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SHOVEL, THEN SALT 

Carol has been running through the last days of November, heading away from a 

marriage damaged by the unexpected miscarriage of an unwanted baby. A cocktail of shame and 

relief and hormonal heartache has taken residence in her stomach like a coating of sick. But the 

longer the feeling lingers, the more assuredly Carol knows that this twisted, unwanted grief is all 

she has left. She watched, days ago, as the rest of her bled from inside and was thrown and 

flushed and drained away. But she knows that without the heaviness in her stomach, the dryness 

in her mouth—without the throbbing, aching penance—she would be numb. Hollow. A husk, her 

husband Ben had called her while she hovered between that life and this, standing over him with 

stoically dry eyes as he wept his dreams into the clover-like weeds growing around the painted 

rock. A grave for someone not in the ground. For something that never was.   

Carol rests in the booth of a truck stop diner off Highway 169, staring blankly through a 

window to her left. She blinks hard, beckoning the world to come back into focus. Semi-trucks. 

Blink. Neon signs. Blink. Snow. Blink. Dirty, gray, used snow. Blink. She leans toward the 

window, aching to press her nose against the glass. To feel the cold’s sting on her skin. To see a 

layer of fog form from her breath. To know she still has breath. 

A waiter asks what she’ll have. She orders oatmeal with cheese, the only thing she has 

eaten in at least a day. The waiter brings the oatmeal, coffee she didn’t order, a side of hash 

browns slid onto the table with a wink. Spoons clatter in bowls and night-people chatter in 

booths and by the time the sky is painted with streaks of orange and pink the waiter, Shane, is 

sitting in Carol’s booth.  
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“Did you get enough to eat? My shift’s over, but I could grab us some bowls of potato 

soup, free. Special’s changing to chicken wild rice so it’ll just get dumped out otherwise.”  

“I’m fine, thanks.”  

“You in town for the reunion?”  

“No, just passing through.”  

“Didn’t think I recognized you. I’ve known almost every person in this town for over 

thirty years, except those international kids who work in the tourist shops every summer, but 

nobody remembers transients. So, where you headed? You must be passing through—no one 

travels to Ely in the winter.”  

Carol instinctively avoids his question. “You could donate it, you know. The soup? Seems 

like a waste to just dump it out.”  

Shane talks about soup and truck drivers and needing a cigarette. He asks Carol a 

question she doesn’t hear, reaches out to her hand resting on the table and rubs his thumb back 

and forth across her knuckles. Where is she headed? When she left her husband and her home in 

Bismarck, Missouri, she had been headed to the grocery store for eggs and peanut butter and 

bananas. When she drove past the grocery store, she was headed to lurk in the daytime dark of an 

empty movie theatre. Then a bookstore. Dive bar. Discount hotel. She headed toward Canada for 

a while, before she realized that she didn’t have her passport. So then, somewhere in the middle 

of Iowa, she started heading toward Ely, Minnesota. A place both far and familiar.  

The rising sun awakens a cacophony in the truck stop diner. Shane makes a joke about 

being nocturnal and asks Carol if she needs a place to sleep. She rubs her hand back and forth 
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across the booth’s ripped vinyl, relaxing into the ragged edge, forcing the feeling to radiate from 

her palm to the rest of her skin. She nods, wishing for drunkenness and the excuses it offers.  

Carol follows Shane to his place, an efficiency apartment above a touristy spice shop. 

Pepper, cayenne, and cinnamon rest in the air, lingering with the stale stink of cigarettes and 

musty laundry. She studies the room with its crusty sink dishes and windowsill flies and tries not 

to think of Ben. How clean he is, how good. Carol moves directly to the twin bed in the corner of 

the room and is almost asleep by the time Shane draws the curtains, turning the day into faux-

night. The mattress springs groan as Shane lays down beside her, his humid breath landing on the 

back of her neck.  

She dreams of Ben and the painted rock covered in dirty snow, surrounded by a mob. Her 

hand reaches to brush the snow from the tiny memorial, but finds it iced over. She waits for the 

protesters to scream their hatred, but they silently circle the rock, leaving her on the outside. She 

turns away, hears her husband’s sobs, imagines his tears melting the ice from the homemade 

gravestone. She does not turn back. She walks, then runs, then wakes up. 

Her phone is ringing for the first time in over twenty-four hours. The silence has been 

palpable after days of rejecting Ben’s constant calls. Imagined versions of every ignored message 

flood her mind.  

Ring. Can you grab a frozen pizza from the store? I don’t feel like cooking tonight. 

Ring. It’s getting kind of late. Were you going to come home for dinner? 

Ring. Where are you?  
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Ring. I love you. Please come home.  

Ring. You don’t have to come home. Just call me. Soon.  

Ring. A clinic called to confirm your abortion. I told them it wouldn’t be necessary.  

Carol stays entombed under Shane’s bedsheets until the ringing stops. She emerges, 

expecting the judgmental blast of daylight through the window, but the curtains are still closed. 

Shane sits on the edge of the bed, chain smoking and staring at a tiny television a few feet away.  

“What time is it?” Carol asks.  

“About four or five. Haven’t checked in a while.”  

“In the morning—” 

“Evening. You’ve been out cold. Want one?” He offers her the pack of cigarettes.   

“Sure, thanks. What’re you watching?”  

 “Dazzling Dunks and Basketball Bloopers. It’s the shit. They alternate segments—some 

amazing shots, then cocksuckers eating the gym floor or getting nailed in the head with the 

basketball or other crap like that. Fucking hilarious. I swear to god, this tape is the only reason I 

still have a VCR.”  

They smoke and watch the tape together, Shane rewinding after his favorite bloopers. 

They drink tequila from Dixie cups, then straight from the bottle. Carol laughs away her 

reluctance. Her nose numbs, and she feels guilty for these moments without pain, but the tequila 

burn lingers in her throat and warms her stomach with horrible relief.  

She lays her head in his lap. Feels him grow hard under her cheek. Takes him into her 

mouth—something Ben never wanted her to do. Mustn’t spill his seed on the ground, or 
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anywhere else. Shane keeps smoking, but runs his free hand through Carol’s hair as he pushes 

himself against her face. He shudders, than lays back on the bed. She walks to the bathroom. 

Spits in the sink. Stares at her eyes in the mirror, racooned with mascara and sweat. Raises her 

right hand and slaps her face. Again. Harder and harder until red welts of fingers and palms are 

printed on her cheek. Why can’t she hurt for the things that matter? 

When she returns, Shane is standing by the stove. “I’m making some baked beans,” he 

says. “It’s all I have in the kitchen besides liquor and saltines.”  

“Don’t you have to work today?” Carol asks, joining him in the kitchen.  

“Fuck that job. I said I would only stay there until the first snow, and it’s been snowing 

for a month.”  

“Slow when it snows?”  

“Huh?”  

“No customers? Bad tips with bad weather?”  

“Nah. Not so bad. Just that I’ve been planning for a year to start my business this fall, 

with the first snow.”  

She stops responding, but he keeps talking about his plans to open a snow removal 

business.  

“Most people just shovel and leave it at that. Throw some sand down, maybe. But what 

you really need is the salt. Sand’s ineffective. Just mixes in so the snow’s dirty all winter, and the 

town’s a nasty mud-beach come spring. But salt uses mother-fucking chemistry. Melts the shit 

out of that snow and ice. Dissolves right into the Earth from whence it came, you know? Fucking 

beautiful.”  
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“Then why don’t people use it?”  

“Environmental hippie crap. People get pissed off when their well water gets a little salty. 

Say it’s toxic, which is total horse-shit. Plus, salt’s expensive. Costs about twice as much as 

sand.”  

“Makes sense, I guess,” Carol says to fill the silence.  

“Well, I for one would rather pay a little more and drink some salty water than see kids 

cracking their skulls open all over town because the goddamn sidewalks are covered with a layer 

of sand-packed ice.”  

Shane ladles baked beans into two cereal bowls and hands one to Carol. There isn’t a 

table in the tiny apartment, and Carol doesn’t want to return to the twin bed, so they stand in the 

kitchen and eat.  

“You never told me what you’re doing in Ely. If you came to canoe the boundary waters, 

you’re a couple months too late. Hell, most of the shops even close down this time of year.” 

“Just felt like coming back up here, I guess.” 

“Back? Thought you said you weren’t from around here?”  

“I just used to travel up here, every few years until I was seventeen or so. Camping—with 

my parents.”  

“Ah, an Ely legacy.”  

“I guess,” Carol says. She does not say that she had been born in Ely, probably 

conceived. She does not say that her parents made an annual trek back to the town because they 

were such masterful gardeners of the family tree, guardians of the roots. Carol eats baked beans 
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and stares at Shane and says nothing about the life she had never wanted to create that now 

ceases to exist. Says nothing about her prayers and plans for mutilation.  

Mutilation. Murder. Ben’s words.  

Choice. Freedom. Her words.   

Semantics. Why isn’t this part of premarital counseling?  

Your choice to murder our child for your own freedom is mutilating our marriage. 

She prunes roots before they take hold. Throws axes at trees. Leaves them damaged and 

alone—split bark, diseased. She breaks vows and spills seeds and wants to throw salt on the 

ground, watch it melt the snow and wait for it to poison the wells.  

Shane keeps talking about his business plan, proudly shows her the industry-grade shovel 

and five-gallon bucket of salt. Carol doesn’t bother asking him how he plans to make money 

shoveling snow in the middle of the night. She doesn’t care about this. About anything, maybe. 

So when Shane asks for her help, she says yes. Says yes to leaving the stale apartment. Yes to not 

returning to his bed. Yes to no more tequila. Yes to not being alone with herself.  

Outside, Ely is already dark and empty. They begin immediately, moving through the 

town, Shane with the shovel and Carol with the salt. He makes the final call on whether each 

walkway should be shoveled and salted or skipped. Burger Shack, no. First Lutheran Church, 

yes. Post Office, no. Lance’s Hardware, yes. Carol doesn’t ask about his method. She follows 

behind, the air growing colder and the salt pail getting lighter with each walkway. Now when she 

breathes, a cloud lingers in front of her face, the molecules of water and whatever else her body 

still has to give frozen together, rising up and out of the streetlamp’s glow.  
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The tequila burn begins to fade. Shane pushes and scrapes his shovel over the walkway in 

front of the Public Library. Carol salts. The windchill scrapes its teeth across Carol’s cheek 

before biting the exposed skin of her neck.  

They walk another block and Shane stops in front of a dilapidated house. “Not sure 

anyone lives in this shit-shack, but the piles are fucking deep. I’d feel bad passing it over.” He 

spears the snow with his shovel, then stomps his boots. Carol hears the top layer of ice crack 

beneath his weight. “I’ve gotta take a leak, you wanna shovel this time? Probably good to shake 

up your blood a bit. Frostbite’s a bitch.” Shane disappears around the corner.

 Carol is an automaton, pushing the shovel, dumping the snow to the right and left, again 

and again until the metal brushes ice that needs salting. Moves forward. Shovels again. Her 

shoulders ache. The ache passes to her sides and stomach and abdomen, where invisible wounds 

open with agonizing blasts of pain. Wounds in her memory—the image of blood in the toilet, 

Carol the sole witness as her body destroyed the life without her help. Why won’t they scar over, 

these wounds? How can she stitch up these consequences of life? 

Near the house, Carol’s shovel hits an impasse. A chunk of ice growing up from the layer 

on the sidewalk, rising above the ground, ascending into a space where it does not belong. She 

pushes harder, but it won’t budge. She runs at it, ramming into the frozen mound with all the 

force she can muster behind the handle. Nothing. She lifts the shovel over her head, swings, 

cracks the ice with the blade-like edge. Again. Again. Again. Something shatters. Something 

Carol can’t see through the darkness. She drops to her knees, removes her gloves, rubs her bare 

palms over the icy mass and feels the jagged edge of brokenness sliced and crushed by her 

violent swings. 
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Exhausted, Carol heaves sobs into the snow. She presses her palms to her eyes, realizing 

for the first time that they are bleeding, cut by the jagged ice. Blood on her face again. The ruins 

scattered around her, waiting to be melted by the warmth of a summer that Carol doubts will ever 

arrive. She thinks of the salt, in a pail now, but once in the seas. She wonders if the same salt 

comes from the living seas as the dead, dried-up ones.  

She stands and returns to the salt pail, drags it back to the broken mass and begins salting 

the shards of ice. Tells herself it’s not bad luck unless you spill it. She throws, wanting the salt to 

reach the earth through the ice. She throws, whips, dumps the last bit of this currency, this cause 

of warfare in times so removed they feel both more important and less probable than the greatest 

myths. She feels the burning, aching sting now of salt in the wounds on her hands and spits raw 

laughter into the dark. 

  Carol knows that tomorrow she will leave this place, this moment, this version of 

herself. She breathes deeply, the midnight air freezes the cries in her lungs, silences the painted 

rocks and missed appointments and tequila shots that dart across her brain. The salt is gone and 

Carol knows that tomorrow’s sun will rise without the strength to finish the job. So she presses 

her bare, fire-red hands against the fragments of ice the mound left behind, reveling in the aching 

burn as all the warmth she has left melts the mummified crystals into an icy tomb. 
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THE LOVES OF LIFE  

 Penny turns the rental onto Cedar Street and flits her eyes into focus in the rearview 

mirror. This mirror, able to reflect just one feature at a time, is the only one she will look into 

intentionally. She does not mind the isolated gaze of her eyes—does not cringe at her wide, flat 

nose when separated from her rounded chin.  

