
Event Title: “Research & Reckoning: How Nonfiction Research 
Allows Us to Reckon with the Past”  
 
Event Description: In an interview, Melissa Febos writes, “The page 
has always been a place of reckoning for me.” In this panel, five 
writers—all from different backgrounds—will discuss how research in 
nonfiction has allowed us to reckon with the past. We will explore how 
different forms of research—from interviews, to old letters, to library 
archives, to photographs, to literary theory—led us to the centers of our 
own stories and took us deeper into larger conversations about race, 
disability, and sexuality. 
 
Event Category: Nonfiction Craft & Criticism 
 
Event Organizer & Moderator:  
Nikki Lyssy: Nikki Lyssy is an MFA candidate at the University of South 
Florida, where she studies creative nonfiction. She is working on a 
memoir about her experiences as a person who is blind and teaches 
composition and creative writing courses. Her work can be found in 
Hobart, Sweet, and Essay Daily. 
 
Event Participants: 
LaTanya McQueen: LaTanya McQueen is the author of the essay 
collection AND IT BEGINS LIKE THIS and the novel WHEN THE 
RECKONING COMES. She is an Assistant Professor at Coe College.  
 
Minda Honey: Minda Honey is a Louisville, KY based writer. Her debut 
collection of essays, An Anthology of Assholes (Little A), is forthcoming 
summer 2023. In the meantime, find her work at ESPN’s The 
Undefeated, Longreads, Catapult, Salon, and elsewhere. 
 
Natalie Lima: Natalie Lima is a Cuban-Puerto Rican writer, and an MFA 
candidate in creative nonfiction at the University of Arizona. Her essays 
and fiction have been published or are forthcoming in Longreads, 



Guernica, Brevity, The Offing, Catapult and elsewhere. Find her on 
Twitter at @natalielime09.  
 
Julia Koets: Julia Koets is the author of The Rib Joint: A Memoir in 
Essays, PINE, and Hold Like Owls. Her work has been published in 
Creative Nonfiction, Indiana Review, The Los Angeles Review, The 
Journal, and others. She teaches creative writing at the University of 
South Florida in Tampa. 
 
Opening Remarks: 
Nikki Lyssy: Welcome to our panel! I am so glad to be here with all of 
you.  
-Talk about how the panel was gathered and how the writers were 
chosen  
-Provide context for what the panel is about and what will be discussed. -
-Each panelist introduces themselves briefly. 
 
Participant Introductions: 
 
Minda Honey: My debut collection of essays, An Anthology of Assholes, is 
forthcoming summer 2023. You can find my work at ESPN’s The 
Undefeated, Longreads, Catapult, Salon, and elsewhere. 
 
Julia Koets: Hi, I’m Julia Koets. I write both nonfiction and poetry and 
I’m an assistant professor at the University of South Florida. 
 
Natalie Lima: My name is Natalie Lima and I’m a writer living in Tucson, 
AZ. I’m currently working on a coming-of-age memoir.  
 
LaTanya McQueen: I’m LaTanya McQueen, a fiction and nonfiction 
writer. I’ve written two books: an essay collection, And It Begins Like 
This, and a novel, When the Reckoning Comes, and am currently an 
Assistant Professor of English-Creative Writing and African American 
Studies at Coe College in Iowa 
 



Moderator Questions: 
 

1. In an interview, Melissa Febos writes, “The page has always 
been a place of reckoning for me.” What does “reckoning” or 
“reckon” mean for all of you in relationship to writing 
nonfiction? 

 
Minda Honey: Tressie McMillan Cottom is filling in on Ezra Klein’s 
podcast and was in conversation with Kiese Laymon, who discussed how 
we must be willing to interrogate ourselves in the same ways we ask of 
others. For me that is reckoning. 
 
Julia Koets: One definition of “reckoning” in the Oxford English 
Dictionary, is: “The act of giving an account of something.” Another 
definition mentions providing a record of something. I often write about 
silences and stories that have gone untold in relationship to queer 
identity, so an essay or a book becomes a record of things that have often 
been kept secret. Another interesting definition of “reckoning” is the 
nautical one: “An estimate of a ship's position calculated from the log, 
the course steered, observation of the sun, etc.” For me, writing 
nonfiction can be a way of locating myself or orienting myself, of using 
research and various narrative threads to come to a deeper 
understanding of some aspect of my lived experience.  
 
