emma, stepping out from the stall 

like a queen. Hattie turned on the faucet. 

“But, anyway, really, he was so beautiful. That is all.” 

“What’s his name?” Emma asked. 

“I don’t know?” 

“What’s his nose like?” 

“I only saw him for half a second, and then a kid in an Audi nearly backed into me—” 

“You mean, you backed into an Audi.” 
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“Details.” Hattie handed her a paper towel. 

“Do you like him?” 

“What? No, I saw him for like two seconds. I just found him surprising for an NA boy, 

that’s all.” 

“But what does he look like, Hattie? These are important details!” Emma pushed open the 

door to the bathroom. She was in full Inquisitorial mode, her Iberian heritage shining through. 

“I don’t know!” Hattie followed her out, and they turned towards the dining hall. “He had 

brown hair, like just long enough to curl up over the edges of a baseball cap, you know, and he was 

wearing a fleece jacket.” 

Emma picked up a plate from the hot food line, and held one up to Hattie. “Mac and cheese 

and Brussels sprouts?” 

“Yes, please.” Hattie grabbed the forks.  

“So, you like a boy,” Emma prompted. 

“I didn’t say that.” Hattie chose a table. Don’t forget to buy Winter Dance tickets! preened a pink 

poster on the wall.  

“Ok, so you don’t like him,” Emma continued. “But he’s the most beautiful boy—” 

“Person,” said through a mouthful of Brussels sprouts. 

“The most beautiful boy you’ve ever seen, and you don’t remember what he looks like, at 

that.” 

“Yes.” 

“And you do not like him.” 

“Yes.” 

“What was the point of this, Hat?” Emma twirled her black hair up into a bun, a sign, in 

Hattie’s eyes, that she was really invested. 

Hattie put down her fork. “I don’t know, I thought it was an interesting observation! Can I 

not appreciate that someone does not wear boat shoes?” 

“Hattie, I wear boat shoes,” said Emma. 

“Well you own a boat.” 

“Yeah, but I don’t wear these on them,” said Emma. “I wear, like, flip flops, or water 

shoes.” 

 “Whatever,” Hattie grumped. “The point was I saw a pretty boy, and that is all.” She shoved 

macaroni into her mouth. 
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“You’re insufferable. Anyway,” said Emma between bites. “Did you hear? William asked 

Jenny to Newton Anderson formal yesterday!” 

Hattie ate more macaroni. 

 

III. 

 

 The next day it was fifty degrees out because this is Ohio. Emma was lounging outside the 

school by the flagpole, her sweater tied around her waist and bare arms to the sun (an attempt to 

mitigate their translucency, she said. Hattie did not see the problem, as she was the one whose veins 

showed blue through the skin of her wrists. Not that she minded). She sat next to Emma anyway 

and worked on her math problem set.  

Yesterday’s snow had sunk into the cracks in the sidewalk. Hattie’s mind tangled with 

drawing snow, as it always did when encountering its whiteness. It arrived at white colored pencil, as 

usual. But how to draw a face you’ve barely seen? That’s a trick. How could she draw the eyes and 

mouth and nose of her dreams if she didn’t know what they looked like, didn’t know when to see 

them again. It wasn’t like the snow, where she just had to choose a medium. Here, she didn’t even 

have a line. 

 “Hattie, what are you doing after school?”  

 “Picking up my brother.” 

 Emma kept her eyes closed. “I know, but after that.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Milkshakes?” 

 “Are we freshmen?” 

 “Freshwomen, maybe.” 

 Hattie put down her pencil. “I’m tempted.” 

 Emma sat up. “So you’ll go?” 

 “No,” Hattie sighed. “I have to go get my brother.” 

 “Look at you, such a good sister,” Emma cooed. 

 “It is the duty of my life,” Hattie put a hand to her heart. 

 And it was. Hattie thought about this often—in just a year, she would be whisked off into 

the grown-up college world where there were no plaid kilts or kid brothers. Hattie felt a duty to be 

present in her brother’s life, no matter how unwelcome her uncool presence was in it, so he would 
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have tolerable, if not fond, memories of her once she’d left for college. She wanted him to know 

that she cared for him, yes, though she often wished he were not related to her. And it was in this 

selfless act of good sisterhood that she sped down the country road out to Newton Anderson that 

Wednesday, and in good sisterhood that she parked the car, and in good sisterhood that she resolved 

to sit in a slightly musty gym for two hours, and watch his basketball game. 