She parks in front of her parents’ house and stares at her fingers on the steering wheel. 

For once, the cuticles are perfect. The gleaming, turquoise nails are free of ravaged edges and 

raw skin—all evidence of anxious picking erased. 

She sits in the car, feels the temperature drop, listens to the loud silence creep in. She tilts 

her soft chin up and dabs at her nostrils with the outer bone of her wrist, catching a few thick 

drops of blood. In her time away from home, she had almost forgotten winter’s capacity to dry 

her, to draw out what should stay inside.  

That morning, she had woken up in her Texas apartment when Claire delivered coffee 

and toast in bed—their usual routine for days they were planning to wash the sheets.  

While Penny packed for her trip home, Claire practiced cello in the living room corner 

wearing just an oversized t-shirt—the purple one with da mihi osculum latine loquor, kiss me I 

speak Latin, embroidered in yellow script across the front. Penny hummed the melody that Claire 

had been obsessing over for days and knew then that she loved her. She wondered what this love 

would feel like from almost one-thousand miles away, while Claire hosted Thanksgiving for all 

of their friends who were busy enough—poor enough—callous enough—brave enough to skip 
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the obligatory trips home, and Penny ate too much and avoided questions while also wishing her 

family cared enough to ask her some goddamned questions. 

Claire drove to the airport and Penny worried, as she often does, about how long she can 

keep her girlfriend a secret before resentment will set in. Instead of really talking, she rambled 

about the weather up north, then her family’s Thanksgiving traditions. She described the bottles 

of discount wine that would be lined like soldiers on the countertop next to the stove. She 

detailed the recipe for Baked Corn—corn, croutons, creamy stuff, according to her mother—that 

is not actually baked, but warmed in the microwave for thirty minutes. Mainly, though, she told 

Claire about the flipping of the bird.  

“You mean, like,” and Claire raised her middle finger.  

“No, but my dad starts to make that joke every year.”  

“Maybe your dad and I would get along after all,” Claire said with a smirk.  

“Yeah, sure,” Penny exhaled. “Anyway, my dad always buys the biggest turkey he can, 

plops it in a foil roasting pan, drowns it in wine, and grills the thing.”  

“Your dad grills a turkey? Outside, in Minnesota, in November?”  

Penny pulls in her lips and nods before describing the rest of the bird flipping—how her 

dad wears shorts with his winter coat and dashes outside all day to check on the bird, and how an 

hour before the meal he hovers in the kitchen doorway that opens onto the back deck, clears his 

throat and roars: The time has come…for the flipping of the bird!  

“What does that even mean?” Claire asked, laughing.  

“Okay, so everyone picks a tool, something stupid like a pizza wheel, or a putter from 

Dad’s bag of shamed golf clubs in the mudroom,” Penny said. “And there’s the rhyming chant. 
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Oh my god, I always block out the chant. We chant and go outside and my dad cracks jokes 

about hurrying up so the meat doesn’t refreeze while the lid’s up. Then we flip the turkey so it 

can finish cooking. That’s it, really.” 

Claire laughed and Penny did not mention that she was not allowed to help with the 

actual flipping—that she had been forbidden since, when she was seven years old, she stabbed 

the turkey with a carving fork and accidentally pulled the bird off the grill and into the snow. Her 

father does a dramatic retelling of the story every year, the terrible turkey-less Thanksgiving.  

“Watch out for ice on the road,” Claire said outside of the airport terminal. “And don’t let 

anyone tell you to smile, but try to smile. It’s only a couple of days. You are beautiful and 

intelligent. Don’t revert to your seventeen-year-old self just because you’re going home.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”  

“Just that you don’t binge eat pretzels in the closet anymore, and you always put the cap 

back on the toothpaste. That sort of stuff. Try not to regress.”   

“Regress? Seriously?”  

“You know what I mean. Just don’t lose yourself.”  

Claire cupped Penny’s face in her hands and they kissed goodbye—not a long kiss, not 

even intimate, but public. They did not talk about how Claire was still a secret, how Penny had 

planned to finally be honest with her family during the trip, how they both know she would not.  

And now, sitting in the car in front of her parents’ house, she tells herself that she would 

have already gone inside if her nose was not bleeding—another lie. She squeezes her nostrils and 

thinks about the years before the bird flipping tradition began, when her dad would chase Penny 
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and her brother around the house with the raw turkey, insisting they kiss it for luck. James would 

lick the bird or spit on it, which sent Penny into tears and her mother into the garage to smoke in 

secret.  

Before she left, Penny swore she would not drink too much around her family. Now, she 

promises herself a tall glass of red anything if she gets out of the car and into the house. Her 

suitcase won’t roll over the snow-packed driveway, so she hugs it to her chest and thinks about 

not falling. She falters under the weight of her bag and narrowly misses an icy patch on the back 

deck. She almost knocks at the door, but stops to wait and see if someone will open it up and pull 

her inside. When no one does, she pushes herself in.  

Penny’s mother takes her suitcase and sets it down in the mudroom. Deb kisses her 

daughter’s cheeks, then continues setting the table.  

“Merry turkey day, Nickel,” her father says. Ron is barrel-chested and wearing a sweater-

vest with his cargo shorts. “You missed a monumental flipping—Lisa’s first!”  

While she hugs her father, James walks up from the basement. His fiancée, Lisa, is a few 

steps behind.  

James does not hug his sister, but reaches out his arm to bump fists. He grabs her wrist 

and turns it over, feigning surprise over the cluster of music notes that she had tattooed on her 

wrist the summer after her high school graduation.  

“You got something on your skin there,” James utters his usual joke. 
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Penny nods a greeting at Lisa, and the girl reaches her arms out for a hug. When Penny 

accepts the embrace, Lisa pats the back of her head and whispers, “What did you do to your hair? 

You can’t be in my wedding.”  

For months before chopping her hair, Penny worried that her fat face couldn’t pull it off. 

Claire assured her that she would be beautiful no matter what—a lie Penny knew her girlfriend 

believed. When Penny finally scheduled an appointment and asked a stylist for her opinion, the 

woman shrugged her shoulders and said that attitude was more important than bone structure.  

Now, Penny steps back and pushes a hand through her recently chopped curls. She waits 

for Lisa to laugh or for anyone else to respond, but either no one heard the remark or they are 

choosing silence—choosing Lisa. 

During the meal, Penny thinks about the greasy bag of fast food that she stress ate on the 

drive from the airport, a full meal and an extra order of large fries, for her friend, she had lied to 

the disinterested drive-thru worker.  

The familiar guilt that comes with eating when she is not hungry pounds in her cheeks 

and pinches her stomach. The turkey in her mouth dries and her mind jumps to the moment her 

father caught her four-year-old self alone in the kitchen, snacking on a cheese sandwich. He had 

given her permission to eat an apple. A sandwich, he said, was not the same thing. He explained 

that is how people got fat, canceled the special father-daughter dinner date planned for that 

evening, and fell asleep watching the Vikings game in his recliner, his hand resting inside a bowl 

of peanut shells.  
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As the Thanksgiving meal winds down, Lisa tells a forgettable story about PomPom, the 

Pomeranian she and James recently adopted. The family laughs and starts cutting the pies. Penny 

counts her breaths and swishes wine in her mouth to wash down the dry turkey. Claire would tell 

her that it is time to eat and be thankful, so she does and is.  

After the meal, deeper into the wine, Penny washes dishes and listens to her father belt 

his best impression of Robert Goulet in Camelot.  

“But if I’d ever leave you, how could it be in springtime…knowing how in spring I’m 

bewitched by you so!”  

Ron grabs his wife’s waist and spins her around the kitchen. 

“It’s a miracle. I think those are actually the real lyrics,” James mumbles to Penny. She 

almost smiles and hands him a plate to dry.  

 “Oh no! Not in springtime, or Thanksgiving too!” Ron sings. He drops to his knees and 

clutches Deb’s hands. “No never could I leave you, when you make pumpkin pie!” 

“Spoke too soon,” Penny says. She rinses the last of the dishes and dries her hands. Lisa 

turns off the living room television and returns to the kitchen.  

“So, Penny, where are you sleeping tonight?” she asks.  

“My bedroom, I figured? In the basement,” Penny says. 

When Penny was a senior in high school, her parents sold their home and downsized, so 

she has a semblance of a bedroom in the basement and James sleeps on the couch when he 

comes to visit.  

“Oh, you mean in the guest room?” Lisa asks. “James, you could have told her!” She 

playfully smacks her fiancé.  
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“Well, we’re already settled in, Pen. Mom thought it wouldn’t be a big deal since you’re 

just staying a couple of nights,” James says.  

“Sorry, sweetie, I just—” Deb begins.  

“Yeah, sure. Living room is fine,” Penny says. She lifts her eyebrows, an old trick for 

pushing back the tears. She feels herself bite the inside of her cheeks and waits for the moment to 

end.  

Ron pours everyone another glass of wine and the moment does not end. He tells his 

daughter that she will not be on the couch—she will have her own private suite. Her mother 

reminds her of the plans for converting the old shed into a guest house.  

“It’s not quite finished yet,” Deb says. “But Dad insulated the walls and put a brand new 

space heater out there. It’s powerful enough to heat even a machine shed, we reckon!”  

Penny tastes metallic blood dripping from the new indentations inside her rough cheeks. 

“We wanted it to be finished before everyone came home for the holiday, but times are 

tight, you know,” Ron continues. “That out-of-state tuition of yours complicates things.”  

“It’s really coming along, though,” Deb interrupts. “I put a big rug down. We haven’t 

found a bed yet, but that loveseat we’ve been storing out there is actually a pull-out couch, and I 

bought some nice, new sheets for it.”  

“We didn’t figure you would mind. We know how you like your privacy,” Ron says.  

Deb wanders around the kitchen, brushes nonexistent crumbs from the counter, 

straightens napkins, clears the time on the microwave clock. Penny uses her tongue to slow the 

bleeding in her mouth and looks down at her hands, relived that the dish washing had not spoiled 

her manicure. No one could see inside her cheeks, anyway. 
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“Hold on,” James says. “Isn’t that the couch that Dad stole?”  

“You stole a couch?” Lisa exclaims, looking at Ron. “No way!”  

“Bet your ass I did,” Ron says. “From those freaking Benusas. Sons-of-bitches!”  

Penny knows this story. She refills her wineglass as Ron, delighted to have a captive 

audience in Lisa, moves on to whisky and complains about the Benusas, their old neighbors. Ron 

describes the gigantic bug-zapper that buzzed through the night and spilled neon-purple light into 

the living room window. This, along with the junk piled in their backyard, was reason enough for 

Ron to hate the family. Penny remembers how her father would stand at the window with his 

coffee, staring into the Benusas’ backyard and muttering about their loud, dirty children.  

She tries not to listen to the actual action of the story, which feels nastier—makes her 

itchier with associative guilt—each time she hears it. When her parents were moving from her 

childhood home to the one they are in now, Ron and his buddy Jeff got drunk and dumped all of 

the junk that was going to be donated or tossed into a heap in the Benusas’ yard. Then the men 

got drunker and stole a small couch that had been sitting on the cement patio for almost a year. A 

fair trade, they figured. 

“We hauled it into the moving truck, drove it across town, and it’s been sitting in our shed 

ever since. I bet the poor bastards never even noticed it was missing!”  

Ron bangs an excited fist onto the kitchen table.  

The family laughs. Penny focuses on her feet. Her right sock has drooped and spun 

around—the extra heel fabric, gray and worn, bunches in the front crook of her ankle. Is this 

regressing? She tries to smile—fails—bends at the waist and fixes the sock, spinning it around 

and pulling the fabric tight over her thick calf.  
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“We scrubbed the couch up, Penny,” Deb says. “And Dad has been working so hard on 

the shed conversion. Really, you should go take a look at it. Get settled in, maybe?”  

“Yeah, wasn’t that meant to be for James and Lisa now that they’re getting married?” 

Penny asks with a trembling anger.  

“Lisa’s a guest,” Ron says, the final word on the subject. Penny wonders how long she 

will have to stay away from home in order to be considered a guest. 

“Let’s play a board game,” Lisa says, fracturing the silence.   

“Dad hates board games,” Penny says. “Apparently he was scarred as a child.” 

“Who says I have to like games to play them?” Ron says. 

“That’s the spirit, Ron!” Lisa exclaims. “I brought the perfect one, too, called Family 

Baggage. It’s not like a normal game. You basically just tell embarrassing stories and see who 

can make everyone laugh the most.” 

“Family baggage?” Penny asks.    

“It sounds worse than it is,” James says.  

Penny’s nose starts to bleed again. She walks to the kitchen sink, dampens a paper towel, 

and wipes the skin under her nose. Ron moves beside her and dumps cubes of ice from his 

whisky glass. Penny thinks about how quickly ice melts in whisky, and wonders how fast Ron 

drank the four fingers he had poured after dinner.  

“You’re not drinking enough water,” Ron says. “That’s why you get those nosebleeds.” 

