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Every day I discover
more and more
beautiful things.
It’s enough to drive one mad.
I have such a desire
to do everything,
my head is bursting with it.

-Claude Monet



John Grey

the one Who Fell
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I no longer go to the amusement park.
Not since the child died there.
She’s on every ride.
Her screams are the loudest.

I won’t even walk by the place
when it’s shuttered for the winter.
She’s still on every ride.
Her screams are still the loudest.
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 Doris stood in front of her new house in the country. Arthur’s 
will had bequeathed her with enough money to purchase Montague 
and sublet their condo in the city. The movers had finished with the 
last of the furniture when the supervisor of the work crew of four men 
approached her, clipboard in hand.
 “Looks like that’s it, Mrs. Vane,” he said, as he handed her the 
invoice. “Please sign here…and…here.” 
 She saw the two Xs, signed there, and handed him a stuffed 
envelope, “For you and your men; there’s two hundred for each of you.”
 “Awfully generous, thank you.”
 “The least I can do, since I dragged you out to the middle of 
nowhere.”
 “Mind me asking what your plans are for the grand dame?”
 Doris Vane didn’t mind the paternalistic reference. Montague 
was a modest country house built in the teen years of the last century. 
She had hosted the Astor 500, les nouveaux riches after them, and when 
they all had passed into history, was rented out to couples for weekend 
getaways and private events. She and Arthur had honeymooned here.
 “I’ll start with landscaping,” she told him.
 “Sounds wonderful, and all the best to you, Mrs. Vane.”
 She watched the man retreat to his truck, the work crew waiting 
for him in the cab. As the rig moved away, she was alone and the façade 
of Montague came into view. She gazed upon it. Wild ivy and vines 
formed a massive web over the stonework. She would have to hire a 
specialist to debride the house’s wounded face. 
 A lot of work, indeed. With some planning and qualified 
contractors, she’d tame this kingdom. Montague would receive a 
thorough physical and spiritual rejuvenation. She’d return the exterior 
to its former glory. She would have brambles and weeds evicted. She 
decided she’d start an herb and rose garden.
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Gabriel ValJan

CoMinG up roses

 All the gardening, all these projects helped her with her grief. 
The week after the massive clearing, she consulted with Ken Phillips at 
the nursery in town. She explained her plan for various herbs in one 
plot, and roses in the other. While they talked, Ken dispatched one of 
his men to Montague for measurements and a soil sample. Ken mapped 
it all out on paper for her and discussed with her what roses would work 
on the property, pending the results of the soil sample with the lab.
 Ken, himself a widower, made tea after their consultation. He 
educated her on all the notable restaurants, the best place for groceries, 
and the reputable stores for everything else. His kindness and interest 
comforted her. Still, she felt almost guilty when she asked him the 
question that weighed on her the most. 
 “Did it take you a long time?”
 “A long time for what? Oh,” he caught himself. “How dense of 
me. Time lessens the pain somewhat, but I don’t think the ache ever goes 
away.”
 He smiled through obvious discomfort.
 “How long has it been?”
 “Almost five years now. Something out of the blue will remind 
me of Margaret when I least expect it, especially in this business.” He 
sensed her confusion and elaborated. “Certain flowers and their scents. 
Smell is a powerful trigger. Something for everyone, I suppose: the air in 
the fall, the leaves, and bread breaking. For me, it’s roses. Margaret was 
an expert on roses. She had the greenest of thumbs with them, enough 
so for her to compete in the annual competition.”
 Ken’s helper appeared with the results on the soil. He informed 
them the soil was exhausted. Doris was crestfallen, but Ken assured her 
that with the right blend of compost, manure, and topsoil her two gardens 
would blossom again.
 “Are you sure?” she asked.
 “Definitely. I’ll give you an herb garden that’ll have chefs lined up 
at your door.”
 “And the roses? That’s got to be more of a challenge, right?”
 “Don’t you worry, Doris. Pardon me, may I call you Doris?”
 “Yes, of course, you may. You seem so optimistic.”
 “Because I have a secret weapon. Call it a proprietary blend.” He 
came closer to her and whispered, “I won’t even share it with the coven.”
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 “Witches? There are witches in this town?”
 Ken stepped back, putting his pencil behind his ear. “Not quite, 
but something that rhymes with witches and that’s my wife’s word 
for them when she was at her kindest.” Doris sat there, a perplexed 
expression on her face, so Ken explained: “The annual rose competition.”
 “Arthur and I honeymooned here twenty-five years ago and I 
don’t recall a word about a rose competition. Then again, we weren’t 
exactly taking in the town and reading the historical brochures then.” 
She realized what her admission implied, but Ken acted as if he hadn’t 
heard her.
 “The competition wasn’t around then,” he said. “It didn’t start 
out with roses per se, but it ended up that way. God only knows how 
and why, but I’m sure it was them. And by them, I mean the Selection 
Committee.”
 “You mean, the bitches.”
 Ken touched his nose as if they had been playing Charades.
 “Mean girls, and holier-than-thou types,” he said. “They drove 
my wife crazy, all of them did, and they chased after her for her soil.”
 “Soil? Oh, you mean the proprietary blend you mentioned.”
 “You’re quick, Doris. The soil is the most important part of a 
garden, and Margaret concocted her own blend.” He shook his head. 
“Veda is the worst of the bunch. She’s the head judge and she also writes 
the Society Column.”
 “People still write those?”
 “She does and people still read it, and let’s just say thorns are 
nothing compared to Veda’s pen. You would think the woman used 
blood for ink.”
 Doris thanked Ken, ordered supplies and drove home with her 
purchases. Ken’s helper removed two feet of old soil, created beds, and 
filled in the plots with fresh soil the next day. Her plan would take time. 
Her plants needed to take root for the May to October season.
 Doris tried to socialize, but she couldn’t pierce the ranks of 
society in a small town. People were polite, but distant. She supported 
the local theatre and a polite thank-you appeared in the mail. She 
donated to the small museum and another note showed up. She 
patronized the small shops, the one tearoom in the town, and always 
left a kind word for the chef at the restaurant. Nothing. With the winter 

evenings and the darkness riding in earlier and earlier, she found the 
solitude oppressive. She read books, revisited films she loved, and talked 
to Arthur to pass the time. She arrived at the bottom of her emotional 
reservoir when, to her to utter dismay, read the following in The Sentinel:

As if the town crier needed to toll his bell any louder to remind 
us that a certain newcomer has materialized on the scene! She 
acts in such a way that betrays her belief that she can bribe 
her way into acceptance, unaware there is a proper season for 
everything. She shops and dines, splurges and indulges, but I 
remind readers we should be compassionate since she is a recent 
widow, although one would wonder about the true depth of her 
grief since her recent expenditures include an extravagant rose 
garden. Does she think she can cultivate roses on such short 
order? Such audacity, the ego, and the things we do to console 
ourselves! Of late she has been seen talking to herself. Deluded? 
Time will tell whether the good widow shall enter her renovated 
garden into the annual competition, or if she is planning a 
private garden party with a certain widower, who appears to have 
enjoyed hours designing her gardens.

 Doris uttered the words, “That bitch,” and folded the paper over 
in disgust and ironed the crease with her fingers. “The nerve.”

 She visited Ken Phillips the next morning at the nursery. “Did 
you read it?” she asked him.
 “A certain widower did.” He tried to defuse her anger with a 
cup of fresh tea and a cookie. “Don’t be offended. I’ve been dealing with 
Veda longer than you have, so I’m used to it.”
 “I’m not. What do I do? If I enter the contest she’ll mock me, 
and if I don’t, then she’ll call me a coward.”
 “You’re screwed either way, so I would enter the contest.”
 “But I have no idea how the roses will turn out; they’ve been in 
burlap for the winter.”
 “Relax, Doris. I know my roses and my wife’s soil.”
 “You did say it was proprietary.”
 “Special blend.” Ken, who was a tall man, almost six-foot four 
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and quite lean from all the physical labor, hunched over the counter on 
his elbows. Before she could prod him with more questions, he told her, 
“Margaret is in it.”
 Doris felt her jaw drop. She didn’t mean it to, but it happened, 
just like a scene in one of the older movies she loved watching with 
Arthur. She even stammered. “You don’t mean.”
 “Her ashes, by her request. I haven’t used them until now.”
 “In my…I don’t know what to say, Ken.”
 “Let’s just say Margaret would see this as one last time to stick it 
to Veda. She had me promise her that I’d use her ashes one day if there 
was an opportunity. Veda didn’t like Margaret and she didn’t like Veda.”
 “I should say she didn’t.”
 “She didn’t and I don’t either. Truth be told, I think Veda killed 
my wife.”
 Ken moved his hand under the counter and reached for 
something. He pulled up a piece of paper. Doris stepped closer to the 
counter.
 “Margaret’s death certificate,” he said. “See there? That’s the 
line for Cause of Death.” Doris read the typewritten words. “Asthmatic 
reaction.”
 “The medical examiner told me he found some chemical in 
her lungs. I can’t even pronounce it. Margaret prided herself in using 
all natural, one hundred percent organic products. She was working in 
Veda’s garden before she passed.” His finger tapped the document. “Veda 
had something on her property and it triggered a reaction. A fatal one.” 
He returned the paper to its place below the counter. “I requested an 
investigation, but nothing was found at the scene.”
 “Isn’t it possible it was an accidental exposure?”
 “Let me ask you something, Doris.” He paused. “She wrote that 
you talk to yourself? How would she know that?”
 “I don’t know.”
 “Margaret wasn’t born and raised here, and neither was her 
doctor. Nobody knew she had asthma, except him and he passed away 
three months before Margaret did. Accident, my eye. Please enter your 
roses into the competition.”
 Two groups of judges reviewed the roses over two days. The first 
day of the showing went well for Doris. Ken had planted a mix of old 