 Hattie brought her sketchbook to draw the sparse crowd of aggressive mothers and indolent 

teens. Basketball bored her, but she knew enough to be able to clap when the right team scored 

points. At halftime, she went to concessions to buy herself Skittles. 

 “Hi…could I have…” Hattie paused. “Oh,” she whispered. The boy behind the counter, it 

couldn’t be. 

 “Yeah?”  

 “Skittles, please, the Skittles.” Hattie tried to memorize every feature of his face at once. 

None of the features struck her as particularly significant. Bland pieces coalesced into a radiant 

whole. 

 “Two dollars.” Her fingers itched and prepared for lines, her sepia pencil was perfect for his 

hair.  

 “Here.”  

The boy slid the Skittles across the counter. 

 “Thanks.” The curve and the bulb of the nose, arch of the eyes. 

 “Anytime.” 

 Hattie walked away as casually as she self-consciously could, out of the gymnasium and 

across the parking lot to her car. She slumped in the passenger seat with a long, low, quavering 

moan.  

“Oh, my god,” she cried. “What sort of idiot are you?” She popped open the mirror in the 

passenger visor.  

“Look,” she ordered her reflection. “You are smart, you are clever, you are a strong, 

independent woman who feasts on the hearts of men—” but the curl of his hair misted up in her 

mind and for the love of all the women before her, her insides had melted to goo. How didn’t he 

know this?  

“Agh!” she shrieked, and pulled out her phone, and “Oh, Emma, please, help me!” 

 “What! What’s wrong?”  

 “I think I do like a boy!” 
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 “Oh, no, my poor dear!” Emma’s voice was saccharine. Hattie sobered in an instant. 

 “Don’t say I told you so.” 

 “I didn’t!” Emma coughed, but maybe it was a laugh. “Talk to me.” 

 “I’m at my brother’s basketball game, right,” Hattie’s heart was pounding. How strange to 

say this aloud! “And I go to buy Skittles, because why not, right?” 

 “Right.” 

 “And I’m like, ‘Hi, could I have the Skittles,’ and then I realize,” her voice dropped to a 

harsh whisper, “it was the boy! The Boy the boy! Trademark-able! And then I freak out, but, like, calmly, 

but I pay for the Skittles, and I ran to the car and called you and that’s it.” 

 Emma paused, and then, “Just talk to him.” 

 “What? No!”  

 “No, listen, listen! Just go up there, and buy something, and then compliment him, or ask if 

he goes to school here, or something like that—” 

 “But I already bought something, like two minutes ago!” 

 “Then wait a quarter! You know you don’t care what he thinks of your candy habits.” 

 “I know, but—” Hattie paused. She checked her reflection in the mirror. All she could see 

was her own wide eyes. 

 “Emma, if this is what it’s like to like people, I don’t like it.” 

 “I know, hun.” 

 “Euhhh,” Hattie whined. 

 “Henrietta Hemmings, you can do it. You are strong, you are independent, you are a Prentiss 

girl.” 

 “Yes I am!” Hattie glared at herself in the mirror. 

 “There’s nothing to be scared of, he’s just a stupid boy.” 

 “He’s just a stupid boy,” Hattie repeated. 

 “Boys are dumb.” 

 “The dumbest.” 

 “So dumb.” 

 “So dumb!” Hattie slapped the mirror up into the visor. 

 “Love you, lady,” Emma chirped. “Go get him.” 

Hattie opened the car door with purpose. Emma was right. Why should she be afraid? He 

was just a stupid boy. And what was the worst he could say, what? or huh? or Je ne parle pas anglais, but 
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even then it wouldn’t be so terrible, because Hattie was in AP French. And would Athena be afraid? 

Or Artemis? No! They would just talk to him, even if they were bad examples, since both were 

virgin goddesses and likely feasted on the weak hearts of men as she used to, Hattie mused, but all 

the same: the drift. Maybe she was edging on seventeen and had never been on a date or asked a boy 

out, except freshman year winter formal, but that didn’t count. Today the old narrative was scrubbed 

out. This was the moment, the redefinition of Hattie Hemmings, ingénue, femme fatale! 

And so Hattie strode with the power of a thousand goddesses across the gymnasium and 

past the concessions and to the boy—and then she marched into the stands and sat down. 

 

IV. 

 

I couldn’t do it, she texted Emma that evening. 

Her phone pinged in reply. Why not?  

It was a truth simple and immutable: 

The boy wore boat shoes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