Ron refills his whisky glass, neat this time, and walks back to the table. Penny pulls a 

bottle of cheap, sweet white from the fridge and dumps a heavy-handed pour without rinsing the 

splash of red from the bottom. Bootleg blush, Claire calls it when Penny does this at home.  
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The game begins. Lisa takes the first turn, describing a time in middle school when she 

hit her best friend in the eye with a racquetball. James counters Lisa’s story with a retelling of the 

morning he went for an early run, before the sun was up, and shit his pants in the street a mile 

away from his house.  

“I was sick,” he says. “I couldn’t help it!” Penny forces a smile. The rest of the family’s 

laughter puts the game on pause for a few minutes. 

Deb excuses herself to the restroom. Penny pulls at a loose thread on the sleeve of her 

sweater and watches Ron slap congratulations on his son’s back for a story well told. James peels 

the cellophane from the bowl of leftover baked corn and he and Lisa eat it cold. 

“Alright, my turn!” Deb says when she returns. “I was in ninth grade and dancing with 

Mark someone… Fletcher? Fischer? I can’t remember—” She trails off, and her husband refills 

her wineglass. “Oh, thank you, honey. Well, I’m no prude, but Mark started pushing it if you 

know what I mean. I told him where he could keep his hands, thank you very much. And then 

that little jerk pulled down my skirt, right in the middle of the dance floor in front of the entire 

class! I still can’t believe I almost wasted Crimson and Clover on him—it’s over five minutes 

long, you know. You always wanted to find the cutest dance partner for Crimson and Clover.” 

“Crimson and Clover isn’t five minutes long,” Ron says. “Three minutes, maybe. Tops.” 

“It is on the album, Ron. It’s not like they were playing taped radio singles during the 

dance,” Deb says.    

“Well, it’s still not the longest song to dance to. MacArthur Park’s over seven minutes.” 

“Who wants to dance to MacArthur Park?” Deb asks.  
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Penny hears the familiar cadence of the sort of fighting her parents did when she was a 

child, before they were fully settled into their marriage. She hopes James will say something to 

diffuse the mounting tension. When he doesn’t, Penny changes the subject with a long complaint 

about her upcoming algebra final exam.  

“Why are you taking that class, anyway? Think you’re gonna use a lot of that while 

you’re shrinking people’s heads?” Ron says. 

“It’s a required class, Dad. Everyone takes it.”  

“Waste of money, seems to me.”  

Penny hears a rhythmic scraping—under the table, her thumbs rip at their own cuticles. 

She wraps her pointer fingers tightly around her thumbs to slow the bleeding. Finger scarves, she 

recalls, as the thumb tips turn purple. Her father taught her to make finger scarves when her sixth 

grade teacher sent home a note complaining about the smears of blood on Penny’s homework. 

Now she stares at her father across the table and wonders, for the first time, why he hadn’t just 

given her a box of bandages.  

“You know, Paradise by the Dashboard Light is even longer than MacArthur Park,” she 

says straight at her father.   

“Not than MacArthur Park,” Ron says. “It’s almost eight minutes long.”  

“Dashboard Light is eight minutes and twenty-eight seconds long,” she says. 

“Nope. It’s a long song, Nickel, but not that long.”  

“I own the album, Dad. I was listening to it on the drive here. The time was displayed 

right on the fucking dash.” 
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“Hear that, Deb? College girl knows everything! They give you that diploma early, since 

you’re already done learning everything?”  

Hot, unwelcome tears form behind Penny’s eyes. Under the table, she loosens the finger 

scarves and pulls at the cuticles until her flesh hurts and her tears stop. 

“Honestly, Ron,” Deb whispers. 

“Oh come on, Debbie, it’s just a joke. Toughen up, Penny. You’ve gotta stop taking 

everything so personally,” Ron says.  

Penny wants to toughen up. She wants to tell them about Claire, about how they met 

during the first day of astronomy almost a year ago. Penny wants to watch her family squirm as 

she says that the woman was in her bed three days after they met. She wants them to know that 

she had not been drinking, that she does not need to drink when she is with Claire, when she is 

herself.  

She doesn’t, though. Instead, she decides to win the game.  

“My turn,” she says. The wine has her speaking more quickly than she intends.  

“Remember in eighth grade when I went to that girls in science thing in Grand Forks? Well, we 

stopped to eat at a fast food place on the way home. We were quoting movies and telling stories 

and stuff. It started to get really funny, and I guess I had to go to the bathroom. I mean, I don’t 

remember if I had to go before we got to the restaurant, but I kept laughing and knew that I really 

had to pee. And then, it just happened. I couldn’t stop laughing and so I just kept going.” Penny 

pauses and drinks a bit of the bootleg blush.  

“Hold on,” Lisa says. “You peed your pants? In eighth grade? In public? That’s 

disgusting! I mean, James shit himself, but at least no one was there to see it!” 

21



Penny considers dialing it back, but the wine won’t let her.  

“Well, they were shorts, not pants, so the piss just ran down my legs under the table.” 

No one laughs.  

“I tried to wipe my legs under the table while we sat there, but there wasn’t really 

anything I could do about the chair or my shorts. I didn’t have a jacket or anything to tie around 

my waist, so I made sure I was the last one to walk out of the restaurant. I guess that worked 

alright until I was the last one walking onto the bus, all the way to the back, passing everyone 

who was already sitting.” 

“Oh, sweetie. Did anyone notice?” Deb asks. 

“I don’t know. Probably,” Penny says. James cracks a half smile and snorts a laugh. 

Penny knows he is trying to make it all feel less tragic, trying to diffuse the tension. Where was 

he earlier? 

“Disgusting,” Lisa says again, laughing loudly. “I bet you freaking stunk! That story gets 

my vote!” 

Penny wishes her nose would start bleeding and give her an excuse to leave the room. 

“Hold your point, Lisa. I haven’t had a turn yet,” Ron says. 

“Oh I don’t know, I’m getting a bit sleepy…” Deb begins.  

“I was about the same age. Twelve or thirteen. My mom had been gone for eleven 

months, and my Dad had been re-married for nine. We usually spent Thanksgiving at home, but 

Dad decided that we needed to get to know our step-mom’s family, so we packed up and drove 

down to Omaha. There were mostly adults there, so my brother and I were forced to stay with 

my step-mother’s nephew, this sixteen-year-old kid with a greasy face and thin mustache.”  
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Penny glances up and realizes that her father is staring directly at her. She looks away and 

smoothes down her short curls. Ron empties his glass. 

“Well, I’ll just skip to it,” Ron says. “That greasy bastard of a step-cousin sat in front of 

his closed door, pulled out his dick, and jerked off in front of us. My brother sobbed and banged 

his own head against the wall over and over again. When the guy was done, he sucker-punched 

me in the gut and told me to shut my brother up or he would tell everyone what I made him do. 

Then we followed him into the living room and played cards with our parents until it was time to 

eat.”  

Ron walks away and drops his empty whisky tumbler into the sink, shattering the glass.  

He pulls a cigar from the junk drawer, puts on his coat and hat, and walks out the back door to 

the frozen deck.  

“Okay, that story definitely wins,” Lisa says, her laugh cracking the quiet. “You guys 

want to watch a movie or something?” 

Penny thinks about standing for a long time before she actually does. She carries empty 

bottles to the sink and rinses them all out before she remembers the shards of glass her father had 

left behind, wedged now in the drain or clogged in the garbage disposal or floating wherever 

waste water ends up. She drifts toward the muffled chatter in the living room and hovers for a 

moment behind her father’s recliner. It is shabbier than she remembers—a grease spot on the 

headrest shines, dish towels are stapled over the worn arms. 

Next to the back door, Penny wraps herself in layers pulled from the mudroom hooks—

her mother’s parka, her brother’s hat, her father’s boots. He must have gone out in his slippers. 

23



Penny grabs her suitcase, still sitting near the door, and steps outside. In moments, the cold bites 

her throat and freezes the blood inside her nostrils. She treads carefully over ice patches on the 

deck and dreads hiking to the shed through the backyard’s thigh-high drifts of snow. But as she 

squints into the blackness of the yard, Penny sees a wide path, from the deck to the shed, carved 

into the snow. She walks to the shed and sees that the door has already been unlocked. She steps 

inside and sets her suitcase down. 

The shed is bigger than she remembers. Boxes that once filled the space are now stacked 

neatly against the walls, and the open space in the middle of the floor is covered with her 

mother’s old area rug. The couch, though—the one that has been hiding in the shed since the day 

her father stole it—is missing.  

She thinks of the time her father washed a pair of pants with his cellphone in the pocket, 

how he was so upset that he sat awake all night on deck, thinking about how he was an idiotic 

burden on his family. Penny laughed at his overreaction then, but now—because she knows him, 

because she is him—she worries about the missing couch and her father’s, her own, tendency 

toward dramatic gestures.  

When she hears his raspy bass somewhere behind the shed, she clicks on the space heater 

and walks outside. Her eyes still won’t cut fully through the blackness, but she smells the smoke 

of his cigar and hears his singing.  

 “I will drink the wine while it is warm, and never let you catch me looking at the sun.” 

Penny follows the melody, struggling through the snow until she is close enough to see 

her father sitting on the stolen couch in the middle of the yard. He is singing, smoking, and 

gazing out toward the pond at the end of their property, about twenty-five yards away.  
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Penny knows he can see her and yet he does not look up, does not acknowledge her 

presence. Look at me, she wants to bellow. Why won’t he see her wounds, accept her damage? 

When will he notice the chipped polish on her nails, her fingers smeared in dried blood? She 

needs him to acknowledge the parts of her pain that he has written, and played, and perfected.  

But she says nothing. She pulls the borrowed hat down more tightly and wonders how 

long she needs to stand and watch over him. She tries to determine how drunk he is, how 

responsible the moment is asking her to be. She looks at the slippers on his feet and his gloveless 

hands and waits for him to stop singing.  

 “And after all the loves of my life, after all the loves of my life, you’ll still be the one.” 

He stands without looking at her, moves to one end of the couch, and pulls it through the 

snow. For a moment she watches, then she moves closer and lifts up the dragging end. Penny 

wants her father to tell her what the hell he is doing, wants him to say that she deserves a real 

bed. More than that, she wants him to acknowledge the gross, childish privilege of throwing 

garbage at someone’s home and stealing something they might have treasured only so you can 

point and laugh at its ugly worthlessness.  

They carry the couch in silence and Penny thinks of her father as a child, trapped in that 

room with the step-cousin. She wonders what happens when we let go of the secrets, the lies that 

have defined us. At the edge of the pond, Ron sets down his side of the couch and Penny does the 

same.  

Ron pushes his cigar to the corner of his mouth, biting down to keep it in place. He walks 

to the back-end of the couch and looks, finally, at Penny. In the silence, almost comfortable now, 

Ron pushes the couch through the snow and onto the top of the frozen pond. For a moment, the 
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stolen couch with its new sheets rests on top of the thin layer of ice. Then Ron steps back toward 

his daughter and they watch together as the ice cracks and the pond swallows it all up.  

Her father is whistling now and she moves toward him, punch-drunk and wine-drunk and 

stumbling through the snow in his boots, wishing he would skip to the second musical interlude

—the lively part that almost makes you forget how maudlin the song really is. 
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THE GOOD NEWS

(1) 

The tongues of our congregation often carry whispers around the sanctuary, back and forth 

through the padded pews. When someone new shushes our gossip, afraid the pastor will hear 

from the pulpit, we whisper—he’s a little deaf, such a pity—and mean that he is old. 

Our whispers quicken each December when the kids—the ones who used to be in our Sunday 

school classes and Christmas pageants—come home with spouses and receding hairlines and 

wild children of their own.  

Absence changes them, the children—some become worn, others wicked. We read their faces, 

see their minds, guess at their hearts.  

This time, Laurie’s daughter wears skin that looks older than it should, like she has discovered 

the importance of sunscreen but not moisturizer. We stare at the girl’s still face, with its acne 

scars and pale maple-leaf veins, simply so we will not gaze elsewhere—so she will not see us 

looking at her slouching body and noticing what is missing, thinking about what she has lost.  

It is a cruel joke, someone murmurs. We remember her as an eight-year-old, the year she played 

The Miracle in the Christmas program, running up and down the center aisle, spinning circles 

and blowing bubbles at the congregation, shouting—Catch a miracle! The miracle of the birth! 

The miracle of the child is for you to have and share!  
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Our fidgeting spreads and travels, creeping toward the front of the sanctuary as the girl walks up 

the center aisle. She waves at Gretchen, the woman who mentored her through confirmation. 

Usually the girl spares a moment, gives a hug. We forgive her rudeness. Such a pity, you know.  

We could have gone on forever only guessing at her aches, had the rumor not traveled through 

our prayer chain. It is easier when they make mistakes—the kids who return—so we can hold 

court on their lives, listen to one another make sermons from gossip, marvel at the art of our own 

chatter.  

The girl sits in a pew with her mother and, when the pastor calls for prayers of the people, we 

bemoan her condition. The old pastor snaps greedily at the request, anxious as always to 

pontificate his own truth. 