roses, some excellent repeaters, and a wealth of newer varieties from the 
late twentieth century. A coterie of judges inspected Doris’s flowers for 
color, fragrance, presence of disease, or any other imperfections. They 
were impressed enough to pass Doris’s garden to the next phase. 
 Day 2, scheduled a week later, would yield the final verdict 
and decide the winner. Veda was one of the judges this time. Doris 
had expected a dowdy matron, a fireplug of a woman stuffed into a 
dress two sizes too small because of the way Veda wrote her columns. 
The newspaper didn’t run a picture of their Hedda Hopper. With a 
triangle of white ointment on her nose to protect her from the sun, Veda 
appeared in mannish tweeds, an awful hat on her head with a feather in 
it from some poor bird, and a Great Dane on a leash.
 Accustomed to the to the brindle variety of the breed, Doris 
admired the giant dog’s blue coat. The dog walked obediently, curious 
and not in the least bit spooked by people, until Veda approached the 
area Ken labeled Montague Roses. Here Doris had placed, with Ken’s 
guidance, a type of tea rose with double-flowers. They hoped to have 
their rose added to the lexicon. Their roses had survived the winter, 
which was rare for tea roses.
 Suddenly, the dog ripped loose from Veda’s grip – leash and all – 
and tore after something unseen in Doris’s rose garden. The result was an 
airborne holocaust of dirt, petals, and stems. Numerous people leapt in 
and managed to stop the dog from completing a full massacre. Because 
a judge owned the dog and caused the destruction, the other judges 
called for an exception in the regulations and informed Doris they would 
return next week to finish the judging.
  Veda feigned embarrassment, offered Doris a curt apology, and 
her best wishes that she somehow rebound from ‘this most unfortunate 
accident.’ Doris heard the turn of phrase, met it with grace, but raged 
inside.
 “I can’t believe her. That was no accident, and how am I going 
to salvage the garden now?” she said in the drive over to the nursery 
with Ken. He said nothing from the driver’s seat. Doris requested he 
drive because her hands were still trembling. They headed to his shop to 
retrieve her pruners, which Ken sharpened and cleaned for her. When he 
did speak, he told her he had something else for her at the nursery.
 “That’s sweet of you, Ken, but I don’t think I can handle another 
surprise today.”
 “It’s a present.”
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 “A present?”
 “You’ll see.”
 She exited the vehicle, leaned against the car, and waited for 
him. He returned moments later, carrying something. She did a double 
take. 
 “Is that a gnome?” she asked.
 “Yep,” he said and reached behind him to pull out the pruners 
from his back pocket. “They’re plenty sharp. Don’t forget to use rubbing 
alcohol on them.”
 She had learned from him to clean pruners with alcohol between 
roses. He placed the gnome in the back seat. She thanked him, reached 
out to hug him, and found herself holding the embrace longer. She 
pulled back and then kissed him. He reciprocated, slow and with some 
shyness. She withdrew. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have.”
 “It was nice, very nice, Doris, but eyes on the prize, please. Veda 
must go down.” She glanced at the gnome. “Anything you want to tell 
me about this little guy?” 
 “He’s a garden gnome.”
 “Is there any other kind?”
 “Actually, there are, but Margaret said this particular gnome was 
magical.” 
 “Magical?”
 “Her exact word,” Ken said and crossed his heart. “She said this 
gnome not only protects his garden, but he’ll make sure everything in it 
grows, and he’ll even grant you a wish if you ask him, but you’ve got to 
offer him something first.”
 “Like a sacrifice?”
 “We should go while there’s still some light.”
 “Will you help me?”
 “I can’t,” he said. “The rules are strict about who can handle the 
roses at this point. I’m afraid you’re on your own; but hey, you’ve got the 
gnome to keep you company.”

 Doris had the week to repair the damage Veda’s dog inflicted on 
the tea roses. Doris set the gnome down near the sign Ken made and 
talked to him as she repatriated disturbed soil and removed debris the 

dog had left in its wake. She went through each branch with a studious 
eye, using the pruners where needed. She kept a bag of cotton balls and a 
bottle of isopropyl alcohol at her side. The gnome kept her company.
 “You’re the guardian of this garden.” She read a vine with her 
fingers. “I have high expectations from you, little man. No more dogs 
and no more bad luck.”
 Each day, Doris set up the gnome wherever she worked and 
talked to him. She discussed the weather at first, then the particular rose 
in hand and, inevitably, she discussed her feelings about Veda and Ken. 
She despised Veda for the words she used in The Sentinel as well as when 
Veda had that cocky smirk on her face and said, “this most unfortunate 
accident”. She discussed Arthur, how she missed him, their years 
together, and her affection for Ken, the kiss and, oddly, that she wished 
she had met Margaret.
 “You must think I’m nuts,” she said to the statue.
 She was looking at him and not at the pruner as she was 
cleaning it when felt the heat. She had cut herself. Her hand jerked up 
in a spastic arc. “Shoot, that hurts.” She held her hand. Blood poured 
out of the neat gash. “Ken wasn’t kidding when he said they were sharp.” 
Doris tightened her other fingers around the cut. Her blood splattered 
the gnome’s foot.
 “I can’t do anything right, except bleed.” She examined the 
finger. “Ken said talk to you, make a wish, and you know what, Mr. 
Gnome? I have a wish, but all I’ve got is my bleeding hand here. Some 
offer, huh?” She leaned back into sitting on the ground. “What do I 
want? I could ask to win this stupid contest, but that’s not what I really 
want. I’ve always been a metaphorical kind of gal, you know: say one 
thing in terms of another. You can understand that, can’t you? Why yes 
you can because you’re a magical gnome.”
 She checked her hand. She held it up to the gnome’s eyes. “See, 
I’ve stopped bleeding, although you’ve got plenty of me on your feet and 
in the soil. You’d think it’s a crime scene here.” She pushed herself up to 
standing. “All I want is for my garden to be safe and happy, left in peace 
from the likes of Veda. You can understand that, right? Well, I should 
head inside. Have yourself a good night, Mr. Gnome, and do your job.” 
She even wagged her finger at him. “See you in the morning.”
 
 She awoke to a miraculous garden. Where the dog had violated 
the earth, where there were bald spots, roses appeared. As for the rest of 
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the garden, the herbs came in nicely. There was no sign of vermin, or so 
much as a mottled leaf. She looked for the gnome, but couldn’t see him.
  The judges arrived earlier than expected. Doris was walking up 
the street back to her house from the coffee shop when a crowd came 
towards her to congratulate her. She had won.
 “But, but —” she sputtered to one woman. “Where are the 
judges?” 
 “They’ve left, dear, on account of the news.” 
 “What news?”
 “Veda was found dead this morning in her garden.” 
 “Dead? How?”
 “She was on a ladder, pruning one of her climbers, and our 
guess is that dog of hers got fixated on something and went after it.” She 
clapped her hands like thunder. “Knocked the ladder out from under 
her. Blood everywhere.”
 “Blood?”
 “Pruning shears, sharp as a razor.”
 Doris stood there. She watched the swarm of people drift down 
the street. She held her hot cup of coffee in her hand. The steam rose 
and she blew on it. She took a sip, and considered Veda’s bizarre end. 
She walked back to the house and found the Winner’s Ribbon, a large 
oversized corsage with streamers, near her tea roses.
 Her eyes saw the prize first and then the sign, Montague Roses. 
And under that sign, vigilant, still watchful, she saw the gnome, with a 
bright splotch of blood on his cheek. 

anGie hedMan
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Now I am going up to the attic, where I keep my wild goose skin,
and now I am taking off my human clothes, and now I am slipping
into the skin of a dead bird, a crazy lady putting on a bridal gown.

There’s too much human going around, like measles, and everyone’s
dying of it, and everyone’s seeing their own evil twin scooting down
the hall of mirrors, pretending they are looking for the toilet.

Everyone’s evil twin is putting a suspicious package of meat in the
deep-freeze, maybe a bird they killed, maybe a lover’s heart, you
never know, maybe it’s just a vodka bottle pretending to be meat.

I am flapping my giant wings against the moon, with my sisters, and
down below there is my own evil twin. She’s putting you all into a
plastic grocery poem that smells of vodka, and throwing it into the river.

It began as a joke. I share my name with a famous author. I’d 
known as much since his first book appeared on the best seller lists, but I 
hadn’t known that we also shared a birth date. The subject came up while 
we were standing around the circulation desk at the library, enjoying a lull 
in the stream of schoolchildren and old ladies who lined up to check out 
their books. One of my co-workers pointed out that if I were to write a 
novel, it would cause an eternity of headaches for our fellow librarians—the 
standard means of distinguishing authors for cataloging would be useless in 
our case. 

Writing a novel wasn’t easy, of course. I had started writing mine 
with the assumption that it would take a year of weekends and evenings. 
That year turned out to be three. 

Once it was finished, I sent the manuscript off to an agent, 
describing it simply as “my new novel.” I never asked whether my agent 
believed that he was reading the work of my famous namesake, or whether 
he, like me, saw the potential for gain in the confusion of our identities. 
Either way, he took me on as a client and in short order my book found a 
home at one of the big five publishers. 
 The book sold well. My publisher opted not to include an author 
photo or biography on the dust jacket of the book which no doubt helped 
with the illusion that it was the work of the more famous author, but it 
received favorable reviews from even those book reviewers who realized that 
it was not the work of my double. 

The money from the book was decent, but not life-changing. I 
wrote a second book and received a larger advance, big enough this time 
to quit my job at the library. Like my namesake, I could now put down 
“writer” in the occupation blank on my tax forms. 
 Everything changed with my third novel. If my first novel hadn’t 
been enough to gain the attention of the more famous author, the second 
did the job. In his last published interview, he expressed concern that I 
might publish a book with the same title as his and so he and his publisher 
would keep details of his upcoming work under a total veil of secrecy. 

d. a. hosek

the naMesake
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Meanwhile, my own publisher took similar measures with my work. 
Our novels came out on the same day. And given our shared 

circumstances in life, our shared obsession with each other, was it really 
surprising that we shared the title The Namesake, or that we shared themes 
of identity? 
 Where the imp of the perverse outdid himself was in the respective 
graphic design departments of our publishers. Both books appeared with 
near-identical covers: A solid black page, with the title across the top printed 
in red 36-point Helvetica capitals and our name at the bottom of the page, 
in smaller type, his italicized, mine not, both in yellow. On the spine, where 
the title and our name appeared as white on black, the two books were 
indistinguishable, save for the publisher’s logo. 

Of course, readers who meant to purchase one book rather than 
the other often bought the wrong one. The New York Times ran a front-
page story about readers who, intending to buy a copy of both books, 
inadvertently bought two copies of the same book instead. Most amusing 
was the story of one poor soul from New Rochelle who bought eleven 
copies of my book before finally buying the book he really wanted, that of 
the other. The reporter had asked us both for quotes but came up empty. 
I saw no way of speaking about the matter without appearing vulgar. I 
can only assume that my namesake felt the same, although he, being more 
experienced at celebrity than myself, had long cut off media access. At this 
point, I realized that I would be wise to follow his lead on the matter. 

Our next few books represented an all-out war between the two of 
us. We each sought to outdo the other, and, truth be told, it made us both 
better writers. When he published a short story about circus people in The 
Atlantic, I published a novella of greater depth and insight on the subject in 
The New Yorker. 

He responded to my foray into historical fiction with a mystery 
centered around an English professor who, while investigating inaccuracies 
in a historical novel (bearing a striking resemblance to my own, including 
the errors), uncovers a grand conspiracy that ultimately was nothing more 
than a paranoid delusion orchestrated by a rival professor. 

I took the premise of his attempt at a science fiction novel and 
transformed it into a satire of fandom, literary authors who experiment with 
genre fiction and our own twisted relationship. 

A well-known self-proclaimed “public intellectual” published a 
3,000-word essay in The New York Review of Books, claiming that the whole 
rivalry between the two of us was, in fact, a magnificent hoax perpetrated by 

the more famous writer. I should have kept my peace. My other me should 
have kept his peace. But his claim that I was merely a device to increase the 
famous author’s income by allowing him to employ two publishers was too 
much for both of us. We broke our media silence and each sent letters to the 
editor denouncing his claim.