Natalie Lima: Having to content with your life. For me, reckoning is 
meeting life’s difficulties on the page, having to look at all the hard parts 
of it.  
 
LaTanya McQueen: For me and my work, it’s often grappling with history 
and its effects on the present, but also her answer suggests a kind of 
personal reckoning too, and I do think nonfiction can be a site of 
exploration for that—whether coming to terms with your own 
history/past, but it can also be about reckoning with your own feelings 
about whatever it is you’re writing about, your relationship to other 
people, and your understanding with yourself. 



 
Nikki Lyssy: I talk here about the way that the writing I have done about 
my blindness has been opened up by research, particularly after Julia’s 
craft class. 
 

2. Can each of you talk about a specific nonfiction writing project 
of yours and how research helped lead you to an important part 
of your own story and/or allowed you to reckon with something 
in your work?  

 
Minda Honey:  I revisited the high school notebooks I used to write in with 
my best friend and it revealed some things about what kind of girlfriend I 
was to and interest I had in dating my high school sweetheart and that 
really changed how I shaped the narratives in my essay collection. 
 
Julia Koets: I recently wrote an essay, which I started because I came 
across an interesting article about an archeological scientist’s research. 
Dr. Anita Radini studies dental tartar, and while looking at the teeth of a 
woman whose remains were found in an unmarked cemetery behind the 
ruins of women’s abbey in Germany. She lived around 1100AD. When 
Dr. Radini was looking at this nun’s teeth under a microscope, she found 
large amounts of lapis lazuli, a rare and expensive stone medieval book 
scribes and manuscript illuminators ground to powder and used for only 
the most significant texts and subjects, including the Virgin Mary’s blue 
robes. So, in reading this article, I became really interested in how this 
woman’s body held this evidence of her life, when many historians have 
argued that women would not have been allowed to record religious 
texts. By putting this research alongside personal narrative, I was able to 
ask questions about how my own writing and art have been evidence of 
queer relationships that I couldn’t speak about for many years. The 
research led me to explore what happens to our losses when they go 
unrecorded, when they go unspoken and unseen. 
 
Natalie Lima: I’m currently working on a dark-humor memoir-in-essays 
about navigating the awkward parts of coming of age and then 



struggling through adulthood. Though this is all memoir, I have to 
research family histories to and cultural moments. For example, I write 
about my teens in the early 2000s, and I have to look into different 
technologies we used back then. 
 
 
LaTanya McQueen: Talk about story of Leanna Brown (during my PhD; 
Bedford Brown US. Senator 1829-1840). Wanted to understand her life 
as a black woman who was a slave at a large plantation.  
Visited plantations in the South to try to get a sense, but they tell a 
particular type of story that doesn’t center on slavery. It made me think 
about how we tell, really ignore or revise, America’s history, and I 
wanted to write about that, and I have—both in an essay for my 
collection, but then revisited later again in my novel. 
 
Nikki Lyssy: Here, I discuss my essay “The Shoreline” and the ways that 
researching certain parts of blindness and special orientation allowed me 
to come to a deeper understanding of what I was trying to do with this 
piece. 
 

3. While research helps us make sense of our personal stories, how, 
too, has research taken you deeper into larger conversations 
about race, disability, and/or sexuality? 

 
Minda Honey: I wrote an essay about the fluidity of sexuality and received 
some push back from a trans writer, that showed me I had not done 
enough research before releasing my essay into the world. 
 
Julia Koets: I’m currently working on an essay about disenfranchised grief, 
and I hadn’t heard of this term until I started researching for a different 
essay I was working on. Disenfranchised grief, also known as hidden 
grief or sorry, is a grief that is not publicly acknowledged and/or 
accepted. So, one of the things that falls under the category of 
disenfranchised grief is when LGBTQ folks who aren’t out or don’t feel 
safe to grieve the loss of a partner or a relationship. The research I’ve 



done and am still doing about disenfranchised grief has both led me to 
question aspects of my own individual experience, but it’s also led me to 
a larger conversation about experiences of loss and grief in the LGBTQ 
community.  
 
Natalie Lima: When it comes to race, we were certainly talking about race 
differently when I was young. Inclusivity and access for marginalized 
folks wasn’t prioritized like it is now. Sex and sexuality has also evolved 
since I was young. For example, I am writing about abortion and in the 
early 2000s, when I was a teenager, it was a different time. And we 
weren’t having the conversations that we’re having today.  
 