“We know from the book of Lamentations that God does not enjoy hurting people or 

causing them sorrow, but it should not surprise any of us that genetic disorders—the 

medical root of spontaneous miscarriages—have become commonplace after thousands 

of years of willing sin and personal destruction. You will mourn, daughter, but you must 

also delight that our Lord has allowed you to carry a baby that He would have delivered 

directly into His arms. Let us pray.”  

And we purse our lips, and we bow our heads, and we keep whispering. Such a pity. This one 

kept herself worthy, as far as we know.  
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(2) 

Our baby is dead, she thinks. Our baby is dead, she tells him. It would be easier to look down if 

her eyes were not already locked on him. She sees his jaw clench, almost hears his teeth snap 

together. He is trying to decide if he is supposed to cry. Our baby is dead, she tells the husband 

she thought she knew how to love before the definition of their life together was bent and warped 

in an instant. The notes of her voice have changed for him now—she thinks—minor key, too 

many flats.  

It is her job to steer the moment, to write the narrative, to decide how they will feel. She looks 

ahead and knows that if he speaks she will tell him that she needs quiet, that there is nothing to 

be said. She looks ahead and knows that if he stays silent she will ask him why he’s not 

speaking. Her voice will pound heavily on the sharps as she spits, lobs, heaves heavy midwestern 

accusations.  

It’s okay. You don’t need to say anything. I’m fine. I know you thought we weren’t ready. I’m sure 

you’re happy to be right.  

When she looks back on this moment, this funeral in the bathroom of their second floor walk-up, 

she will not remember how deeply she dug into the worst version of herself. She will remember 

how the right corner of the bath towel hung two inches lower than the left. She will remember 

flipping the rug over to hide the cat hair. She will remember ripping at her toenails, sleeping, 

eating broccoli cheese soup. She will remember the blood, but time will let her forget the blood 

in her words.  
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She aches for authority, now. She wants to rest in the comfort of rules. She is hungry for didactic 

poetry and commandments. She wants to believe in purpose, to see order. She wants to think she 

knows a thing because she has heard it said. But there is only room, it seems, for her to carry 

experience along. 

She does not want to understand what it means to create life that dies before arriving at mortality. 

She wants to know how to trust a body that incubates, kills. She wants to reach through the void 

and snatch a small something, if only for a moment—a hand, a thumb, a thumbprint that she can 

press into mud or clay, a pattern of circles captured on this side of life while the rest stays forever 

in the nothingness.  

Spontaneous miscarriage, they say, the result of  

abnormal chromosome patterns in the fetus,  

uterine malformations,   

hormonal abnormalities. 

But all record, all proof, has been bled out and flushed away and I am left with  

red wine—coffee—sushi— 

electric blanket—cat litter—stress  stress  stress—hot tub—stress.  

For now, her body houses emptiness. For now, the healing will wait. First there is 

acknowledgement, a series of confessions.  

Her mother-in-law mails a crucifix and a teddy bear.  
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She pulls beads from the string, calls her own mother, and strains to hear the maternal 

earnestness the woman pours into the nine-hundred-mile gap between them. In one month’s time, 

she will travel home to her mother. They will drink too many margaritas and toast that she was 

too young to be a grandmother anyway.  

Her husband will not take this trip because she says she needs to be alone. He will call too often, 

though, because she needs that too.  

She will need, need—knead bread in her childhood kitchen while not speaking, comfortably. 

On the last Sunday of the year, she will be weary and will follow her mother to church. They will 

sit at the end of the fourth pew on the right side—where they sat together for eighteen years, 

where she knows her mother still sits every Sunday while she sleeps late and eats brunch almost 

a thousand miles away.  

They will sit in the same seats and sing the same hymns and smile at the same people—the ones 

who used to be her Sunday school teachers, the ones who are now trying to figure out how much 

they are supposed to know about her present condition, how much they are supposed to say. 

During the Lord’s Prayer she will stare down at the chai tea stain that has been on the church 

carpet since she accidentally kicked over her mug while passing the peace a decade ago. Some of 

the whispers will reach her—hisses of how their Lord saw fit to deliver her baby directly into his 

loving arms. 

She keeps trying to find the good news, but she doesn’t know where it’s gone. 
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SURVIVAL PLAN 

Nell lingers in front of the Dollar Store and studies the developing scene across the Main 

Street of this unfamiliar town. The people gathering in the American Legion parking lot dance to 

German polka music and slurp from plastic beer steins. Like Nell, they are here for the 14th 

Annual Pumpkin Days Beer Run. She checks her watch—thirty minutes until the start. She is 

relieved that she pre-registered for the race online, that she can avoid the chaos a bit longer. 

She drums her fingers on the outside of her left pocket to feel the crinkling paper of her 

folded race number. It is tucked next to her sister’s list, which now lives in the pocket of 

whatever she wears. She feels herself hesitating. The brew of purpose and adrenaline that 

propelled her the six blocks from the hotel to this spot is drying up. Traffic slows and she almost 

crosses the street when a minivan rolls to a stop next to her.  

A sausage-shaped woman, pillowy arms busting from the casing of her sleeveless 

jumpsuit, slides from the driver’s seat to the ground. Nell cringes as the woman dumps cold 

coffee from a styrofoam cup and tries to spit something into it—she misses her target and sends a 

golfball size wad of what looks like sunflower seeds and chewing tobacco to the ground. She 

pulls the top of her jumpsuit up, wipes her mouth on the inside of the fabric, then looks straight 

at Nell and speaks as if they are mid-conversation.  

“You think ya gotta buy something if ya wanna use the bathroom here?”  

“I suppose, probably? That’s a pretty standard policy, I think,” Nell says.   

“Freaking police state,” the woman says. “Here I am, probably a gallon of piss weighing 

down my bladder, and they’d turn me away from their toilet. That’s eight pounds you know. A 

gallon of piss weighs eight pounds.” 

32



At this, she shoves a handful of something from her pocket into her mouth. Nell pretends 

to look away as the woman chews on the pocket lump, lifting the cup lip every few seconds to 

catch a bit of dark saliva escaping from the corners of her cracked lips.  

“Well, come on then,” the woman says. She spits the new glob into her cup and walks 

toward the store. “Shake a leg, sister!”  

Nell rocks on her feet and sticks both hands in her pockets. She tries to ignore the 

intrusive stranger and focus her thoughts on the job she came here to do. But her sister, Cassie, 

would have made time for the woman. She would have made eye contact and listened—would 

have cataloged the woman as something more than a bar anecdote. With Cassie on her mind, 

Nell follows the sausage woman toward the store. She needs to buy safety pins for her race 

number, anyway, if she wants to avoid as many people and lines across the street as possible. 

She jogs a few paces to catch up and considers calling out and asking the woman for her 

name, but even imagining the question feels like a knock-down-drag-out with her social anxiety.  

“Name’s Lorna,” the woman says over her shoulder before Nell manages to ask.  

“I’m Nell,” she says.  

“Mel?” Lorna asks. “That’s kind of a butch name. You had one of those operations or 

something? You know, down there?” 

Nell feels the heat from her always smoldering stomach creep into her cheeks and ears.  

“No, not Mel. It’s Nell. With an N,” she says. “It’s a girl’s name, I think. I don’t know. 

Nell, with an N. No operation.”  
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“Aha. I savvy, Nell-with-an-n-no-operation. I was just gonna pay my compliments to 

your surgeon, though. You know, if it had been an operation. So don’t take no offense to that,” 

Lorna says.  

“Yeah, sure. Thanks.” Nell feigns politeness, thinking again of her sister who always 

received compliments—however off-putting or misinformed—with grace. 

“Welcome to the Dollar Store, your only source for one-dollar-jumbo-outdoor-candy-

corn-lights in all of Stearns County,” a clerk mumbles from behind the cash register. 

“We’re together,” Lorna shouts. “And we’re gonna buy stuff, so you can’t legally stop us 

from using the toilet.” She jerks her thumb at Nell and shuffles off to the bathroom.  

Nell waits for the clerk to make eye contact, thinking social conventions would dictate a 

shared look of confusion between the onlookers—a raised eyebrow or shoulder shrug—but the 

girl does not look up from her magazine.  

“Safety pins?” Nell asks.  

“Aisle three,” the clerk says.  

The meaningless choice in aisle three, safety pins in dozens of sizes and colors, sends 

Nell’s head spinning. She picks up a package labeled Bedazzled Fashion Pins that contains an 

assortment of fifty oversized, fluorescent safety pins embellished with glitter, rhinestones, and 

bows. Cassie would have screeched and swooned over tacky pins like these on one of her good 

days, Nell thinks.  

She cracks the right side of her jaw—a nervous habit that developed in childhood with 

the onset of TMJ. It hardly hurts, but sounds like it should. Crack. No worse than a hiccup. 
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Crack. Or a sneeze. Crack. But the same small pleasure—a moment of release and relief after 

temporary strain. When she tried to explain this to her sister while they were both visiting their 

parents a few years ago, Cassie—annoyed at Nell’s constant jaw cracking—threw a shoe against 

the wall, kicked her out of the shared room, and told her to can it with the clicking and buy a 

motherfucking vibrator already. In the moment, Nell thought the overreaction was normal 

agitation, maybe even a joke. Now, though, she thinks of her sister and wonders how many of 

her days were secretly dark—how often Cassie’s insides ached with addiction, itched for the 

relief of poison.  

She stalls for a moment, wondering how long it will take Lorna to empty a gallon of urine 

from her bladder, then exchanges the flashy pins for the standard, silver variety. Nell purchases 

the safety pins and leaves Lorna behind in the store. She’s not sure what she expected from their 

interaction, but feels a wave of confusing guilt at the choice to abandon the woman. In the 

parking lot she passes Lorna’s van and tries not to notice the boxes and suitcases, the soup cans 

and stacks of newspapers, the heaps of clothing.  

She crosses the street and glances back toward the Dollar Store—Lorna’s minivan is still 

parked in the lot, but the woman is nowhere in sight. Nell hates crowds, but disappearing into 

this one feels like a relief. She is greeted by a tall man wearing an orange, felt pumpkin hat and a 

holster belt loaded with six cans of beer.  

“Welcome to the 14th Annual Stearns County Pumpkin Days Beer Run! Registration is to 

your left and the beer garden is to your right,” the greeter says. “Your race fee includes one tap 

beer after each mile, but anything beyond that is on you.”   
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“What if I’m pre-registered?” Nell asks. She pulls her race number from her pocket and 

unfolds it quickly—anxious to escape the conversation, desperate to be on her own again.  

“Well that’s a horse of a different color! I’ll just check your name off on the ole’ 

clipboard here and you go ahead and grab a bag from my swag-bag-wagon. You’ve got about 

fifteen minutes until the start of the race, so you’d better get yourself a brew and do some 

stretching. And enjoy the sunshine, little sunshine—today’s the warmest November day on any 

official record in this part of Minnesota! If you have questions, just look for someone with a 

pumpkin head. Now run, drink, and be merry!”  

Nell takes a plastic bag from the wagon at the man’s feet, nods a thank you, and walks 

toward the starting gate. She moves through the crowd and notices that most participants are 

lingering around the beer garden—only a few serious runners stand near the starting line. Nell 

studies their spandex shorts and sleek running shoes and feels bulky in her khaki cargo shorts 

and white cotton undershirt. The shirt had felt fine when she put it on this morning, but now it is 

rolling up at the hem, threatening to reveal the cascading rolls of her soft stomach to the hard, fit 

bodies around her. Her ears itch with imagined whispers of what she must look like to the real 

runners. She pulls her arms inside her shirt and pushes the tight fabric away from her body—her 

forceful fists leave impressions of knuckles in the stretched cotton.  

Her calf muscles clench and she feels the pang of a charlie-horse forming. She crack, 

crack, cracks her jaw and methodically releases her calf muscles. She considers escaping to the 

back of the now-forming pack, but can’t bear the thought of the svelte runners watching her 

amble away, taking in the sweat lines already forming beneath her armpits and breasts and 

backside.  
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Nell watches the runners stretch—envies their long limbs that dance knowledgeably 

through pre-run choreography. She works to deep breathe cool relief into her burning gut and 

mimics their movements, reaching her right arm up and pinching the top of her head in the crook 

of her elbow. The runners chat as they stretch, and Nell focuses on their words instead of the 

voice of illogical panic screaming in her head. 

“I heard that race times can’t be reported as official 5k results,” a woman says.  

“Are you serious? Why the hell not?”  

“Apparently the organizers hate the metric system, or can’t figure it out. They’re refusing 

to host a true 5k, so the run is only three miles long.” 

“That is such bullshit,” a man says. “Fatties probably just wanna get to their third beer 

one-tenth of a mile earlier. I mean, have you ever seen so many beer guts at one race?”  

Nell’s heart, now living in her throat, ticks away the passing seconds. She stretches on the 

ground, massaging the ache from her throbbing calf. A man on a loudspeaker announces the five-

minute warning and Nell unfolds her race number. Her sweaty hands pull too aggressively at the 

cardboard back of the pin package, sending most of the contents flying. She scurries around to 

pick up the pins and feels herself becoming a spectacle.  

Everyone begins to assemble at the starting line, trapping Nell where she stands. Her 

fingers, overstuffed and numb, pin the race number to her front. She does not notice when she 

pricks herself twice in the process—does not see the circles of fresh blood staining the white 

shirt.  