Alas, since we both chose to be brief in our missives, and because 
there are only so many ways to argue that the professor was completely 
mistaken, our letters were identical down to the last jot and tiddle. The 
Review published photographic reproductions of both letters and their 
envelopes side by side, settling nothing. 

That incident marked our mutual weariness with my joke and our 
competition. Neither of us again wrote anything that referred to the other’s 
work. In fact, I stopped reading his books and I assume he stopped reading 
mine. But even so, reviewers and bloggers continued to assert otherwise. 
Perhaps sharing a name, a birth date and a career established some psychic 
link between us. 

But while it began as a comedy, our story ends as a tragedy. 
This morning, the famous author was involved in a horrific automobile 
accident. Details on NPR have been sketchy and contradictory about the 
circumstances, but one thing is clear, my other self is dead. How can I leave 
things imperfect? We shared a birthdate and a career; should we not also 
share a date of death? 

I don’t want to die, but it seems wrong to leave the joke imperfect. I 
have until midnight to decide. 
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With one, it was days spent sitting on the horse fence on 10th 
Avenue. The metal swinging gate, which was the perfect height, was locked 
into place to keep the chickens from pecking around for worms in street 
puddles. An aged mulberry tree stood by it, swooping down and across 
into the horse’s yard, hanging over the gate with its thin limbs just barely 
touching the steel. She and I would balance our pointy butt bones on the 
fence, straddling it with a leg on each side, and pick the berries to later 
throw into our mouths. Our hands often turned dark purple and the 
crevices of our teeth were littered with the flesh of mulberries.  

She’d watch me undress in her upstairs bedroom which smelled 
of mildew and the fragrance of mall women. My jagged waist made her 
wonder at how I slept on my sides, and I’d study her strong legs as we 
climbed the pool ladder and make mental workouts for myself to look good 
in tight jeans. My body felt its smallness as a lack of power I needed at age 
11.

With another, there were several ventures behind her house, seeking 
paths overgrown with ivy behind Route 50, connecting to the park; only a 
small black river to cross as our grandest adversary. We’d follow attic maps 
and pack bags with ham sandwiches on rye, Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, 
pocket knives, and shedding rope we stole from her grandpa’s shed. We 
were quick to get caught sneaking through a neighbor’s backyard with the 
rotting vehicles and stacks of pallets atop a fire circle surrounded by piled 
stones. He’d wave a fly swatter through the air on his back porch, yell names 
of policemen as we hid behind dented car doors smelling of mold and stale 
water, and we’d eventually flee towards home to make map reconfigurations 
or chop scrap wood for tree forts that would be terrorized by Jimmy Owens.

I forgot about my body with her, but wanted to remember. She 
only cared for tending to chickens and catching butterflies. I’d try to flirt her 
brother into bike rides down the dirt road where I would do nothing. I’d fix 
my hair in her bathroom with the sugar gliders swooping past my head; I’d 
want my face to make people change their minds.

With the last, we stood with our arms crossed a lot in the damp 
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garage, suppressing shivers at late night repair work. Her stepfather would 
let out subtle grunts as he cranked wrenches and removed bolts while his 
upper half hid under her race car, legs sprawled, and we observed in the 
place I first learned of Stevie Nicks and her warnings of women who come 
and go. Too, without her, the nights spent sitting alone inches from a 
bonfire, wood spitting out moisture amidst flames, next to boys I had never 
met, while she retreated to pine barren woods with selective lovers and their 
Menthol breath. I rubbed my tongue against the wall of my teeth and said 
nothing. 

The night she told me she slept with a 20-year-old Sea Isle Ice 
driver, she hid her reddening face in the carpet that was littered with 
her poodle’s hair cruising the fibers. She was unsure of her decision and 
Samantha Costinello explained consent in the kitchen while they searched 
for her stepmother’s liquor cabinets. They asked me if I’d ever consider 
going down. 

I answered in footsteps, trancing my way through the back door 
and into the inground pool, my right foot meeting air before the plummet 
into the body. My clothes pressed into my skin and held me down at the 
bottom where crickets sounded like upside-down moans, where the night 
pulsed in my throat.

It’s neglect, the way girls don’t know anything. The way girls know 
too much.
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There were many cars on the highway to Tallahassee but none of 
them were heading toward where the hitchhiker wanted to go. That did 
not surprise or upset her. It did make her more sweaty. The Florida sun 
was terrible. Breathing felt like drinking. The hitchhiker huffed under 
the weight of her backpack. She struggled to walk down the sandy road 
perpendicular to the highway. Her legs sank; her knees turned to jelly. Fine 
sand filled her socks. The hitchhiker swore. The nearby billboard advertised 
an alligator farm, and the alligator on it looked down at the hitchhiker with 
slack-jawed, toothy amusement.

“Goddamn reptile,” the hitchhiker muttered.
She trudged down another length of the road. The tall skinny pine 

trees did not give her any shade. They threw comb-thin shadows on the 
ground. The hitchhiker was already sunburnt. A blanket of mosquitoes 
covered the red backs of her hands and her neck. They squirmed in a mass 
of lacy wings and long legs. Every time the hitchhiker crushed them, she 
coated her palms in a slick of blood pulp. 

When the hitchhiker was a mile down the road she heard a blessed 
sound: the approaching rattle of a truck. It was an old pick-up. Its teal 
hood drove up so close that it almost bumped the hitchhiker’s rear. Its 
hot bumper breathed steam down the hitchhiker’s lower back. She almost 
jumped out of the way. A young girl with scratches on her face leaned out of 
the driver seat window.

“Jesus,” the hitchhiker said, “I thought you were going to run me 
over.”

“Get in,” the girl said.
The hitchhiker moved to open the passenger seat door. The girl 

shook her head.
“Not there,” she said. “The back. There’s a toolbox in the front 

seat.”
“Can’t you move it?” the hitchhiker said.
“No.”
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The hitchhiker grumbled before she hauled herself into the truck 
bed. Gratefulness outweighed her irritation. A chest took up a fourth of the 
truck bed, but the hitchhiker made herself comfortable next to it. The truck 
was small - it had two seats and a window in the back - so it was easy for the 
hitchhiker to tap on the glass pane, and easy for the girl to slide it open. The 
hitchhiker fit her face and a hand into the open window.

“Where to?” the girl said.
“Slocomb Street,” the hitchhiker said. “I’m visiting my 

grandmother. Just keep going straight for a few more miles.”
“I sort of know where that is,” the girl said. “Hold tight. I’ll have to 

drive slow with you in the back.”
“Oh, take your time,” the hitchhiker said.
The truck lurched forward, spinning up sand. It spluttered down 

the road. The hitchhiker’s legs were hot and sore but she refused to sit back 
away from the window. She wanted to look at the girl more. The girl had 
horribly sad eyes, but that interested the hitchhiker less than the baggy 
sweater that showed the girl’s collar, or the creased damp shorts the girl had 
on.

The hitchhiker groped for a reason to speak. With the breeze on her 
face and the highway vanishing behind her, her confidence was returning. 
She propped an arm on the big chest next to her.

“What’s with the long face, missy?” the hitchhiker said.
She knew the answer to that question already. Four scratches 

stretched across the girl’s cheekbone and forehead. Their scabs were hard 
and black.

“I broke up with my girlfriend,” the girl said.
A thrill ran through the hitchhiker. She smoothed back her hair. 

She inched her hand further inside the vehicle. The girl was so close she 
could almost touch her. But the window was small enough to make that 
cumbersome.

“That’s a shame,” the hitchhiker said. “Why’d you break up with 
your girlfriend?”

“She was too handsy,” the girl said.
The hitchhiker laughed. “I thought you’d like that. I like that.”
“No,” the girl said, unsmiling. “Not that kind.”
“Shit,” the hitchhiker said. “That was insensitive of me. I’m sorry. 

I’m sorry about what you’ve gone through. None of our community really 
talks about that sort of thing, do they?”

A funny little wave ran through the girl’s mouth at “our 
community.” She did not turn her head to look at the hitchhiker, but the 
hitchhiker saw her eyes watching in the rearview mirror. There was no AC 
in the truck, making it a hot metal box that trapped both of them together. 

“Women like us don’t really like talking about hurting each other,” 
the girl said. “Especially since men do that to us enough already. So I guess 
not.”

“You guess not?”
“No, no one in the community talks about it,” the girl said.
Despite the heat the girl still had the windows rolled up. Every 

time they rolled over a wave in the road, the toolbox in the passenger seat 
bounced. There was a terrible smell coming from somewhere, the hitchhiker 
noted, something that smelled of roadkill, but it was less bad in the truck. 
Maybe there was a possum carcass caught in the wheels. The hitchhiker kept 
her head in the window. 

“Is Slocomb this street coming up?” The girl tapped her fingers on 
the steering wheel.

“No,” the hitchhiker said. “It’s a few more miles.”
The girl exhaled. “Okay.”
Slocomb Street was more than a few miles away. Twenty miles 

was more like it. But the hitchhiker wanted to stretch the ride out. The 
girl looked fifteen, but she probably wasn’t. The hitchhiker liked that. The 
girl was also too young and curly-headed and dark to be believed about 
anything by people from the hitchhiker’s world. The hitchhiker liked that 
too.

“Look,” the hitchhiker said. “I have something important to show 
you.”

She shuffled, then slid her hand through the window. It took care 
not to scrape her armpit against the window frame. The hitchhiker slunk 
her hand up to the center console. She was inches away from the girl’s 
elbow. The girl turned to look with all the reluctance in the world, but 
reluctance turned to fascination when she saw the hitchhiker’s hand.

“Is that real silver?” the girl said.
Sweat ran down the girl’s neck. She looked ready to pull the ring off 

the hitchhiker’s finger with her teeth.
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“No, it’s not,” the hitchhiker said.
Disappointment filled her when the girl looked away, all interest 

vanishing. Disdain filled the swivel of the girl’s head. More sweat trickled 
down from the girl’s ear, pooling in her collar bone.

“It looks like a snail shell,” the girl said.
“It does.” The hitchhiker angled her hand so the girl could better 

see the massive ring on her pointer finger. “You see that little slot in the 
ring? The crack in it that goes up until where it really starts curving?”

“Yeah, I do.”
“That part is dangerous,” the hitchhiker said. “It will snag your hair 

if you’re not careful, or any fishnets you have on. I’ve accidentally pulled out 
a chunk of two of my own hair when I’ve gotten out of the shower. It’s a 
nasty ring. But it’s from my ex-girlfriend, so I keep it on. She used to hit me 
every time she had a drink on the weekend. Then she’d apologize, and tell 
me she loved me, and all that shit, so I’d put up with it.” 