LaTanya McQueen: With my nonfiction book, part of what I was trying to 
think about was my own relationship to my Black identity and my own 
feelings about my Black identity. I had a lot of internalized self-hatred 
that I was trying to work through, and was trying to think about the 
different factors that contributed to that, both from family but also from 
environment/society. Research helped me think about the larger 
influences that contributed to how I thought about myself/my identity. 
 
Nikki Lyssy: We all had unique answers for this, and I spoke to the ways 
that research has changed the way I consider writing about my 
blindness—that I am trying to join a larger conversation about blindness 
and disability that is not occurring as frequently in the literary world. 
 

4. What often comes first for you in research-informed writing: the 
research, an initial idea, a line of dialogue, a scene, an event, or 
some combination of these things? Has your research ever 
redirected a project, and if so, how? 

 
Minda Honey: I typically begin my essays with a scene and might do some 
research to make sure I’m remembering correctly before I get started or 
begin my research later when my writing hits a lull. Research also helps 
me understand why my mind wants to link certain ideas together. 
 



Julia Koets: For me, the research always redirects the essay in some way. 
For example, I’m working on a new nonfiction book project right now 
where I explore queer loss, the poetic form- the villanelle, and archives. 
And, in my research for this project, I came across an article about a set 
of experiments an architect did with a graduate landscape architecture 
class at a park in Chicago. For these experiments, the students use the 
villanelle as a mapping tool for navigating the park. So, for example, if 
someone were using Elizabeth Bishop’s “One Art,” they might turn 90 
degrees to the right every time she uses the word “loss” or “lost.” And 
the students recording their path through the park. Anyway, in finding 
and reading this article, I got to thinking about my own ideas about the 
villanelle and loss differently. I reached out to the architect and 
interviewed him about the villanelle experiments, and the conversation 
we had redirected some of my thinking for that essay in other ways, too.  
 
Natalie Lima: Maybe because I started as a fiction writer, I often start in 
scene. So before getting into research. complex topics, I want to start an 
essay but getting the reader into the narrative and the characters 
involved. 
 
LaTanya McQueen: Depends on the thing. Being exposed to the world is a 
kind of research, reading both books but the news, articles that may not 
seem pertinent at the time. Become a collector of information, to have a 
backlog of information that you can pull from or further explore at a 
later time when necessary. 
 
Nikki Lyssy: I talked a bit about my process, but mostly listened for this 
question. 
 

5. What’s one nonfiction essay or book that’s impacted your own 
writing or research process?  

 
 
Minda Honey: For me, it’s more been other writers Sari Botton who 
edited me at Longreads and nudged me to go deeper and that often 



required additional research or the writers in the writing group I’m in 
with Natalie Lima who pushed me to share more research around HIV 
in an essay I was working on. 
 
Julia Koets: In a craft of nonfiction course I taught last year focused on 
research in nonfiction, I taught LaTanya’s wonderful book And it Begins 
Like This. When discussing her essay “And Lest You Forget,” we talked a 
lot about the use of footnotes and how mapping particular locations in a 
city or on a campus can provide a framework for exploring the often 
untold histories of that place. We also talked about maps as research in 
Sarah Broom’s The Yellow House. She has this epigraph at the start of the 
book from a poem by writer Kei (K-eye) Miller: “draw me a map of 
what you see, then I will draw a map of what you never see, and guess 
me whose map will be bigger than whose?” And, so this goes back to 
what I was talking about earlier with reckoning and how nonfiction can 
give an account of something, & map what many do not see. Here’s one 
more quotation from Kei Miller from that poem that also speaks to this 
same idea:  ‘We speak to navigate ourselves away from dark corners and 
we become, each one of us, cartographers.’ [poem is called The 
Cartographer tries to map a way to Zion] 
 
Natalie Lima: Minor Feelings by Cathy Park Hong was my favorite book 
of 2021, and a beautiful example of incorporating research with the 
personal.  
 
LaTanya McQueen: “Murder of Crows” essay published in The Toast, 
Jordan K. Thomas for how it weaves research about crows, history Jim 
Crow laws through to the present with the mass incarceration of Black 
people, history of blackface minstrelsy, lynching. Published in 2015 and I 
think about it multiple times a year. 
 
Nikki Lyssy: I mentioned LaTanya McQueen’s book And it Begins like This 
here. The panel ended here, and I thanked everyone for coming and the 
writers for joining me. 
 