The crowd noise swells in the moments before the starting gun is fired. Nell closes her 

eyes and separates the sounds: polka—cheers from the beer garden wenches and well-wishers—
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drunken hecklers—tinny announcements and race reminders mumbling through an old speaker—

a cacophony, the starting line symphony. She is fearful of occupying too much space, reluctant to 

belong to this moment. She imagines Cassie standing in her place, as it should have been, 

finishing her pre-race beer, laughing and dancing and reveling in naturally amplified adrenaline.  

Nell does not hear the starting gun, but feels the crowd surging forward around her. How 

is she expected to find room for her feet in this mob? The pack travels together at first, the 

wheels of a locomotive chugging up to speed. She still has not moved when she notices there are 

only a few people left—sprinting out of port-a-potties, chugging the rest of their beers, drunkenly 

calling out to friends long lost in the momentum of the running train. Nell stands with her toes on 

the line as the final runners dash out onto the course. The last man to leave the starting area 

bumps into her on the way out, slopping warm beer down her neck and back. She pulls up her 

socks, ties the swag bag to the belt loop above her right hip, and begins to run.  

***  

“Last ones out of a bar, last ones out of a funeral home,” Nell’s mother said one week 

earlier at the end of Cassie’s visitation. She danced on one leg and smiled with half of her mouth, 

but her puffy eyes betrayed the truth of the moment.  

Nell and her parents were alone in the room with Cassie’s body. The room had been 

packed moments earlier, or hours earlier—time and eyes and minds were blurry.  

“Why don’t you ride with us, Nell? Come back and pick up your car tomorrow after the 

funeral,” her father said. She wanted to say yes, wanted to not add complication to devastation, 

but she knew that she could not walk into her aunt’s house where the entire family was meeting. 

She did not want to watch her family eat roast beef sandwiches and potato salad, could not be 
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there when the first person dared to laugh and crack open the first stage of their grief. She was 

not ready for infectious, spreading laughter to become acceptable again.  

More than that, she did not want to hear her aunts and uncles and cousins talking about 

their own lives and problems instead of trying to remember what they knew of Cassie’s. She 

refused to rest her mind and fall back into trust with her parents who had let it all happen—the 

parents who chose to see in Cassie an unpredictable free spirit instead of a mentally ill addict.  

Nell would not have faced herself, either, if given the choice. But she didn’t have that 

choice, so she fixated on a deadline—the list, a heavily creased piece of notebook paper 

recovered from the pants Cassie had been wearing when she died.  

Cassie’s list was a cross between resolutions and a bucket list, reasons for her to get out 

of bed on low days and places for her to fixate her mania on high ones. Nell relished the 

checkmarks and smiley faces next to the first few items on the list. Apparently her sister had 

learned to scuba dive and entered an art show. She had taken piano lessons, worn a cocktail dress 

on a date, and cooked the perfect pot roast. The checkmarks stopped after go stargazing with a 

proper telescope.  

Items toward the bottom of the list were mostly crossed out or erased. Why had Cassie 

scribbled over swing dancing, and why had she tried to erase adopt a cat? Had her sister realized 

that owning animals took a level of consistency and care she did not, could not, maintain? And, if 

she realized that, had she had understood it was not her fault?  

What if, Nell worried, the erased cat had existed? Did it feel gnawing hunger on days her 

sister could not get out of bed? Was it ignored for weeks, then smothered in manic neediness? If 

the cat existed at all, had it been there at the end? 
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Nell told her parents she would drive herself away from the funeral and to the aunt’s 

house, but at the third intersection she turned left instead of right, heading away from her 

family’s performative grief and toward a cat she hoped both did and did not exist. Nell pulled her 

car in front of a dilapidated duplex at the last address she had for her sister and stared at a home 

she had never been asked to visit. Was this the place Cassie lived before she moved, finally, into 

the streets? Had she loved people inside these walls? Did she take baths and hang curtains and 

frame pictures? Had she missed Nell—had she blamed her for staying away?  

The street was empty and quiet. Nell sat on the front stoop until there was almost light in 

the sky. She watched and waited for a cat looking for Cassie, but one never came. There was 

nothing to wait for and no one to wait with. Nell was alone. 

She thought about going into the house, but didn’t. She stayed until the first morning car 

drove down the street, then drove away—away from silent ghosts and haunting grief and toward 

the last item on her sister’s list: Pumpkin Days Beer Run, November 14th.  

***  

Nell shuffles forward and wonders if her sister had trained for the race, or if she had 

planned to meet up with someone here. Could a person in the mob—now disappearing over a hill 

far in front of Nell—have known Cassie? She imagines someone searching for her sister while 

she had been searching for safety pins.  

She pushes back the thoughts and heaves herself forward, loose lungs rattling her chest. 

She runs past the one-mile beer break without pausing, certain if she stops she will never start 

again. Her cotton-mouth gapes as she gasps for breath. Blisters on her feet fill and pop every few 

blocks. Pain shoots up her legs and spine and into nerve endings all over her body. The plastic 
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swag bag hanging from her belt loop swishes and bounces with each step, slapping and sticking 

to her blotchy thighs. Sweat runs from her armpits down her sides and soaks the tight waistband 

of her cargo shorts.  

She wonders how long she has been running, worries that she took a wrong turn. People 

in the distance have vanished and she is alone. She stares at the ground and searches for the 

chalk arrows she is supposed to be following.  

She considers stopping, now, and somehow finding her way back to the hotel. She could 

go home without anyone ever witnessing her chafed legs and failure. She could return to Cassie’s 

duplex, root around in relics of her sister’s past and try to understand what she should have 

witnessed first hand, try to make sense of everything she had avoided and denied. She could 

return to that front stoop and refuse to leave until that goddamned erased cat shows itself.  

“Well, I’ll be damned! That you, Nell-with-an-n?” 

Lorna sits on the curb a half-block ahead, nursing a beer and clutching her own swag bag.  

“That was one impressive disappearing act you did back there. Would you believe they 

almost didn’t let me out of the freaking store? A manager showed up—all up in arms—saying he 

wasn’t running no homeless shelter and that I had to buy something to pay for using the 

bathroom. Can you even believe that, after we come into the store all thick as thieves like that?”  

Nell does not stop moving, but Lorna jumps up and runs alongside her.  

“I was almost raging. But sometimes you just gotta remind yourself to have class—not 

crass—so I decided not to tell that manager where he can stick it. I didn’t buy nothing, but I 

didn’t revenge steal any of the toilet paper from their sacred bathroom neither. I call that rising 

above it.”  
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“I didn’t know you were running the race,” Nell says between gasps for air.  

“Didn’t ask, did ya?” 

“Sorry. Had some things on my mind.”  

“That’s a weird thing to say, though, isn’t it? People are always saying that they have 

things on their mind when really they have thoughts in their mind. Things ain’t sitting on their 

minds like hats, you know? They’re sinking right into all that gray matter.”  

Lorna pauses for a moment, takes a swig from her beer, then catches back up with Nell.  

“Yeah, I suppose,” Nell says. Her brain is too tired to work through Lorna’s ideas and her 

legs are too tired to run away. 

“People, the real running people, they hate this race. Show up every year, don’t drink 

their beer, don’t talk to no one, and then complain because the race isn’t long enough.” 

Nell nods.  

“Doesn’t get much stupider than that, though, does it? You want to run further, just keep 

running. Simple as that,” Lorna says.  

Nell falls behind until Lorna slows her pace enough for the women to run side-by-side. 

When she thinks her lungs are about to burst in her chest, they take a left turn and move into 

scenery she recognizes. They are only a few blocks from the American Legion. Nell can see, 

now, that the back of the starting line says FINISH. Had she turned around without noticing, or is 

she running in a circle?  

“I’m gonna skip the big finish. You take care now, lady Mel,” Lorna says. A half-block 

before the finish line, Lorna slows to a walk and abruptly turns toward her van across the street.  
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Nell looks toward the finish—stares into the end. In the finisher’s circle, pumpkin heads 

mingle with beer wenches. Sweaty runners drink, eat soft pretzels, and show off their medals. No 

one is gathered around the finish line—no one cares about any finish but their own. She hesitates 

a few hundred feet away and thinks about the checklist, about the survival plan Cassie had not 

survived to complete.  

Nell does not cross the finish line, but slows her place and heart and follows Lorna across 

the street. She unties the swag bag from her belt loop, shoves the race number inside, and drops 

it all into a trashcan at the corner of the Dollar Store parking lot. She pulls Cassie’s list from her 

pocket and wonders if the last item should be checked off or crossed out or erased.  

As the sting of her swollen feet softens into a throb and the ripping in her calves dulls to 

an ache, as the pain settles into her body and takes root, the feeling changes into something she 

can almost imagine managing. She thinks, again, about returning to Cassie’s stoop, but knows 

there is nothing waiting for her there.  

Nell will check the pumpkin run off on the list. She will make pot roasts and wonder if 

they are as perfect as her sister’s. She will wear cocktail dresses and learn to have real 

conversations and look at the stars. She will uproot her guilt, unearth her shame, and let it settle 

into a pain she can survive. She will darken the erased pencil lines on her sister’s list.  

“Lorna,” she says. “How many gallons of piss do you have in your bladder now? I need 

to buy some cat food.” 
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WHEN BOYS ARE BOYS 

Your daughter meets the boy before either of them are born—two almost people waking 

up bouncing with their mothers during a session of church basement pregnancy aerobics.  

You laugh through the class with the boy’s mother, then linger-chat in the parking lot, 

exchange phone numbers and due dates. You have both already paid-in-full for the course of 

gentle third-trimester aerobics, but decide to skip the second session the following week and take 

a wobbling walk through Sinclair Lewis Park instead.  

His mother wants you to climb into the empty bandshell, hurl words into the dome and 

listen as the echo bounces into the park, but your daughter’s growing presence stops you from 

climbing the short fence that stands guard in front of the bandshell’s cement steps. Instead, you 

both move to the edge of the pier and trade stories, compare pregnancy battle scars, as you toss 

hunks of stale bread to the ducks. 

When you run out of bread, the two of you walk up the park’s only hill—the one your 

daughter and her son, best friends, will dub Mount Sinclair in four years—where his mother 

reads aloud key-etched-graffiti from inside the wooden gazebo while you fish pennies from the 

fountain.  

When your fists are full, you sit on the fountain’s raised edge and consider for the first 

time its centerpiece—the little shirtless boy, blue jeans rolled above his knees, smirking and 

gazing out at the park, protected from the fountain’s rain by his green and yellow umbrella. 

Behind him the little girl—her right hand holding the front hem of her red dress, her chin resting 

on the boy’s shoulder, her eyes fixed on his umbrella-clutching-hands, the rain rolling down her 

back. You count the pennies in your hands, then wish your daughter luck twenty-two times as 
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you return the coins to the fountain. It is impossible, though, to ignore the seven that hit the 

water tails-side up, the columns of seven Lincoln Memorials looking more like cages as they 

sink to the fountain floor. Seven terrible moments in an otherwise beautiful life.  

(1) 

Both children are born at Lakeview Medical Clinic, less than one week apart—your 

daughter early and not quite healthy, the boy following on his due date.  

They spend a day sleeping side-by-side in the hospital nursery, both newborns in your 

line of sight as you watch over your daughter through the pane of glass. 

Before you take her home, you gaze into the nursery one last time and consider all parts 

of her—fingers and toes too small for life, lungs hardly strong enough to sustain her own breath, 

all that she is and will be wrapped inside a layer of almost translucent, papery skin.  

(2) 

Your daughter is five years old when, at school, this boy who has been good until now, 

this boy she has no reason not to trust, sticks his hand, salty and earthy from play-dough and 

playground dirt, into her mouth and rips her top left central incisor—still firmly rooted—from 

her gums. He has been angry with her for days, after hearing his dentist say that boys typically 

lose their baby teeth later than girls.  

It’s her fault, he says. Why won’t you just lose your teeth already so I can, too? 

When she returns home, she is wearing a tooth-shaped cardboard crown. You ask where 

the tooth is, tell her that it is time to put it under her pillow. The boy kept it, she says.  
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You serve spaghetti for dinner, remembering how you loved to slurp noodles through the 

hole in your smile after losing your first tooth. Your daughter slurps and winces as the heat 

touches the inflamed tissue left where her tooth once was.  

(3) 

For their eighth birthday, the two children share a party. You bake and frost a chocolate 

box-mix cake and the boy’s mother pipes a line down the center and pokes in sixteen candles, 

eight on each side of the line. When the party-guests gather around the kitchen table and sing, the 

boy stomps to the corner—angry about sharing, a once innocent boy angrier with each passing 

year, it seems.  

As the song ends, your daughter moves toward the boy and takes his hand. She gives him 

your favorite smile, the crooked one that pushes the biggest freckle on her right cheek toward the 

corner of her nose. He returns the smile, goes back to the cake and blows out his eight candles 

plus one of hers.  

(4) 

Your daughter is barely eleven when the boy notices her body. He stands next to her in 

the cafeteria lunch line and listens to the murmured jeers of the boys behind him. He hears your 

daughter’s name mixed into their swelling laughter and moves away—falls back into the group.  