Flies were buzzing in the back of the truck now. 
“Go on,” the girl said.
“Anyway, she was bad to me,” the hitchhiker said. “Especially when 

we went to the greyhound track. God, she was the worst at the greyhound 
track. She broke my nose on a slot machine there. She was drunk and just 
shoved me over. I cried buckets. My ex gave me the ring to shut me up 
after that. Except y’know what? I was tired of being treated that way. So the 
week after that, I left her. She threatened to kill herself if I left, but I did it 
anyway, and she was just fine. She’s in rehab now. I have to stay away from 
her, no matter how much it hurts.” 

“Mhmm,” the girl said.
There was a break in the pine forest. The trees gave way to a stretch 

of telephone wire overhead. Sunlight poured through the window, forcing 
the girl to lower her visor. Paperclips held a collage of polaroid photographs 
onto visor, making the visor clunky and sharp-edged, but it shielded the 
girl’s face from the sun well. The hitchhiker’s voice raised a silky octave 
when she saw the girl lick salt from her lips.

“I wear this ring to remind myself I won,” the hitchhiker said. 
“My ex-girlfriend is in rehab and I’m thriving. Even if I hated to leave her 
behind. I love people. I love taking care of my girlfriends. As a woman, it’s 
my duty to do that. So I know what you’re going through. I’m one of the 
few people that does. I know we’ve just met, but if you need support from 
me, I have your back. You can talk about your experience with me.”

The hitchhiker wished she could see the curve of the girl’s lower 
back. The way the girl’s sweater was riding up against the seat, there would 
be a strip of skin showing. Unmapped land where fingers could be pressed. 
The girl licked her lips again. The hitchhiker glowed with pride at having 
displayed her wounds. The girl looked full of questions. She was ready to 
open up.

“How much hair did you pull out, with that ring?”
“What?” the hitchhiker said.
“That one time you accidentally pulled your own hair out. How 

much hair did you pull out with that ring?” the girl said. “It sounded 
painful, but I’m curious. Do you have a bald spot?”

The hitchhiker flushed. There was snide laughter in the girl’s 
eyes. The next bump in the road made the hitchhiker hit her arm against 
the window frame. The chest clattered a foot down the truck bed. The 
hitchhiker swore. For a moment, she retreated.

“That’s enough about me,” the hitchhiker said, biting her lip and 
nursing her arm. “What’s your experience?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Everyone wants to talk about it. You’ve been shamed into feeling 

like you shouldn’t talk about it.”
“I have night terrors. I have scars. Not talking about it is what gets 

me through everything.”
Those words made the girl draw into herself as if an invisible arrow 

struck her side. She looked smaller. There was a mask of confidence on her 
face, but the hitchhiker knew from experience that it did not go more than 
skin deep. The girl’s mastery over the situation was gone. The hitchhiker 
snuck her arm and face back into the window. She hesitated before 
speaking.

“Is that woman in the photos your ex?”
“Yeah.” The girl stared at her reflection in the windshield. “That’s 

her.”
The hitchhiker drank in the photos. A white, blonde woman in her 

thirties posed in almost all of them. She had a friendly face, an organizer’s 
face, and she looked like the hitchhiker’s friends from Boston. In one photo, 
she petted a King Charles Spaniel. In another, she posed with the girl in a 
snowy park. The ex-girlfriend was wearing a fur coat. It made the girl’s high 
school track sweater look thin.
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“What’s her name?” the hitchhiker said.
“I’m not going to name her.”
“She looks old enough to be your mother,” the hitchhiker said.
“You do too,” the girl said. “And I’m not that young. I was young 

when I met my ex in highschool, yeah. She was my English teacher. She’s 
the reason I never went to college. But that was a long time ago.”

“I could help you,” the hitchhiker said. “I have money, you don’t.”
They were going at a crawl down this sandy road. The hitchhiker 

pushed out a leg to scoot the chest away from her and found it surprisingly 
heavy. It was tied shut with elastic cords, their interlocking plastic hooks 
threatened to catch the truck bed.

“Can we please talk about something else?” the girl said.
“Sure,” the hitchhiker said. “Tell me about your dog. I bet you 

loved your dog.”
“I did,” the girl said. “A lot. I miss Buttercup every day.”
“What’s that smell?”
A bog surrounded the road, but the sandy ditch line made it dry 

and small. The smell of rotting flesh was back. The hitchhiker gagged. 
When they went over another hill, the chest lid bounced open an inch. The 
stench washed over the hitchhiker in a sudden wave. She backed out of the 
window. Her burnt face turned pale when she looked at the chest. It was 
almost large enough to crawl into.

“It’s my dog,” the girl said.
“What?” The hitchhiker’s breath was short.
“My ex-girlfriend murdered Buttercup.” The girl tapped a broken 

nail on a photo of the dog. In it, her black and brown spaniel was relaxing 
in the grass. “That’s what happened when Buttercup peed on her stupid fur 
coat. That’s what happened to my face. She smashed his skull open with 
a hammer. I didn’t want to bury Buttercup in my abusive ex’s yard, so I 
packed him up in that chest. I wanted to bring him with me when I got 
out.”

The hitchhiker was silent. The girl’s sad eyes had more lines under 
them. She looked older than fifteen.

“I believe you,” the hitchhiker said. She realized her shirt was 
soaked. She did not know if it was due to sweat or blood.

“Thank you,” the girl said.

The hitchhiker’s interest in looking at the girl vanished. She sat in 
the back of the truck, staring at the Florida woods and the long length of 
road behind them. All at once, she wasn’t sure if she was going the right way. 
Her grandmother lived in the middle of nowhere. The road signs were gone. 
Maybe the last storm had taken them out. The hitchhiker didn’t know.

They went another two miles without speaking. Their pace crawled. 
The truck was a big beetle in the sand. The hitchhiker kept looking at the 
chest. She could not ignore the aroma of rot. Mating flies crawled across the 
chest in thick little bunches. The hitchhiker wanted to kick the chest off the 
truck and see it break open on the road.

“How are you doing back there?” the girl said.
The hitchhiker wiped her forehead.
“Fine.”
“Good,” the girl said. “Don’t think of going anywhere.”
A mosquito landed on the plane of the girl’s back. Her sweater 

hung low on her bicep. The hitchhiker dripped with moisture. She did not 
know if there was a dog in the chest, or someone else. Nor did she know if 
the girl was capable of folding someone into that chest.

The truck stopped.
“What’s happening?” the hitchhiker said.
The driver’s door opened. The girl jumped out, light on her feet. 

She flashed a handful of money and car keys at the hitchhiker. In her other 
hand, she had a hammer. The hitchhiker realized the tool box was open.

“The drive is taking longer than you said it would,” the girl said, 
“and I’m hungry. So I’m going to buy some satsumas.”

She pointed at a trailer off the road. It sat in a lot surrounded by 
pine needles. A sign that read “SATSUMAS” in orange letters peered at 
them from behind spanish moss. A money box was bolted to one sign post. 
Several bags of satsumas sat on the trailer.

“Are you going to bust those satsumas open?” the hitchhiker said.
“No.” The girl twirled the hammer. “I have to use the bathroom. 

You always need to look out for snakes in the brush.”
“Right,” the hitchhiker said.
The girl walked towards the lot. Her sneakers sunk into the road.
“Wait!” The hitchhiker leaned out of the truck bed. “Aren’t you 

going to move the truck? We’re in the middle of the road. What if someone 
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needs to get by?”
“Who else is out here?”
The girl vanished, leaving the hitchhiker with the car. The 

hitchhiker’s skin was wet and her throat was dry. She watched the girl’s shoes 
flash in the low brush. An itch consumed her spine. Flies fluttered around 
the chest. The hitchhiker could not tell if the girl was watching her. It was 
impossible to see her face through the moss. The angle of the truck blocked 
half of the hitchhiker’s vision anyway.

The hitchhiker looked over her shoulder as she cracked the chest 
open. She gagged. The putrefying flesh smelled so strong that she tasted it. 
The flies flew up, swirling in a frenzy. The hitchhiker’s thighs stuck together 
as she knelt, clumsily trying to see inside the chest without vomiting. The 
girl’s walking made no noise.

It was too dark to see inside the chest. The elastic cords kept it from 
opening beyond four inches. Bile rose in the hitchhiker’s throat. Did she 
suspect the girl enough to do this? Far off bushes rustled. The hitchhiker 
told herself she would be quick. She needed one touch to tell what was in 
there.

The hitchhiker tilted her head away, squinting into the bush. Her 
eyes watered as she forced her arm into the four inch gap. The inside of the 
chest was even hotter than the car. It was humid; rank. She could not see 
where the girl was. She could not feel anything. She forced her hand down. 
The hitchhiker’s palm sliced through hot air before smacking into rancid 
meat and fur. 

She gagged. The carcass was a squishy, runny sponge against her 
hand. It stuck to her when she moved. The ring twisted around her finger. 
Something tore. The hitchhiker reared back, yanking her arm out of the 
chest as she tumbled into the truck floor. The chest closed with a snap. Her 
knee screamed with pain. 

The girl slid out of the brush a moment later, a bag of satsumas 
in hand. Juice slicked her chin. She jammed her keys into the ignition, 
dropped the hammer into the passenger seat, then sauntered back to the 
hitchhiker. The satsuma half in her hand looked like a small, tendril-covered 
monkey brain.

“Do you want part of my satsuma?” the girl said.
“No thank you.” Fluid trickled down the hitchhiker’s right hand. A 

glob of fat squished between her ring and her finger. The hitchhiker forced 
her hand into her pocket. Though she felt relief, rot clogged her nose. Death 

stuck to her skin. If the hitchhiker showed her hand the girl would smell 
Buttercup’s decay on it. The girl was not a murderer, but she would be 
unhappy.

The girl shrugged. “Suit yourself.” She peeled off another segment 
of satsuma with her teeth. The driver’s seat creaked when she sat back down. 
Soon, the truck rumbled to life.

Ten minutes later, they arrived at the hitchhiker’s destination. Her 
grandmother’s pale blue trailer. Its entourage of plastic flamingos basked 
in the afternoon. The hitchhiker scrambled out of the truck, throwing her 
backpack down first. She kept her hand in her pocket. Trailers of all sizes 
sprawled through the woods on a spiderweb of roads. The hitchhiker relaxed 
to hear a busy road in the distance.

“Good luck with your life,” the girl said.
“Same to you,” the hitchhiker said. “Thanks for the ride. Good luck 

with getting away from your ex-girlfriend.”
“I’m working on it,” the girl said.
Before the hitchhiker could offer her number, the girl’s truck 

rolled on. Its teal paint disappeared down another side road. The hitchhiker 
exhaled. She eased her hand out of her pocket. Much to her surprise, an 
object beside her ring snagged the inside of her pocket. The hitchhiker 
pulled. She stared at the thread dangling from her hand.