As they round the corner toward the pile of food trays and find themselves standing, for a 

moment, out of adult eyeshot, the boy separates from the group and moves toward your daughter. 

He reaches out his arm and pinches hard the bits of skin and tissue that are almost breasts.  

46



(5) 

At thirteen years old, they date in the way of thirteen-year-olds—hand holding and note 

passing. At a basement party, she says that he can kiss her. He does, and she likes it and she loves 

him, her oldest friend. On the other side of the blanket their friends watch a film, eat potato 

chips, and pretend to be velociraptors.  

She hears the others laughing and imitating prehistoric screeches, then feels his hand on 

her stomach, breast—feels the movement of his tongue inside her mouth—a practiced pattern. 

He traces the alphabet onto her tongue, lowercase a—b—c—d. She waits for him to stop after x

—y—z, but he probes into her mouth until she almost chokes, until she would rather choke. Her 

jaw tenses until it locks, and when she forces relaxation for just a moment—to relieve the 

pressure and pain—he bites her tongue, accidentally, the sharp points of his canines leaving two 

pricks of blood in her mouth.  

 She leaves him under the blanket, joins the raptors, and washes back the blood with a 

swig of Mr. Pibb.  

(6) 

Your daughter is seventeen when she attends an end-of-year bonfire held in a large 

clearing near one of her classmate’s deer blinds.  

At the end of the night, when the fire is almost out, the boy starts following her around 

like he always does when he has had too much to drink.  
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She is practiced at escaping him by now, but he still pushes in, still places his mouth too 

close to her ears and laughs too loudly at drunken nothings, still slurs and hurls his unwelcome 

desire at her, still squeezes her waist and drapes his arms over her small, strong shoulders.  

When she walks into a covered area to relieve herself, he follows.  

The air is cold away from the fire—his heat reaches her before she can see him.  

The air is thick away from the fire—the secrets she will keep tangle in the dark.  

(7) 

You are sleeping two floors up when your daughter returns home—when she turns her 

key so slowly that she can hear the pins turn inside the knob—when the lock clicks and she 

walks inside, ignoring light-switches, preferring the dark—when she peels her dress—when she 

steps out of her ripped, ruined underwear—when she buries the boy’s mess at the bottom of the 

trash can underneath dryer lint and empty detergent bottles.  

You are sleeping two floors up when your daughter walks to the bathroom, sits naked on 

the toilet seat and considers herself, considers everything that has always been wrapped inside 

her skin—her skin only slightly more opaque now than the day you stared at her in the hospital 

nursery and tried to absorb her everything.  

She considers her skin, already torn.  

She considers her skin, already mending.  

You are sleeping two floors up when your daughter stands in the shower—warm water 

pouring over her until the heat is gone, until the cold burrows an ache into her skin and veins and 

bones. 

48



SPILLING CHARDONNAY 

Before this day ends, she will be lying on a bathroom floor. She will smell what she 

hopes is only vomit and her brain will flutter with the memory of choosing Chardonnay instead 

of her usual red—cheap and dry. She will feel a man’s hand resting on her naked back and will 

know that he is not drunk, is not asleep. He is patiently waiting, as ever, for her. She will 

remember he is her husband, and retreat into that worn-in guilt that has etched a permanent track 

in her mind. The guilt of her gluttonous hooks burrowed into a man so good that good, with all 

of its failings, is just as suitable of an adjective as all of the others that will never satisfy her need 

to describe him. She will open her eyes to escape her mind and will feel an overwhelming 

gratitude for the distraction of a dusty retainer tucked behind the hotel toilet. She will wonder 

how long the retainer has been lost and who it belonged to and what their teeth look like now, 

until the Chardonnay still in her system puts her back to sleep. 

Long in the day before the Chardonnay is uncorked, there are mimosas. Beth lifts one 

from a silver tray as she rounds the corner into her future sister-in-law’s bridal suite and thinks 

that they are probably not meant for real consumption, just a few demure sips before being 

abandoned on one of the glass end tables. Beth sips and remembers her own wedding, three years 

ago, and her first sister-in-law. Her brother’s first wife—the woman with the golden hair, 

beautiful with a naked face. The woman who always answered the phone when Beth was on the 

other line, who drew pictures on the back of birthday cards, who sent her love on meticulously 

personalized mixed CDs. This first sister-in-law, who was supposed to be Beth’s matron-of-
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honor. The woman who had made Beth’s entire family fall in love with her before walking out on 

her marriage, abandoning them all less than a month before Beth’s own wedding. 

Beth remembers the struggle not to cry off her wedding makeup as it was applied—the 

ache to stop grieving the sister she had lost, if only for a day. On her wedding day she had fixated 

on scratches, the ones etched in by her brother’s divorce, that began to expose her own ugly 

selfishness. She thinks instead of how she smuggled Prosecco into the church basement and 

drank straight from the bottle.  

Now in this new sister-in-law’s glossy bridal room, Beth feels the weight of the 

Waterford Champagne flute, almost as heavy as that church basement Prosecco. She drinks the 

mimosa and recalls how she took the neck of that bottle into her mouth to avoid spilling on her 

white gown, recalls the metallic sting of foil scraping against her cracking lips. 

She stares out a window that overlooks a Denver street three stories down, her toes 

tapping her heartbeat inside sweaty plastic flats. She tries to appreciate the trimmings of 

opulence around her—to ground herself in the moment, a now abandoned therapist once said. 

Why is she alone in this room? She breathes deeply, exhales loudly, feels anxiety creeping up. 

Aware of the garment bag still draped over her left arm, she hangs it on an empty hook next to an 

ornate full-length mirror, then immediately takes it back. Maybe the hook is reserved for the 

bridal gown’s pre-ceremony photographs? She paces a bit, then lays her garment bag on an 

antique love seat across the room and sits down next to it.   

The glass in her hand feels heavier than when it was full. Sun streams through the 

window, hitting her like a spotlight. She hates when this happens in her tiny apartment, exposing 
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dancing dust particles and carpet stains, but there is no dust in this little white room, just her own 

smudgy lip print on the glass. She licks the flute’s rim, tries to scrub away the smudge with her 

thumb. She thinks about hiding the glass behind the orchids in the corner, rolling it under the 

love seat, throwing it against the brick accent wall. If her husband were next to her as he usually 

is, instead of shut into the groom’s cave, his calm hands would touch her elbow, wipe the smudge 

from her glass. That was the way of it as they drove to the wedding, when Beth had been cursing 

and sobbing through her anxiety in the car. She is forever hurling her panic and dread for him to 

absorb, knowing that he will never throw it back. On the other side of his steadfastness, though, 

is her guilt.  

The noise flows into the room ahead of the women, Beth’s mother with the bride and the 

matron-of-honor—a woman that the bride and groom have known for less than a year. In a few 

hours, Beth will stare from her seat in the second row while this woman, this stranger, stands 

near the floral archway and dabs at tears with her monogrammed handkerchief, a gift from the 

happy couple, to protect her winged eyeliner. 

She considers capturing an impression of the woman in her mind, imagines pulling the 

memory forward when the future requires a recollection of just how replaceable she is—or, 

perhaps, to torture herself with the truth of her failings as a sister. But Beth knows that the acid 

ache will stay of its own volition as the woman, no more than the makings of a temporary world, 

slips away.  

As the women enter the room, they laugh. Beth tries to smile, wishes she were the type of 

person who could add to laughter already started. Beth hears her mother, Margaret, laugh loudest 
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but not longest, and instantly reads the woman’s tell like a champion poker player—weak means 

strong, strong means weak. She tries to make eye contact with her mother, longs to mine her 

mind for the morning’s stories, root out frustration and stress.  

“Hey baby girl, we were wondering when you were going to get here,” Margaret says. 

“Good timing,” the bride says. “Too late to help carry in the centerpieces but early 

enough for the free drinks.”  

Beth mutters an apology to Rachelle, her brother’s almost-wife, and wonders if she 

sounds nervous or insincere, unsure of her own intention. Rachelle takes Beth’s garment bag and 

leads the women to a clothes rack behind a partition in the back corner of the room. Beth was 

right about the hook, at least. The bride proudly hands each woman a wooden hanger, decorative 

pink wire at the base molded into titles: Matron-of-Honor, Mother-of-the-Groom, Elizabeth. The 

fourth hanger, Mother-of-the-Bride, is left on the rack. Beth wonders what punishment 

Rachelle’s mom will pay for her tardiness.  

“I didn’t know what to put on yours, sorry. Sister-in-law seemed weird,” Rachelle says. 

Beth doesn’t disagree. She also doesn’t say that her given name is not Elizabeth, doesn’t say that, 

legally, she is just Beth. She doesn’t tell the story of her brother calling her Bess when they were 

kids. He had not been able to pronounce the ending, that tricky -th, when she was born, and had 

been unwilling to give up the resulting nickname for more than two decades. She tries to forget 

that terrible moment, not that long ago, when he let the nickname go, when he decided to call her 

Beth. Her punishment. She wonders if the moment holds more significance in being forgotten 

than remembered.  
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“You really have done the most wonderful job, Rae. So many lovely touches,” Margaret 

says. Beth’s practiced empty stare lands on her mother as the woman admires her personalized 

hanger. “And the venue is incredible.”  

“I love this place,” Rachelle says. “Just renting the space is costing us almost twice as 

much as our total wedding budget—the first one.”  

“So worth it,” the matron-of-honor says.  

“I know, right? I just figured, why even throw a traditional wedding if you’re going to 

half-ass it? Wait until you taste the food. And you know it’s an open bar, right? People better not 

get sloppy, though. I already talked to all of the staff about not over-serving, especially during 

the reception. I have no problem kicking anyone out if they can’t control themselves.” 

Later, Beth will wake up fully clothed on top of a bed in a hotel room and think about this 

moment, trying to remember if she had to be asked to leave the reception. She will realize that 

she is alone and try to piece the fragments of the evening together into a narrative that makes 

sense. She will remember choosing white wine to avoid staining her dress. Sprawled on top of 

the hotel bedspread, she will convince herself that she is not that drunk because Anderson 

Cooper is on television and she knows who Anderson Cooper is. She will wonder how she made 

it back to the room, will worry that it is not her room at all. Her feet will throb a reminder of how 

she badly two-stepped through the night because no one else was dancing. She won’t remember 

if she danced with her husband or her brother or another man, or if it hadn’t been the two-step at 

all, but just her twirling alone between the pillars under the vaulted ceiling. She will try to sit up, 

but manage only to roll over as she thinks of the bartender whose name she had learned for the 
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moment, a tall man who poured her Chardonnay and agreed that drinking water at an open bar 

was a waste. 

How will she learn to have a sister again? She managed to do it once, in that time before 

her brother’s first wife left him, left all of them, to move back to her hometown and marry a 

veterinarian. Beth packed a lifetime of sisterhood, pent up from a childhood without one, into 

those years, and still brandishes the scars of this betrayal that does not belong to her.  

The leaving fractured her family so severely that repairing the damage required a 

rewriting of their history, an alteration of their genetic code. Her brother phoned often in the 

space between his first marriage and this impending one. Once he monologued for an hour, 

detailing pros and cons, comparing cost of living charts, almost begging Beth and her new 

husband to move to Denver for graduate school long after they had decided to stay in Texas.  

“You don’t belong down there, Bess. Can you imagine having children and raising them 

in Texas? Don’t even make plans—just move and then figure it out. Seriously, once I move there 

you should just pack it up and go. I’ll find a place and you guys can crash with me for a while.”  

Beth let her brother talk until she almost changed her mind, then lied about needing to go 

to work so she could hang up the phone and binge eat saltines dipped in Merlot until her husband 

came home.  

There were other calls like that, conversations that quaked at the foundation of Beth’s life 

and rattled around her skull months and years later, even though her brother has surely forgotten 

them now that he has wandered back onto his own life’s path. The only call she is sure he 

remembers is the last one. He had flown to Denver from his home in Minnesota, searching for a 
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new home to go with his new job and wondering how much of his old life he would bring with 

him. They stayed on the phone for hours that night—Beth wandering aimlessly around the 

apartment as they talked. What had her husband done, she wonders looking back, during these 

marathon phone calls? He was always around, blurred in her periphery, flashing into focus when 

needed.  

That night, during the last phone call, Beth ate cold Chinese takeaway while her brother 

told stories from his flight and praised Denver’s bicycle culture. She folded towels as he 

described the houses he had toured. She slid to the kitchen floor in laughter when he realized that 

he had wine but no corkscrew and stabbed at the cork with a plastic pen until it slid down the 

neck and floated on top of the wine. He said she should pour herself a glass so he didn’t have to 

drink alone, and she agreed without telling him that she was already on her third. At some point 

her husband kissed the top of her head and went to bed, so she was alone and deep into her fifth 

or sixth glass of wine when her brother said that he might ask Rachelle to marry him.  

“Honestly, Bess, I just need to know what you think.” 

“About you getting married again?”  

“Not really. More just, I don’t know, what you think about her.”  

He wasn’t supposed to ask her these kinds of questions. He was supposed to only admit 

things once they were so firmly rooted that she couldn’t change his mind if she wanted to. He 

was supposed to be so withdrawn and cagey that she could martyr herself in conversations to 

their mother about the strained relationship.  

“I like that you are dating someone you have a lot in common with.”  

“What do you mean?”  
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“You know, that you guys do things together. You’re always traveling and having 

adventures, which is great.”  

“Having adventures? Seriously?”  

“You know what I mean. I’m happy you’re happy.”  

“I’d be happy if you gave me a real fucking answer, Beth.”  

Beth, no longer Bess. She was drunk and Beth-not-Bess and he was asking for a real 

fucking answer, so she gave him a real fucking answer—first saying that she didn’t know 

Rachelle well enough to give an opinion, which maybe meant they hadn’t been together long 

enough to get engaged. Later, as she finished the second bottle of wine, she called Rachelle a 

bully and a slut without saying the words bully or slut. She exposed the nerve of tension in their 

family created by her brother’s divorce and rubbed raw by the appearance of a new wife.  

Beth threw her resentment at her brother in tightly wound insults until she left a pause 

long enough for him to mumble thanks for the honesty and hang up the phone. When she woke 

up in bed the next morning, Beth knew that her husband must have carried her in from the living 

room floor.  

Hours later she saw a picture her brother had sent while they were talking—when they 

had been laughing—the trapped cork floating in the bottle.  

Days later her mother called to say that her brother was engaged and had asked her to 

report the news to the family.  

Now, a few months later, Beth finds herself here in Denver, watching her mother help 

Rachelle into a white gown, wondering how close she is to the hotel where her brother had 
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leaned on her for a moment before she nimbly pulled at the loose frays of their relationship until 

the whole thing unraveled so completely that she knew he would never call her Bess again.  

Beth takes another mimosa from the tray and sits again on the vintage love seat. The four 

women are still alone in the bridal room, excepting a photographer who floats around capturing 

the day. Rachelle’s mother is late, is missing this moment because she wanted a bigger lunch 

than the one Rachelle had arranged for the wedding party and family. Beth watches the bride step 

into her wedding dress, Margaret and the matron-of-honor each holding one side. Margaret 

shrugs her right shoulder up and wipes tears onto the corner of her cardigan. When Rachelle is 

standing in the dress the matron-of-honor straightens the modesty panel and Margaret laces the 

corset. Beth thinks again of her own wedding, how she put on her dress alone in the handicapped 

bathroom next to the Sunday school classroom, how her mother cried when she realized she 

missed the moment. Beth lied—said it didn’t matter. She sips her mimosa and thinks of this now, 

unable to explain, even to herself, why she had not waited.  

Beth watches her mother lace another girl’s wedding dress and tries to stop herself from 

sabotaging yet another moment that is set on becoming a memory—tries and fails.  

“Why don’t you wait for your own mom to do that? I mean, that’s traditional, isn’t it?”  

The question is innocent enough, but Beth hurls it at Rachelle like a stone. Rachelle stays 

perfectly still but her eyes twitch a fraction to catch Beth’s reflection in the mirror.  

“Honestly, Beth,” Margaret mutters, and Beth realizes that she is alone in her mistrust. 

The photographer stops snapping pictures, turns her back and pretends to clean her viewfinder.  

Beth stares back at her future sister’s reflection and sees the girl is crying, just a bit. 

Crying why—because of Beth’s comment? Beth’s comment and her own mother’s apathy, her 
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willing absence from a moment Rachelle had worked to curate with determined precision—a 

type of precision that Beth had not seen in Rachelle before. But what had she seen, really? When 

had she looked away, even momentarily, from the sick, grieving ghost that she has been feeding 

and nurturing since the moment her brother’s first wife ran away—the ghost of the future she had 

imagined for her family. A future with her own happy wedding day, instead of one where 

relatives huddled in corners and whispered about her brother’s shocking divorce, where her 

distracted mother couldn’t be bothered to shop and re-wore an old dress to the ceremony—a 

future where the joy of marriage, the pleasure of celebration, had been tarnished for her family.  

She breaks eye contact with the reflection and looks instead at the faded tattoo on the 

bride’s shoulder—the mouth, eyes, and whiskers of some kind of predatory cat. A panther, 

maybe? Or a cheetah? Maybe Rachelle’s tears were normal tears—bridal tears. Maybe she was 

just emotionally grounding herself in the moment. Maybe, this time at least, the pain is not 

Beth’s fault. Her eyes flit back to meet Rachelle’s, but not before the bride has turned away to 

pose as the photographer resumes her work and captures the moment that Beth walks away.  

Before this day is over, Beth will wake up once fully clothed on top of the hotel bed with 

no one but Anderson Cooper, then again in the bathroom, naked, with her good husband’s sturdy 

hand resting on her back. When this day is almost over, but the next one has yet to begin, Beth 

will wake up once more in the bed—this time tucked in, wearing a t-shirt and her mother’s 

underwear (the only things he could find in the dark of the shared hotel room when Beth had 

soiled her own clothes, her husband will later confess). She will think again about Chardonnay, 
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about how Merlot would never betray her like this—would never black her out and confiscate 

moments of her life.  

She will think again about dancing, not two-stepping this time, but a wobbly-legged 

dance with her brother toward the end of the night. She will remember how she started crying, 

how she almost apologized for their last phone call. When the day is almost over, she will linger 

on the almost apology for so long that it becomes truth in her mind. But then the last of the 

Chardonnay will spill from the spaces between her memories and remind her that as she danced 

with her brother she spat her worst thoughts at him.  

The thoughts will be echoes. You ask me for advice that you are going to ignore and then 

punish me for my honesty. Echoes of thoughts. Your divorce ruined my wedding and destroyed 

our family. Terrible, permanent words that will never be forgiven or forgotten. You alienated your 

wife, then played the victim until you felt like moving on to someone else. 

Versions of this story end differently. In some Beth cries the next day to her mother, who 

untethers her guilt and erases her shame. In others, Beth steps off the hotel balcony, freeing her 

good husband to find a stable, sturdy wife. In a few she stops drinking, sobers up, walks on 

treadmills, has children, collects vintage postcards. In most versions she eats vending machine 

pastries for breakfast the next morning before putting on yesterday’s clothes and throwing up one 

more time into the grass boulevard outside of the hotel. She gives awkward hugs goodbye, sleeps 

on the plane, makes it back to her tiny Texas apartment. Her good husband makes her some good 

chicken soup that she eats off and on in the blurry days of depression that follow. She sees her 

brother and sister-in-law every few years at Christmas or family reunions. She doesn’t have 

children, but they do, and she always wishes that she could sign their birthday cards, Aunt Bess.  
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VOLUNTEER CORN 

Fifty years ago, on the fifth of July, Birdie Sanders wakes up in her closet of a room on 

the second floor of the farmhouse, thinking about the fields. The Sanders family always starts 

walking beans on the fifth of July, unless it is a Sunday, and this year Birdie is finally old 

enough, tall enough, strong enough to manage her own row.  

At six years old, Birdie’s clean fingernails and soft feet set her apart from her three 

siblings—two sisters and a brother—who are already farmers in their own right. During bean 

walking season their freckled arms bronze while their legs, protected from the sun by the 

growing plants, stay pasty white. Birdie resents her own evenly tanned skin—the skin of a city 

kid who spends summers at the community pool instead of in the fields. 

In the kitchen Birdie is met by the best version of her mother, the one that manages to 

make it out of her housecoat before the men finish milking. Decades from now, Birdie will look 

back on her mother in these years and see a woman trapped on the edges of illness—incapable of 

finding the middle ground in her own mind.  

Dot sits at the table, poring over the schedule of walking crews she has set up for the 

family’s bean walking season. First, a week working their own farm. Then two or three days at 

the big Sanders farm down the road—the one Birdie’s father grew up on, where the work would 

be longer and faster, the little ones half-running to keep up with the line. After the family farms 

are picked clean of weeds, the crew will move on to the paying jobs. 

This is the thing Dot knows she does best: creating the intricate schedule that defines the 

middle weeks of summer, the weeks that add change to her children’s pockets and protect the 

family farm from ravenous weeds.  
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Birdie is already planning how to spend the earnings from her first bean walking season

—two dollars a day at the Martin County Fair and five dollars total for the annual family 

camping trip the weekend before Labor Day. She figures that will leave enough to cover the cost 

of a store-bought outfit for the first day of school.  

Birdie does not want to disturb her mother’s concentration, so she quietly sets to packing 

the lunches. She washes apples and takes care not to rip the soft bread with the cold refrigerator 

butter. She finds special pleasure in counting even numbers of potato chips into plastic sandwich 

bags bought special from the chain grocery story in Fairmont. This is another of Dot’s proud 

traditions for bean walking days—the sandwich bags. Birdie is conservative with the bags; the 

extras will be used for school lunches in the fall until the supply runs out and the children revert 

to wrapping food bundles in cheap cling-wrap and aluminum foil.  

When the lunches are almost packed, Dot looks up at her daughter.  

“Morning, baby bird,” she says. “You hungry?”  

Dot slept well, and it shows. She kisses Birdie’s forehead and lifts the girl high into the 

air before twirling her down from the yellow metal step-stool she was using to reach the 

countertop.  

“The early bird always wants the worm,” Birdie says and smiles. She is proud to have a 

secret joke with her mother.  

“Just bread and jam this morning, but tonight we feast on sweet corn until our teeth turn 

yellow!”  
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A few minutes before sunrise, the teenage sisters are seated on the front stoop in their 

bikini tops, knocking last year’s dirt from their bean walking shoes. Birdie stands at attention in 

the dewy grass, bare-belly, waiting for her father and brother to walk out of the cow barn and 

wave the girls toward the field and the start of work. 

Last year she had been in training—walking through the fields behind her father, stepping 

in his bootprints and shouting out when a weed brushed his leg.  

“Daddy, stop! You missed one!”  

“Better tackle that one, and quick! Can’t let it go to seed.”  

 They were always pig’s weed—the weeds her father purposefully missed—satisfyingly 

gigantic, but shallow rooted and easy for Birdie to unearth with her bare hands.  

But this year she has her own hoe, purchased new from the hardware store and cut down 

to size. This year, she will walk her own row—the one to the left of her father. 

The family walks beans for six days on their own farm—the older ones covering three 

rows at a time, Birdie managing just one with her short arms—a half-mile up a row, and another 

half-mile back to complete the round. In the mornings the family plays twenty questions, 

shouting guesses across the sixteen rows that separate them. They drink water from a shared 

thermos after each round, wiping the spout with dirty hands before passing it to the next person.  

At lunch, the family kicks off their muddy shoes and hangs socks, soggy with dew and 

sweat, over bean plants to dry out. The teenage sisters wiggle out of their shorts, revealing 

swimsuit bottoms underneath. They lay on their backs, flat, white bellies pointed to the sun, and 

pick at ham sandwiches.  
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Birdie lets her potato chips dissolve on her tongue and feels rich. When she is finished, 

she folds the sandwich bag in quarters and tucks it into her pocket. She uses her extra lunch 

minutes to make mudpies in the sloppy row ends—the water is for drinking, not washing, so the 

mud dries and cakes on her hands, left to fall away with the afternoon work.  

Everyone saves dessert until it is almost time to go back to work—an excuse for a few 

extra minutes of rest. There is chocolate cake for the first two days, sugar cookies the next three, 

and nothing on the last.  

“Seems to me you have four hands between you and two heads full of recipes that could 

have fixed something up if it meant so much as all that,” Dot says in response to eye-rolls and 

audible sighs from her oldest daughters.  

In the weary afternoon, conversation and games give way to the work. Hoes cut at 

waterweed and wiry lamb’s quarter, hands pull foreign grasses from the ground with muffled 

snaps.  

Birdie frowns and wrinkles her nose at the cockle-burr that smells like unfriendly earth—

manure and Japanese beetles wafting and crawling into her nose. She wrestles with the leaves 

that do not poke or prick, but scrape and tear raw her bare belly and arms.  

She always pulls the buttonweed by hand, rolls the velvet leaves between her fingers. She 

thinks it a shame to rip something from the ground that smells so floral, so richly healthy—a 

weed so content with itself that it poses a threat.  

Birdie struggles not to weep at the waste of the volunteer corn, worth so much if it would 

only grow where it belongs. 

“It’s noxious,” her father says. “Can’t be helped.” 
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*** 

Birdie is seventeen, the only child left on the Sanders farm, the year she walks beans for 

the old Hanson couple down the road. The job hardly pays, but her mother insists Birdie take it 

in a quick conversation over dishes one evening.  

“Someone has to help them, and it might as well be you,” Dot says. She scrubs the potato 

pot with a stainless steel scouring pad, a job that had once belonged to her children. Birdie 

studies Dot and tries to uncover that old favorite version—the confident woman, showered and 

dressed before dawn, breathing life into a complicated schedule. But she has fallen away with the 

passing years and is now, in Birdie’s eyes, little more than a shadow in a housecoat.  

She is not looking to argue with her mother, but resents her strong and capable hands 

being forced to take such a low paying job.  

“Don’t they have family around?” 

“They’ve either died or packed it in, the lot of them.”  

“And their kids?”  

“Grown and gone.”  