A strand of pale blonde hair and forehead hung caught in her ring.



 
black plastic trash bags clinging wet
to slender bones dumped
in heaps, too small
to be brought home, too small to be trophies but
not too small to kill. stinking of mildew and old rainwater
yellowed
by weak sunlight. lying slumped over shallow pits full
of rusted wire, rotted boards, and square
nails still sharp after so long, like teeth covered in
decaying
leaves and standing water. they never ate your meat.
your antlers still poke from the bag
like pale shoots of new spring flowers. you
were discarded
in a shameful pile they hoped nobody
would ever find
to rot over shards of broken milk glass.

given the choice
I would have chosen her
over all else
like those baby monkeys
in Harry Harlow’s study of attachment
I would have starved to death
for her affection

Carrie Close

anxious preoCCupied
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The city is hungry. The appetite is for soft sighs, poppy-petal 
blushes on cheeks, lips, legs and things in-between. Everything here is 
drenched in color—rich colors like wine reds, twilight purples, the pink of 
dawn, or the blue of a flame’s core.

You see no one but for quick glimpses of tangled limbs, tangled in 
the same way as the streets. Everything here is entwined.

The people are hungry. The hunger comes as stirrings in the belly— 
the stirrings of butterflies, of course. Blow a kiss and butterflies slip through 
parted lips, spinning like petals scattered by a breeze. They twirl and dance 
as one, seeking and finding other people’s butterflies where they entwine 
again in the air.

You don’t speak the city’s name. Rather, it exists in the sighs, the 
whispers, the giggles, and the rushes of heat in the silence between those 
pretty sounds. It exists in the soft hish-hish of butterflies’ wings as they drift 
past your ears.

You come by chance. Though most seek out this place.

You have known hunger—fleetingly. There and gone so fast that the 
wings in your belly did not know even to twitch. And so the wings never 
spoke of their presence. You were too distracted.

Now you wander the city streets, guessing at its nature. The 
shadows are plentiful, drawn by the closeness of the walls and the 
abundance of doorways set deep within those walls, like hiding places. The 
shadows do not reach out as if to catch you, but to show you, or to invite 
you. You keep walking.

The unmistakable feel of fingers trails across your waist, around 
your back, then a hand clasps yours, giving it a gentle tug. You let your arm 
sway in time with the tug and meet the eyes of a stranger, pondering the feel 
of skin against yours.

Something in your belly leaps. You jump at the sensation, yanking 
your hand away. A million fluttering things are brushing and swiping at the 
inside of your abdomen and now climbing up to your chest, towards your 
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Jim shuffled items around his one-room home trying to decorate in 
a way he thought a woman might see as more desirable. He rubbed his clean 
shaven chin nervously, thinking what else he could do to spiff up the place. 
There wasn’t a whole lot contained in the little shack, and he’d run out of 
rearranging options. The floorboards creaked as he paced. Jim checked his 
face in the small hand mirror he’d moved to a shelf by the fireplace, a woman 
would like it there, he decided. He scratched at some dried blood on his neck, 
combed his hair with his fingers, and hoped it looked halfway decent. Next to 
the mirror was a small stack of open letters, next to that was a photograph of 
four young women. Stoic and somber in the black and white print. He took 
in all their faces before pulling a gold pocket watch from his waistcoat. It read 
11:15. He sighed before sticking it back in the pocket.

The other men in the town had started taking out lonely heart 
advertisements in city papers back East, casting a hook out for any 
interested ladies. Jim laughed at the idea right up until those men started 
getting letters from ladies who were looking. Next thing he knew he was 
an official witness at the wedding of Frank Bebb and a cute city girl named 
Abigail Reed. Even then, Jim had his reservations about the idea. The new 
Mrs. Reed was too young and too cute to mean anything earnest by Frank, 
a scruffy forty year old pig farmer. But Jim kept those thoughts to himself 
after the wedding as he sipped on a glass of water at the bar with Frank, 
who was two whiskeys in, as Mrs. Reed danced and sang with anyone who 
would join her.

Jim took his nice black jacket from the back of the only chair he 
owned and checked it for dirt or grime one last time before he put it on. It 
was a little tight in the shoulders, but his grandfather had been a lean man, 
and Jim wasn’t one to waste a free suit jacket. He took some time to readjust 
the chair, but it looked lonely no matter which way he faced it. He settled 
for it being next to the window across from the mattress. Ms. Kelly will 
probably want a chair all her own, and the bed to have a frame, he thought.

The only eligible bachelorette in town was Old Lisa. Widowed 
a couple years back, she helped her two sons run the general store. The 
minute any young lady came of age in the area she had at least three 
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throat. Your mouth opens on instinct. You snap your teeth shut against it. 
The fluttering quiets to an eager thrum.

The stranger eyes the empty air with a tilted, curious head. They 
begin to depart.

“Wait,” you say. “Come back.”

The stranger obeys and turns.

The thrum inside your belly has grown into a demanding tickle. 
You’re overcome with the need to know what it is. Something’s alive inside 
you and you want to let it live. You know it was the stranger’s hand that 
gave this feeling a pulse and you crave another rush.

You reach your hand out. The stranger takes it again, and blows 
a kiss. Butterflies burst from their mouth and take to the air around your 
heads.

That thrum in your stomach turns to a fury and this time you let 
your lips part wide open, certain that you have butterflies too. You feel them 
now at the back of your throat, rolling over your tongue. You wonder what 
color they’ll be.

The swarm erupts from your mouth and—they’re moths.

Moths?

They whirl around your head in wild frenzy, moving in time with 
spastic cadence of your blood and breath. You’re caught in the cloud of 
jittering, gray creatures, disappearing and reappearing in your vision like 
softly furred puffs of smoke. The stranger pulls you in closer, their butterflies 
crowding in too. Everything’s gone blurry in the manic press of wings and

hands.

It’s too much, too fast, too intense.

“Stop!” you gasp.

You fling out an arm to push the stranger away. As you shove your 
hand into the stranger’s chest, something is crushed beneath your palm. 
It was a moth. You stare as all the other moths go still. They drop to the 
ground.

“Stop,” you say again, quieter now. “Do not touch. Not there, not 
now.”

It is quiet. The stranger steps back. A soft intake of breath breaks 
the silence, and the butterflies disappear. The stranger walks away.

It is cold now. 
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proposals waiting, leaving many men with not a lot of options, Jim being 
one of them. In his late twenties, he never thought of looking till it was too 
late. He’d spent most of his younger years working as a farm hand for his 
grandfather, before he had his own farm. There was always work that needed 
doing. He never really had time for ladies back then. But he was sure 
looking now, and Jim certainly wasn’t interested in Old Lisa.

He took out an advertisement that read, “James Buckfield, 28, 
decent in the face. I own a plot in Wyoming raising animals and living off 
the land. I don’t care to drink, and go to church every Sunday. I’m a quiet, 
good humored fellow, just looking for a little companionship. It gets a little 
lonely out on the frontier sometimes and all I want is a nice lady to share 
my time with. Someone preferably in her early twenties, who can cook, 
clean, and doesn’t mind a bit of hard work. ”

Jim left his home at 11:25 in a little wagon pulled by an old brown 
Appaloosa stallion he called Fellow, given to him as a gift by his grandfather 
for starting out on his own. But it had been his grandmother who taught 
him how to ride. He’d sit in her lap as they rode to the river a mile from 
the house to do the washing and get water, till he was old enough to ride 
himself. He enjoyed those early times helping her, wringing water from 
fabric and listening as she told him scary tales. His favorites had been the 
ones about the Double-Faced Woman who possessed a  face on the front 
and back of her head. If you were to look in the eyes of the second face you 
would be paralyzed until she returned to kill you. His grandmother would 
slowly turn away from him as she told the story, then turn suddenly back 
with a silly face that never failed to make him laugh. The thought of their 
laughter rolled through Jim’s memory in times he felt alone. Once he was 
a competent enough rider his grandfather insisted it was time for him to 
take up a man’s role on the farm and start breaking and training horses. Jim 
would watch as his grandmother ride alone down to the river and wondered 
why she never rode away.

Jim and Fellow made good time as they cantered down the dirt 
road to town. The air was hot from the August sun and the dry summer 
grass rustled as they passed. Dust tickled his nose and collected in the 
corners of his eyes. The mountains looked crisp in the distance with their 
white snow caps.

He stopped at the Bebb farm along the way to drop off a bucket 
of scraps. He wiped at his jacket and vest to rid them of any collected dust. 
When Jim turned from the wagon, scrap bucket in hand, Mrs. Bebb was 
standing on the porch of the little wooden home. Her heavily pregnant 
frame and wan expression were a far cry from the girl he’d met over a year 

ago. She smiled more often when Frank wasn’t around, and even more so 
when Jim was around.

“Mornin’, Mrs. Bebb,” Jim tipped his hat.
“Morning, Jim,” she grinned. “Now how many times do I have to tell 

you to call me Abby for you to start doing it? Haven’t we been friends long 
enough for you to call me by my name.”

“Well see there’s the problem, Mrs. Bebb, that is your name, and a 
friend is what you’ll always be to me.” 

He placed a foot on the step of the porch and held the bucket for her 
to take. Her smile faded, and her eyes flicked quickly over his outfit.

“If you don’t mind plopping that in the pen yourself it’d be a great 
help to me.” She reached to adjust his tie, and he stepped away.

“Usually I wouldn’t mind at all, but I gotta be gettin to the train 
station to pick up Ms. Kelly before the ceremony.” 

He placed the bucket on the porch. Mrs. Bebb crossed her arms 
and nodded. She glanced briefly at the ground before her eyes looked out to 
the white caps.

“That’s right, I forgot she was coming today.”
“You’re welcome to come if you’d like. I could bring you down, and 

Frank will be there so he could bring you home.”
“No,” she shook her head. “No, wagons toss my stomach too much. 

I’ll meet Ms. Kelly after she’s Mrs. Buckfield, when you come back for your 
bucket.”

“I understand.” he knocked some rocks with his boot, thinking on 
what else he could say. “Well I better be gettin’ on then. You have a nice rest 
of your day.” 

He tipped his hat and returned to Fellow and the wagon.
“You as well, Jim.”
Once back on the road, Jim removed his jacket as respite from the 

heat and checked his pocket watch, 11:45. He wanted to be at the station 
early for the 12:10 arrival. Shouldn’t have spent so much time fussing over 
that damn chair, he thought to himself. He turned back to see Mrs. Bebb 
still standing on the porch watching him as he rode away. She waved, but he 
looked away, and reluctantly pretended not to notice.

It had been a while before anyone responded to his advertisement. 
After week four he had given up on expecting a response at all, until one 
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with anticipation for her response, and was relieved a couple weeks later 
to read that she found his features were in fact most agreeable. He was also 
excited to hold a photograph of her in his hand. She apologized and said it 
was also the only photograph she owned of herself, and explained that the 
four other girls were her sisters. Jim was too thrilled to mind. She failed to 
mention which of the four she was, but despite not knowing he wrote a very 
complimentary letter back, all the while hoping she was the pretty one. He 
showed the photograph to the boys at the bar, and regretted the decision 
shortly there after. He reminded himself of their teasing of Mrs. Bebb’s 
features when Frank showed them, and how they were very wrong. That 
night he paced around his house thinking on the choices he could make.

Jim worked hard for the next couple of days. He hoped it would 
help him decide, and catalogued everytime it would have been helpful for 
a woman to be around. One of those nights after drinking at the bar, he 
brought a drunk Frank home on the back of Fellow after the man had lost 
his own horse gambling. Jim helped Frank stumble into his home, and Mrs. 
Bebb greeted them with a shrill reprimand. Jim apologized on both their 
behalves before excusing himself from the room. Their shouting echoed 
across the quiet land as Jim walked to Fellow. His hands were on the saddle 
when Mrs. Bebb let out a painful shriek and the sound of her body hitting 
the floor shook the house. Then it was just Frank who was shouting. His 
hands gripped the leather tighter. It wasn’t any of his business what a man 
does with his wife. Even so, Jim stood and listened for a while. He’d heard 
his grandmother get hit like that, his mother too. His grandfather liked to 
drink. He’d bought Jim’s grandmother when he was drunk.

Jim had waited a week to finally send a proposal to Ms. Kelly. 
She responded more quickly than before and accepted his proposal, but 
informed him she’d need a few dollars for a ticket out to Wyoming. He was 
done thinking, and sent her an envelope with a few dollars wrapped in a 
letter. She seemed eager to join him, and said she’d arrive on Thursday. Jim 
informed the boys at the bar. They told him it was a mistake, and that he 
had been swindled out of his money.

He pulled into the little town at high noon. He’d planned to leave 
Fellow and the wagon by the bar, knowing they’d all wind up there after the 
ceremony. The walk from the train station to the chapel to the bar was less 
than fifty feet. He tied the horse to a post before putting on his jacket. Dirt 
from the wagon left a large blemish across the coat. Jim checked his trousers 
to find the same blemish across his rear. He pulled out the pocket watch, 
12:02. He used his jacket to wipe his trousers, barely addressing the dirt, 
before tossing it back in the wagon.

day he was pleasantly surprised to receive a letter in the mail. Jim was 
sitting in the small dark bar with the boys when the mail came. The carrier 
always dropped the mail there anyway, it was the most central location for 
three towns, and knew the men would wind up there at some point. They 
whooped and hollered when Jim accepted the letter. “Dear Mr. Buckfield, 
I saw your advertisement in the paper and was interested in your offer for 
companionship. I have some questions regarding the proposition. But first, 
my name is Margaret Kelly. I recently turned twenty one and I currently 
work as a maid. I am a very good cook, enjoy cleaning, and love animals. 
What kinds of animals do you raise on your farm? Do you grow any crops, 
and how many field hands work your land? I would be very interested to see 
a photo of you, and would send one your way as well if you are interested. I 
look forward to further correspondence.”

The boys mocked her name with poorly spoken accents that further 
stunk their liquored breath, as they warned him not to marry an Irish girl. 
The familiar smell stained Jim’s nose. When he asked what it was about the 
Irish that made them so bad, they drunkenly listed all the ways they were 
dirty lazy drunks, and joked that he might as well start a potato farm. Jim 
pretended to take their advice into consideration while he sipped his water. 
He doubted any of them actually knew what an Irish accent sounded like.

He was reminded of his grandmother’s accent. Though not Irish, 
he couldn’t help but hear it. Jim remembered a swift slap to the face from 
his grandfather anytime he sounded like her. His mother would receive the 
same. Her habit of slipping back into her mother’s Sioux accent increased 
when they moved back to the farm after Jim’s father died. It always cost her 
a couple slaps, a couple more if the women were caught speaking anything 
other than English, which they did frequently when it was just the two 
of them and Jim. It was around the time he learned how to ride that his 
grandfather realised they were trying to teach him Lakota. After a drunken 
exchange Jim heard through the walls, his grandmother said she would stop. 
His grandfather continued drinking into the night.

Jim owned two photographs. One a family portrait of his 
grandparents, his mother and father, and himself as a young boy. From 
his grandmother to himself he could see how the men in his family had 
pushed out half of his heritage. The photograph was hidden in the little 
desk he used as a table. The other was of him, taken when he was eighteen. 
He sent ahead that photograph of himself to Ms. Kelly. He worried it was 
dishonest of him to do, but reassured himself that he’d look more like the 
photograph without a beard. He’d mailed it with a list of his animals, an 
explanation that he only raised animals, and he hired no hands. He waited 



46

I never realized the heart you gave to me,
Though whole, and fully loving,
Would falter in its beating flow
From time to time.

Nor that it was made up of
Pathways that could block
And cause you pain
And frighten me:

Make my own heart
Beat in trepidation
That yours would stop
And take the whole of you
Away and leave the whole of me
Alone.

linda WilliaMs

aFter the 4th 
aCute Coronary syndroMe
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“Lookin spiffy there Jim!” Frank whistled from the bar window, his 
graying beard framed his loose smirk, and fresh stains dripped on his shirt. 
“I’ll see you and the Mrs. a little later. Some of the boy’s got a head start on 
the reception.” The man laughed and disappeared from the window as a few 
meager cheers seeped out from the wooden walls. Jim didn’t like the boys 
using him as an excuse to skip working that day.

Jim hurried to the train station. He skipped a few steps, jumping 
up the platform, and looked back and forth along the tracks for the train. 
He checked his pocket watch, 12:05. He paced on the exposed wood planks 
as he waited. A breezed cooled his skin, but sweat was beginning to stain his 
shirt. He wished Mrs. Bebb could have joined everyone for the ceremony 
and reception. She always enjoyed being social. He checked the pocket 
watch, 12:07. White plumes of smoke could be seen rising over the hills as 
the sound of the chugging engine began to fill the air.

As its arrival drew nearer, Jim again thought of his grandmother. 
For all the time he knew her, he had only seen her happy when his 
grandfather wasn’t around. In fact, he’d only seen her smile twice in front 
of the man. Once when she cleaned the blood from Jim’s face after he joked 
at the old man’s expense, and once when she bid him goodbye as he left the 
family farm to start his own. She drowned in the river a mile from where 
they lived not long after. He thought of when she was bought, how she’d 
been younger than Ms. Kelly and Mrs. Bebb when she had his mother, how 
she didn’t know his grandfather, and wondered how much she cost.



anGie hedMan

pole in the sky
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Thursday: 

sky blue walls, sun leaking in through
basement window, the light bouncing 
off of your blonde curls like a disco
ball. arms wrapped beneath my 
back. head on my chest, eyes like 
Promise. 

snow slowly 
drifting from the 
ceiling. 

Friday: 

I wake uncomfortable, 
small shakes rattling my fingers. 
the night leaving 
my face, staining 
my pastel skirt. 

Saturday: 

I work in the cafe quietly 
that day. your name dances across 
my screen, I do not answer. I let the stars 
speak for us instead. 

Faith diaz

seVen days 
(until you leaVe)
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Sunday:

we lay in bed looking up at rows 
of colored records flowing in hues. fire into 
romance, romance into blushing 
sweetness, lullaby into orange, 
into sunrise. 

the smoke moves its way through the colors,
we lay face to face, arms around each other.
your lips brushing mine, just a whisper 
resting against me. 

I remember giving my breath 
to you, you fueling my lungs instinctually. 

Monday: 

I awoke in pink, 
my cheeks aflame in memory. 

It was a day of light, 
lazily swimming in yellow & 
pink plaid bikinis. R&B lullabies and 
the feeling of rightness in my chest. 
sand in my curves. 

night came along quickly like 
blurred memories. when we kiss 
now, I feel 
light.

Tuesday: 

today, a swirl of coffees. 
your last day in town, we 
spent all of the sunlight 
on last 
minute things. 

Wednesday: 

and eventually, 
hoping to find just one 
more reason to keep you
here, we finish 
the to-do list.
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 “Hey! You can’t do that!” 
My sister and I, bulging Hefty bags in hand, look to our right. A 

twenty-something in khakis and blue polo, “Rent-A-Center” stitched over 
his heart, stares sternly at us. 

“The dumpster’s only for the businesses,” he says. By “businesses” 
he means those of the strip mall we’re all standing behind—not the business 
of two middle-aged women and a ’96 Chrysler LeBaron convertible, top 
down, jam-packed and piled high with black trash bags.

Just seconds before, Ann Marie and I were arguing over the 
religious paraphernalia that had spilled out of one of bags stuffed into the 
trunk of our parents’ car. Over my older sister’s objections, I insisted the 
holy cards, medals, third-class relics, and plastic rosaries all had to go in 
the dumpster. I assured her that as I put every holy item in the trash bag, 
I’d whispered, “Sorry, Jesus. Forgive me, Jesus.” Certainly, the Christ-
Made-Man understands the mess we’re dealing with, how our parents’ 
house was overwhelmed by the free gifts from every monastery, convent, 
and mission fundraising in the United States as well as all the other “stuff” 
Mom and Dad have been hoarding the past five years. Their refrigerator 
alone was wallpapered with years-old funeral prayer cards and graduation 
announcements as well as magazine clippings of puppies and babies—as if 
the photos of their six children and twenty-three grandchildren hadn’t been 
sufficient. 

And surely the same man who’d cured cripples and the possessed 
knows the stress we’re under, knows that Alzheimer’s doesn’t make just the 
patient crazy but her family too. Sometimes literally. Take our father: shortly 
after Mom was diagnosed, he had a series of strokes, brought on by stress, 
resulting in vascular dementia. Two months ago, he busted Mom out of the 
nursing home because he was going to take better care of her than those 
“shit-for-brains” at the “institution.” One month ago, after his refusing to 
let anyone into the house and my sister’s threatening to have him declared 
legally incompetent, Mom was back in the nursing home, emaciated and 
barely holding onto life. 
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elizabeth Vondrak 
duMpster dyinG

But even before the strokes, there was the denial. Like someone 
standing before his tornado-leveled home declaring, “Just needs a little 
paint.” My first visit home after Mom’s diagnosis, in my need “to do,” a 
need heightened by the fact that “doing” was nearly impossible since I lived 
1500 miles away in Boston, I made an appointment for Dad and me to 
meet with the director of the local Alzheimer’s Association to learn what 
should be done for Mom now and in the future. Dad, charming, even 
cracking the occasional joke, listened attentively to the woman, graciously 
accepted the brochures about adult daycare, homecare, and nursing homes. 
And then followed not one bit of her advice, the shiny pamphlets eventually 
left to drown in the heap of junk mail on his desk. Some months later, from 
my own home office, I searched online for therapists. Despite the failure of 
the Alzheimer’s Association visit, I, suffering from my own case of denial or 
magical thinking, thought Dad would now be open to expert advice on his 
feelings, of all things. Feelings which were finding full expression in high 
blood pressure and gastrointestinal distress. Just as with the Alzheimer’s 
Association, Dad readily agreed to go and, after I’d extolled the wonders of 
therapy, even said, “makes a lot of sense.” But when I called the therapist’s 
office on the day of the appointment, the receptionist politely explained he’d 
cancelled that morning saying, “I don’t need to see a therapist because I’m 
not crazy!”

Finally, I was sane enough to realize I could do nothing from so 
far away—except worry and feel guilty, which I did with great aplomb. I 
worried about my parents and felt guilty I wasn’t there when Mom most 
needed me and felt even guiltier that Ann Marie, who lived only four blocks 
from our parents, was carrying a load that could crush Atlas. I did go home 
during my childrens’ summer vacations and whenever Mom took bad turns, 
which inevitably would happen when my husband was on a work trip in 
Germany or some other convenient location. Upon receiving the dire call or 
text from my sister, my stomach, which I’d inherited from my father, would 
shrink to the size of a pea, my breath a lump of dough in my chest. I’d try to 
slow the tilt-a-whirl spinning of my thoughts—What to do with the kids? Do 
I take them with me? Do we have enough frequent flier miles? Why the hell does 
it cost more to fly to Iowa than Europe? 

Three days ago, I flew home because hospice had given Mom 
a week or two at most. I went directly from the airport to the nursing 
home, expecting to find her asleep, her skin draped over her bones, her 
white hair, falling past her shoulders. I was going to hold her hand and not 
leave her side. I might’ve come home occasionally and done some cooking 
and cleaning, but, unlike Ann Marie, I’d missed the day-to-day slog of 
Mom’s illness. I hadn’t been there for the doctor appointments and endless 
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paperwork; for the daily fights over everything from showering to eating, 
from pill-taking to using adult diapers; for the late-night calls because 
surely the neighbor boy had stolen the tv remote; for the crying fits because 
the house was haunted. I’d missed too much. I was not going to miss my 
mother’s death. 

I walked into the nursing home room to find Mom sitting up, her 
pale green eyes open, and my dad holding a spoonful of mashed potatoes to 
her mouth as she laughed and laughed. For what reason, no one knew. Ann 
Marie calls her Lazarus.

Over the next couple of days, I did hold her hand. I told her 
how with awe and admiration I looked upon her life—the way she raised 
a family while also helping women and couples through her work as a 
pioneering natural family planning instructor. I helped her drink water from 
a straw. I did my best to keep Dad from force-feeding her. He arrived at 
the nursing home early in the morning and left only after she’d fallen asleep 
for the night. At one point, he dozed off in his chair and Mom, staring and 
pointing into the distance, started mumbling about Matthew, my brother 
who’d died over thirty years ago, her parents, and Mother Mary. I asked if 
she wanted to join them. She nodded. Smiled. A light shone from her eyes. 
I could see the face of my mother, the woman who’d loved to wear hats to 
Mass, to swing dance with her husband, to laugh late into the night with 
her children, to snuggle with her grandchildren. The woman who everyone 
from the plumber, to the neighborhood kids, to her clients, had found 
easy to talk to and willing to listen for as long as they needed. The woman 
who’d returned to school at forty and with half a dozen children at home 
and finished top of her class. The woman I wanted to call every day because 
she had cared about me and what I said in a way no one else did, whose 
advice had meant more to me than anyone else’s. The woman—the mom—I 
desperately missed.

I texted Ann Marie and Chris, our brother who lives just outside of 
town, telling them to come right away. This was going to be the deathbed 
scene I’d envisioned—Mom, surrounded by family, peacefully letting go. 

But then she looked at me, the light extinguished, eyes filling with 
tears. 

“I’m afraid,” she whispered. 
“We’ll be fine,” I promised. “You deserve peace.” 
She wasn’t buying it. I asked if she wanted to pray the rosary, and 

this 80-pound woman with brittle bones, bed sores, drop foot and who 
was mostly incapable of uttering a coherent sentence, held my hand with 

inexplicable strength and said every word with me. 
I don’t think she feared what was to come—she clearly saw 

something beautiful beckoning. More likely, just as I worried when leaving 
my three children, she was apprehensive about leaving her family, her 
maternal instinct residing not in her Alzheimer’s-ravaged brain but in her 
heart and soul. At times she begged my sister to look after “the babies.” I 
especially wondered if she knew how lost Dad would be without her. He 
might be the former high-powered corporate attorney, but she’d always been 
his (and our entire family’s) emotional center, like the sun in the midst of 
the planets, exuding a force that kept everyone moving securely in their 
orbits.

After three days of sitting next to Mom while she mumbled, dozed, 
and steadfastly refused to go to “the light,” I, once again, needed “to do” 
something—anything—that would produce a tangible, certain result. So 
this morning, after Dad left the house for the nursing home, I found a box 
of Hefty bags and set to work feverishly, imagining him walking in at any 
moment and demanding to know why I was throwing away perfectly good 
empty sour cream and peanut butter containers, five-year-old magazines, or 
bath towels worn to transparency. I knew if he walked in after I was done, 
he’d never notice they were gone. He is incapable of remembering they were 
there. 

Room to room I went, each as familiar as my own hands. This was 
the only home I’d lived in growing up, and at that moment I hated it. Even 
without the hoarded items that had accompanied Mom’s illness, the house 
felt too big, too overstuffed, too neglected. The two hutches, standing like 
dusty, hulking coffins, sparked no fond remembrance—no thoughts of the 
holiday meals that’d been eaten off the china, of the Carlo Rossi my parents 
had drunk nightly from the wine glasses, of the tea that’d been poured from 
the dainty pots as everyone laughed over Pictionary or Trivial Pursuit. No, 
I looked at my parents’ collections as well as the knickknack-covered coffee 
tables and mantlepieces, each superfluous item sucking air from the room, 
with nothing but contempt.

After her day at work, Ann Marie came to help me get rid of the 
dozen-plus bags of junk before Dad got home. Thus, here we stand behind 
the Rent-A-Center. 

“I’m really sorry,” Ann Marie says to the young man who, 
considering his dismay at the misuse of his employer’s dumpster, is surely an 
employee-of-the-month. 

My sister has always been quick on her feet. She is also fearless. 
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While I stand dumbfounded, shrinking from any inkling of confrontation, 
she charges straight-on like a bull going for the red cape. How many 
times growing up did she lock horns with our father? Since our parents’ 
deterioration, it’s become a daily ritual for her. 

“We wouldn’t do this normally,” she continues. “It’s just that our 
mom died and our dad can’t stand to get rid of her stuff, so we’re trying to 
do it without him finding out.” 

The Rent-A-Center guy and I stare at her, dumbfounded. 
Mom died. 
The words have struck like an unexpected whack to the back. A 

whack that has dislodged something inside me. I can imagine breathing. 
Freely. For the first time in years. If Mom lets go, my stomach can quit 
clenching every time my phone rings. I can quit panicking about plane 
tickets and childcare as I rush home for the next emergency. No more 
guilt about not doing enough. No more anguish at the thought of Mom’s 
suffering. I might actually feel like eating again. My sister, the exhausted 
caretaker, knows this imagined freedom more than all her siblings and her 
father, too confused to see the truth. Having missed so many opportunities 
to help, I rushed home wanting not to miss another crucial thing. I wanted 
to be present for a particular moment, but, as naïve as it sounds, I hadn’t 
considered the moment’s effect—its finality. Perhaps I hadn’t allowed myself 
to. Now, standing trash bag in hand, I know I don’t want just to be present 
at my mother’s death; I want my mother dead. 

The Rent-A-Center associate no longer looks so sure of himself. 
“Um, okay,” he says. “Just this once.” 

Ann Marie thanks him profusely as he backs away. We quickly hurl 
the bags into the dumpster, my body feeling lighter with each toss. 

Despite the predictions of hospice, eight months will pass before 
my sister says those words again, and means them. She will call me just as 
I’m preparing to celebrate my birthday and will tell me to prepare for Mom’s 
passing—there is no doubt this time. I will feel the panic clawing at my 
stomach, squeezing my lungs. Should I rush home? 

“No,” my sister will tell me with absolute assuredness. “Wait till it’s 
over. You’ve said enough goodbyes. Try to enjoy your birthday.” 

We will laugh at that. I will laugh at myself. It will be the third 
year in a row Mom will have taken a terrible turn come November. Making 
plans with friends, weeks in advance, will have been my way of warding 
off another turn. Even though I want my mother dead, I will not want her 

death anywhere near November 6th. On November 5th I’ll climb into bed, 
thinking, My mom is not dying on my birthday. I’ll wake in the middle of 
the night—No—and quickly return to sleep. At 6 am the phone will rouse 
me. “Happy birthday, Lizzie,” Ann Marie will softly say. “Mom died at 4 
o’clock.” 

Bags deposited in the dumpster, we climb into the LeBaron and 
drive toward our parents’ home, our voices rising above the spring wind. 
We laugh at the absurdity of being scolded by someone young enough to 
be our son, at my dumbfounded stammering, at my sister’s snap, irreverent 
duplicity. I should laugh at my own absurdity, for thinking that something 
as profound and mysterious as death will ever conform to my will. For 
thinking my mother’s death belongs to anyone but her.
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linkedin does not know
my former classmate is dead
when it (re)generates him on a friday
as a recommended connection

i turn the moment over 
like it is 2am, i 
cannot find my favorite side
we once stood in line together
to fill our cups with water
i turn it over

on a thursday night
sitting in a winery
while my friend
ponders suicide
like which dress to wear
tomorrow

on friday morning
a girl mouths “hit me”
as i scroll the lot
looking for parking
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oliVia stoWell 
expiration dates

myself, i am skipping
meals, drinking from metal
straws and turning my 
head every time i think
i hear my name

i almost crash my car
writing this poem.
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Mountains reveal their secrets to us in what feels like a lifetime, 
but to them is only an infinitesimal, a drop of water in the snow, a bit of 
bedrock disaggregated by lichens.1 My coming of age is forever intertwined 
with their smoothed figures and the quiet, sleeping stone of their souls. 
I am young and nervous when my cousins, brother, and I bike down the 
gravelly Berkshire road near my grandparent’s camp in the foothills just 
outside of Rangeley, a tiny hamlet nestled deep in the mountain woods of 
western Maine. We stop at the base of a well-exposed rock outcrop on the 
side of the road, the rusty stone protruding outward from the spruce forest 
above. Little sharp pebbles lay strewn below it, and we investigate, looking 
for stones to skip across the leech-infested pond nearby, the platy type that 
whistle in the breeze when thrown. I try climbing the rock face, but it’s too 
steep, and I end up scratching my knees. We go swimming later and I feel 
the scratches sting a little bit.  My cousins and brother splash around, and I 
jump off the dock into the cool, noisy ripples.

Years later, when looking out the window of my father’s truck 
on our way to Rangeley on a partly cloudy, mid-March evening, the days 
finally starting to feel longer after the bitter cold of winter, the mountains 
become burgeoning, here, present. Rays of early evening sunlight shine down 
through the clouds onto their rounded forms, each beam separated into 
its component wavelengths by the watery prisms above, the snowy spruce 
and fir glistening like morning dew. Something is revealed to me here, in 
the way sunsets interact with snowflakes, and I can only acknowledge it by 
looking, looking, looking as mountains disappear beneath winter forests and 
moonlight reverberates though the cadence of snowfall.

Long before the skipping stones of Berkshire road, I am on 
Tumbledown Mountain, chasing a friend around the bedrock shores of 

bryCe neal

strata
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1 Such small, unremarkable things compose the soil we step on, and in many ways, they are 
the only quantifiable equivalent to the essence of a million years, so flourishing in multitude 
that we can only feel a fleeting sense of awe in their wake.
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Tumbledown Pond2. The pond is like a crater, surrounded on its northern 
edge by glacially worn rock spires towering into the sky like hands reaching 
towards the stars. On its southern edge, the wind blows over a sheer cliff 
where birds fly. I imagine flying above the hardwood forests of oak and 
maple below like the peregrine falcons circling the pond3. I try to follow 
their flight paths, but I have to close my eyes when they fly across the sun. 
When I open them, they’re gone, vanished into the rugged mosaic of hazy 
massifs and endless shades of green, the occasional lake reflecting the Earth 
back in on itself. I drop a stone into the mountain pond and watch as my 
boyish figure wobbles in the motions of water.

I am in high school. It is early October, some of the leaves have 
turned to warm reds and yellows, but most are still green. We hike up 
Baldface Mountain in New Hampshire, through the rain and wind, a bunch 
of goofball high schoolers slipping on dead leaves and laughing through 
soaking rain. Our teacher stops us and points out the oak, maple, beech, 
and birch. This is the northern hardwood forest, the speckled embroidery 
of the valleys and uplands. It is here where I am introduced to the ash tree; 
I look high up into the canopy and see, ever so slightly, rain drops hitting 
their compound leaves, each little leaflet waving around as though it were 
flicked by a sudden breeze. We walk further, climbing higher and higher, 
tripping, joking, being stupid teenagers. Our teacher stops us again and 
I notice what he wants us to see. Spruce, fir, a little birch here and there. 
This is the boreal forest, borealis like the aurora I saw as a child in my great-
grandmother’s yard, a deep violet sky floating under stars. We go higher 
still, into the krummholz, the spruce and fir now stunted, crooked, their 
branches pointing in the direction of the prevailing winds. The fog is thick, 
and the surrounding mountains are obscured, faint, almost ghostly.  At 
the summit, it is silent and bare except for the occasional whoosh of wind 
blowing the tiny grasses and shrubs against each other, a sound only audible 
when we are all silent. Our teacher points down to the plants occupying a 
thin veneer of soil on the cool, wet granite. This is the alpine zone, beyond 

which there is only sky. Labrador tea, Alpine sweet grass, Lapland diapensia, 
denizens of the Arctic snows setting their roots on isolated New England 
mountaintops. Months later I see Diapensia lapponica on the summit of 
Saddleback Mountain near Rangeley, its little daisy flowers huddled together 
like penguins, the patchy quiltwork of the alpine zone. It is one of the most 
beautiful things.4

Two years pass. College is new and scary. I begin as an English 
major because I want to tell stories, and I sign up for a geology class because 
it sounds interesting. For lab, we hike up Bald Mountain, just across the 
valley from Tumbledown. I watch as the biomes change, through beech and 
ash, spruce and fir. The forest soon opens up to sky, to the colors of early 
fall, mountains to the north and west, rolling hills to the east and south. 
The mid-afternoon lighting makes me miss home. It is no surprise why they 
call it Bald Mountain: like many other mountains of the same name, the 
summit area is extensive and bare, mostly bedrock dotted with shrubs and 
spruce. Our professor points things out to us that I had merely walked over 
moments ago. Alternating layers of quartzite and schist that fold and stretch 
as you follow them up the mountainside. The glitter of mica. The strength 
of staurolite. A world of subtle repetition and temporal grace hidden only 
by the soles of my feet. From the rocks, a story is revealed, one of ancient 
oceans and tectonic upheavals during a bygone time. The metamorphic 
rocks of the Maine mountains began life as sediment at the bottom of 
an ocean, ascending from the waves to the sky as a small microcontinent 
collided with Eastern North America. Much of this story I do not 
understand. A couple weeks later, I drag my friends up the mountain and 
point out the puzzle pieces of the Earth. They ask me how it all fits together 
and I am at a loss for words. It starts to get late and we head down, everyone 
is tired. At the end of the semester I change my major.

Some stories aren’t told in the language of Homo sapiens5.
Summer 2016. I’m back on Berkshire road looking at the black, 

2 Thrust faults occur when older rock is shoved on top of younger rock, usually as a result 
of continental collisions that give rise to great mountain ranges. Here, lithologies separated 
by vast amounts of time, billions of years in some cases, are positioned discordantly against 
one another, interrupting the temporally consistent one after another-ness that defines the 
deposition of sedimentary rock. Memory is often just as sudden, a profoundly geologic 
environment not yet subject to geologic scrutiny.
3 Interestingly enough, raptors, along with all other birds, trace their ancestry back to the 
suborder Theropoda (literally “beast feet”), a group of bipedal, semi-carnivorous dinosaurs 
containing well-known Mesozoic predators like Tyrannosaurus. One cannot help but wonder 
whether these two animals, separated by millions of years, built their nests in proximity to 
the same rock that makes up present day Tumbledown Mountain: one theropod in the midst 
of a rifting Pangea, the other in the post-glacial peaks of Maine.

4 An island doesn’t necessarily have to be an isolated landmass surrounded by water. The 
alpine zones of northern New England are very much islands floating in the overwhelming 
sea of time. Thousands of years ago you could find arctic shrubs like Diapensia lapponica 
growing at the foot of continental-scale glaciers, but temperatures rose and ice melted as 
we entered the Holocene, so where else to go but up then? And like all islands, these plant 
communities can (and may very well) disappear under the waves, the hot Anthropocene 
breeze unsettling their rhizomes.
5 A professor of mine once likened minerals to an alphabet. This may seem odd, but rocks 
do in fact communicate. Their language, unlike ours, is highly interlayered and conveys 
the million year continuum of nature bluntly before our very eyes. There is no build up, no 
explication, no one word after the other. The details of Earth history are right there, frozen in 
time.
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rusty rock I scraped my knee on so long ago. Nothing about it has changed, 
but I see it so differently.6 It is now part of the Earth, the mountains, 
millions and millions of years. The rock is grainy to the touch, rough at the 
microscale, but resoundingly smooth, like sand between your toes. I notice 
a little bit of white quartz at the bottom of the outcrop and snap a picture. 
Before I head back to camp, I see a flat, skippable rock fragment and put it 
in my pocket. Later, I throw it across the leech-infested pond, the diffracting 
ripples distorting the late afternoon reflection of the mountains, making 
them much more malleable and temporary than they appear.

I drive up to Rangeley again in the fall, its bedrock buttresses 
ornamented with the minutiae of deep time, a dull monotony at once 
incomprehensible yet so immediate. The bland-looking road cuts on 
Route 4, at one time unremarkable in my eyes, take on new form. Schist, 
greenstone, slate, greywacke, shale, conglomerate, one on top of the other 
on top of the other. Geologists postulate a lofty, eroding mountain range 
to the northwest and a closing ocean basin to the southeast full of volcanic 
islands during the mid-Paleozoic era, all within the 55.62 square miles of 
what is now Rangeley, Maine. Some compare it to modern day Indonesia. 
I look to the south and see Saddleback towering above the hills, clouds 
congregating over its summit ridge.

Saddleback is granodiorite, the remains of an ancient, churning 
magma reservoir that ate through the surrounding rock, so ancient now 
that Diapensia lapponica, that penguin-like Arctic plant from the days of the 
Laurentide ice sheet, grow in the scars and crevices of its magmatic fabric, 
their roots slowly melting something that once turned solid rock to liquid as 
continents crashed and mountains were born.7

The present day and deposition continues across the land. The 
original thickness of the topmost layer in a stratigraphic sequence can only 
be estimated8. It is thought that some thirteen kilometers of rock have 
been eroded from the modern summits of the Presidential Range in New 
Hampshire. Some say that the tired, worn peaks of Maine aren’t mountains 

at all. “Glorified hills,” I heard once. But a mountain is much more than the 
sum of its contour lines. I am in Yellowstone flirting with a supervolcano 
when someone tells me the Appalachians, that dead and dying orogen back 
east, shroud their secrets up close under spruce thickets and waterfalls, 
while the high peaks of Western North America are best viewed from 
afar, proud landforms with nothing to hide. I grew up with those secrets, 
with Diapensia and Theropoda, with granite and glacial ice, with oceans-
turned-15,000-foot peaks now no more than glorified hills, slowly fading 
away, their pieces suspended in the waters of the Kennebec en route to the 
Atlantic, reborn9.

The pebbles of my youth, the stones I skipped across that leech-
infested pond down Berkshire road, have become the summits of my 
adulthood. Everything I once stepped over beckons a second glance, a peak 
into its own experience of time immemorial. The little streams that run 
down dirt roads after it rains are fractals, their tiny braided channels no 
different than those of the Ganges or the Mississippi.10 It is summer 2015 
when, covered in dirt after a long day working on the Appalachian Trail 
up Bemis Mountain, I look to the night sky, fireflies blinking, greeting the 
stars. I see the universe in all its hues and swirls of orange, white, red, and 
blue, the electromagnetic spectrum painted over a canvas of dark matter. In 
the mountains of Maine I came to understand forever, but even their forever 
falters when confronted with the cosmic eternity I witnessed that evening. 
Billions of years and the mountains and I are only a blip, a footnote within 
a footnote within a footnote...

9 The supercontinent cycle, or the episodic gathering and dispersal of the Earth’s crust 
via continental collisions and rifting, is almost reminiscent of a heartbeat. Vaalbara, Ur, 
Kenorland, Nuna, Rodinia, Pannotia, Pangea…some geologists speculate that the Atlantic 
may be the locus of a future supercontinent.
10 “No vestige of a beginning, no prospect of an end,” Hutton famously proclaimed, the 
Scottish farmer turned “father of modern geology” who watched in wonder as water moved 
sediment through his fields.

6 Geologists, unlike physicists or chemists who work in the realm of experimental 
uncertainties, use Bayesian inference to elucidate the Earth’s secrets. In short, as more 
evidence becomes available, the probability of a hypothesis is updated. The discovery of plate 
tectonics in the 1960s was quite Bayesian, and required geologists to re-investigate the rocks 
they thought they knew using a new theoretical framework.
7 “Juxtaposition!” Dr. E would exclaim to us in Earth History. And so it is here, the quilt of 
the Earth a shimmering assemblage of primordial realms, tropical forests in Antarctica, ice 
sheets and cetaceans in the Sahara.
8 For the wind and water never cease to make their mark on the planet, forever giving new 
form to that which is held permanent, a solidity of human perception not lithified in stone.



 
On 50, east of Skull Rock Pass,
A trace of shoreline runs along
The hills above the valley floor.

Waves washed against that shore
in the Quaternary epoch.
People walked along that shore.

I visualize the lake above
This sand and realize
I’m driving under water.
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