This ends the conversation. Birdie knows better than to rub on her mother’s raw wounds

—her three oldest children living in the elsewheres of cities, the boy with his soft banking hands, 

the girls their sprawling secretary hips. Her siblings rarely visit, but Birdie thinks often of their 

leaving—how they did not seem to waver in making their choice to abandon the only home, the 

only way of life they had known. She will do her own leaving at the end of the summer, and 

finds herself waiting for the sort of restless confidence that might affirm her choice to go. Later 
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in life, looking back on this particular edge, this borderland, Birdie will wonder if she was 

actually waiting for someone to ask her to stay.   

She leaves early on the first morning of the Hanson job, walking the two miles to their 

farm in her bikini top and cutoffs, her hoe slung over one shoulder. Most farms provide tools for 

their bean walkers, but Birdie prefers her own—still cut to size and sharpened by her father 

before the start of each season.  

Unlike her siblings before they moved out and on, Birdie does not resist walking beans. 

She relishes the ritual—her blood warming and waking in the morning as she bashes clumps of 

dried mud from her shoes, pounding the yesterday away on the front stoop until the echoes of the 

hollow stone steps overlap and the shoes are pliable enough for another day. She even enjoys the 

actual work—walking the rows, putting order to the disorder, evicting the trespassing weeds 

from the field one-by-one. In the focused rush that is walking beans, Birdie always pauses at the 

end of each round to appreciate the visual, tangible proof of progress—the field to her right 

satisfying in its sensible order, the left side a near wasteland waiting to be tamed. 

As she approaches the Hanson farm, Birdie scans the fields and notes the swarming seas 

of cockle-burr that will take hours to dig out if the crew is as small as she is expecting. When she 

steps onto the farmhouse porch, Mr. and Mrs. Hanson greet her with coffee, raisin cookies, and 

clutching hugs.  

Birdie cracks her jaw and swallows her sigh when she sees that the Hansons have, in fact, 

put together the weakest crew she has ever seen: three kids so small they will need to hold their 
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arms above their heads for most of the day if they want to avoid bean-rash, and one boy about 

her age—Dave. He is a doughy Hanson grandson, clearly raised in the city.  

Birdie ignores Dave on the first morning and focuses on the methodical work. After 

lunch, though, when she is full-bellied and sun-drunk, when she has relaxed into her place in the 

fields, she gives in to conversation. The two teenagers walk ahead of the little ones, together 

through the rows. Dave’s jokes are funnier and his shoulders are broader than they had seemed in 

the morning. Her thoughts soften as her mind steams in the humid afternoon. 

The first afternoon, and the next few days, Birdie and Dave become masters of 

inefficiency—not maintaining straight lines, forgetting to call out the noxious patches. They chat, 

but do not really talk. Mainly, they pass the time playing twenty questions.  

“Is it green?” 

“Obviously.” 

“Prickly?” 

“No.” 

“Invasive?”  

“Yes.”  

“Is it buttonweed?”  

And then there is a conversation about buttonweed—with its perfumed and velvety leaves

—how it is a shame that the plant never manages to find its place or purpose. Birdie wants to ask 

Dave if he thinks buttonweed would survive being transplanted, but doesn’t.  

Birdie, usually the leader in any field, falls behind Dave a few times and wonders if he 

has spent more time walking beans than his even tan suggests. When she asks, he says no, but 
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that farm work has always intrigued him. You can learn a lot from a couple of library books and 

a few days of practice, he says. He winks at her then, an almost absurd gesture for the moment. 

Birdie blushes.  

In the middle of the week, twenty questions turns into something like truth or dare 

without the dares.  

“So, city Dave, how many girls have you been with?” Birdie asks. She feels emboldened, 

this deep into the field and the game. 

“That’s a stupid question.”  

“Zero, then. You can just admit it. Fine, another question—”  

“One—one girl,” he says.  

“And how many boys, then?”  

“Oh shove it, Birdie.”  

The girl’s name is Jane, which sounds annoyingly ordinary to Birdie. She has short red 

hair and freckles, but apparently he likes that. They met up under the bleachers three times 

during football games his senior year and fooled around until they stopped—until he got bored 

with her, Birdie adds in her head. 

“How did you meet her? Were you just trolling around under the bleachers?” Birdie asks 

this and hides her rolling eyes from Dave; the reflexive gesture suddenly feels embarrassingly 

petulant.  

“She was in my class, so she was always kind of around. I offered her a smoke one night 

during a game and, well, that’s all it took, I guess.”  

67



Birdie pulls her blonde hair into a ponytail and tries not to imagine the details. 

“I didn’t know you smoke,” she says.  

“I don’t, really, but it never hurts to be prepared.”  

“You sound like a sleazy Boy Scout.”  

Dave’s story trails off then and the conversation falls away for a while. As they work the 

rest of the day away, Birdie wishes Dave would offer her a cigarette.  

They talk without pretense on the last day of the job. They send the little ones ahead and 

work together on a particularly dense patch of cockle-burr, and Birdie tries not to worry over the 

bloodied handle of Dave’s hoe and the ripping blisters on his hands. 

“They’ll callus up eventually,” he says when he catches Birdie staring. 

“I didn’t think you could get calluses from holding pool cues and books,” Birdie teases. 

But then she asks what he means—if he plans to stay on the farm, or come back someday—more 

curious about his answer than she will admit to herself.  

“I don’t know. Maybe. The farm’s just here, you know? Waiting for someone.” 

He surprises her with this, and she is annoyed at being surprised. And so she kisses him,  

partially to upend his confidence, and partially because it is the last day she will know him. If 

that is not reason enough, she will blame her aching back and the dead smell of the cockle-burr 

for muddying her mind. 

His right hand holds the hoe stuck into the earth as his left moves to the nape of her neck 

before tracing a path down, pausing on the small of her back before landing on the bone of her 

hip. She pushes through her inexperience, refuses to allow it to betray her. In a pause, they open 
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their eyes and match stares. Birdie stands still as Dave rests his forehead against hers, but when 

the rest of his body follows, she inches away.  

She looked at him for a moment too long—the city boy with his bleeding hands—and 

now can only see volunteer corn.  

***  

Birdie does not notice when she stops thinking of herself as a farmer, the change happens 

so gradually. She moves to Mankato, the nearest small city, for junior college. She thinks she will 

be a teacher, maybe, and work on the farm in the summer. She decides to quit two semesters in—

a decision she will never fully understand. Every time she visits home she waits for her mother to 

ask her to stay, for her father to tell her that she is needed in the fields, but the plea never comes. 

So, even after dropping out of school, she returns to her one-bedroom apartment in Mankato 

after every trip home. She makes money washing dishes in diners and cooking cornbread in 

nursing homes, and tries not to feel betrayed by her parents, by the field, by her even tan and 

disappearing calluses. 

After a few years she moves to Minneapolis to waitress and wait for the boys to turn into 

men. She dates—stops drinking coffee after lunch—works as a secretary for a small insurance 

company—takes up jogging—marries the first man she meets who has a career instead of a job

—gives up jogging—starts calling supper “dinner,” and begins wiping her face with actual 

napkins instead of paper towels while she eats it.  

Her soft, city husband would remind her of Dave if she ever paused to think about him. 

But life has pushed itself forward, seemingly without her permission. She has babies—four of 
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them—that she stays home with. When the kids are six, five, three, and one, Birdie starts 

smoking and stops changing out of her housecoat before noon. 

*** 

Now the kids are grown—not really hers anymore at all. She is fifty-six, but worries that 

she is stunted, feels that she stalled somewhere in her youth. 

She pulls up in front of the farmhouse just after sunrise. The coffee in her travel mug is 

cold, but she figures that her mother is still sleeping, so she pulls her emergency cigarette from 

her glove compartment and smokes it in the front yard, knocking ashes into a dry birdbath. She 

does not bother hiding the cigarette when her mother flicks on the porch light and steps one foot 

out the front door. Before saying anything, Dot coughs and slaps at a mosquito on her neck. Her 

mother will turn eighty-six soon, and with each visit Birdie finds it more difficult not to notice 

the weight of time drooping her shoulders. Can she even see Birdie standing alone in the dark 

through her milky eyes?   

“I thought you were going to make it home for yesterday’s picnic,” Dot says.  

“Sorry, Mom. Something came up.” Birdie does not bother reminding her mother that the 

family has not had a fourth of July picnic in over ten years.  

“Come inside, then. We need to make lunches for the crew.”  

In the center of the table, where an empty bread basket usually sits, there is a tall vase 

filled with dried roses, almost perfectly preserved in their decay. Near the fridge, propped on a 

shoulder-high easel, is a wreath—drier, somehow more dead, than the roses. A peace lily, waxy-

leaved and without blooms, is on the counter to the right of the sink—the best place in the 
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kitchen for medium sunlight. Everything, Birdie realizes, is exactly as her sisters had arranged 

after their father’s funeral last month.  

Someone had been hired to manage the farm when pancreatic cancer, already metastatic 

when diagnosed, destroyed her father within four months.  

Her oldest sister found the idea—let’s walk the beans ourselves this year—at the bottom 

of the bottle of cheap Merlot the four siblings shared in the old machine shed after the funeral.  

Birdie resisted, but the other sister agreed—think of all the money we’ll save, Bird. Do 

you really want to spend your inheritance paying for things like teenage bean walkers? 

The brother agreed to help, but they all knew he didn’t mean it. He had only been back to 

the farm for a few weddings and five or six Christmases in the decades since he left home. And 

now the weight of his guilt—the guilt of not agreeing to take over the farm when their father had 

asked him decades ago and then, again, in the last weeks of his life—would keep him away until 

the place was finally sold and he could drive by, once or twice a year, without being recognized.  

Birdie wondered what she would have said if her father had tried to give her the farm, if 

she had been asked to return.  

She never actually agreed to return and walk beans, but the sisters proceeded to plan. 

Birdie wished that she knew her sisters well enough to be either surprised or not when they both 

backed out, one at a time, in the weeks before the start of the work. 

She wished that she knew herself well enough to be either surprised or not when she 

kissed her sleeping husband’s forehead, drove three early morning hours, and found herself in the 

farmhouse kitchen slicing ham and apples with her mother before sunrise.  
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“Great crew this year,” Dot says. “Pert near the best I’ve ever put together.”  

Birdie nods and waits a beat, all her mother needs in the way of conversation these days.  

“You, your sisters and brother, me, and that nice young man from down the road.” 

Dot has already been told that her other children are not coming, but Birdie is not yet 

willing to tell her mother everything twice and three times and as many times as she asks—is not 

ready to be always patient or forever redirecting conversations—so she just cores another apple, 

butters another slice of bread.  

When the lunches are packed, Birdie guides Dot to the davenport in the living room. She 

listens to her mother’s stories—about the corner market going out of business, about how Mrs. 

Ostendorf, the retired librarian, has chlamydia—at her age!  

Then Birdie talks about her life, recreates the stories she has collected from a year’s 

worth of hurried phone calls with her children.  

She talks into Dot’s shoulder long after she knows her mother has fallen asleep. 

A knock on the door. The nice young man—young to her mother, Birdie supposes—from 

down the road, here to walk beans. They exchange pleasantries and head toward the field. Birdie 

apologizes for their lack of crew.  

She does not recognize him immediately, but by the time they set their lunch bags and 

water jugs at the edge of the rows she knows it’s Dave—the soft city boy who was playing 

farmer in his grandfather’s fields and overalls so many years ago. 
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The first round is a quiet, fast mile, even though they are each covering three rows. She 

wonders why it looks so clean, worries that her mother has been out wandering the fields at 

night, pulling weeds and doing god knows what else in her month alone on the farm.  

Birdie and the man she knows is Dave chat a bit as the morning wears on, mostly about 

the work—calling out buttonweed and cursing at cockle-burrs.  

By the time they sit down for lunch, they are talking as if they recognized one another 

immediately. Birdie is grateful that Dave does not mutter justifications or expect polite 

apologies.  

“I wrote you a letter once,” he says. “That fall, a few months after we met.” Birdie 

remembers reading the letter, but not what it said, so she just smiles her response.  

She tries to recall those dusty, almost forty-year-old conversations—the ones she and 

Dave had during their days walking beans at the Hanson farm. She has forgotten his words, but 

remembers that he made her blush—remembers a moment when she wanted him to say more, to 

do more, but that he passed her over, moved ahead in the row. She remembers kissing him later 

in the week before walking away herself. She hates that she can’t clear the haze from her 

memories and worries about how much of her past has already disappeared. She tries, as ever, to 

not think about her mother’s rapidly dimming memories—her mind fading in illness and falling 

into decay. 

She pushes her mother away and studies Dave. The years of sun have weathered and aged 

his skin, but his body is solid and his voice is mild—he is the sort of man she used to imagine the 

boys of her youth would turn into. Their mingling laughter is easy, comfortable. Birdie notices 

the deep lines around Dave’s mouth and imagines the moments, the women, that helped etch 
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them. She wonders what stories the lines on her own face tell—of the crying children, city smog, 

and expensive night creams.  

Laughter gives way to a real conversation—the only one people seem to have after 

turning fifty—of ailing parents, disease, gloating over successful children and whispering about 

the wayward ones. Birdie talks about her husband, but tries not to think of him—not yet ready to 

leave the farm, even in her mind. Dave speaks of his wife, a woman Birdie knows she graduated 

high school with but does not remember beyond a shadow of a face and a wisp of a voice. The 

wife loves him but hates the farm—they fought for years about where they would end up, what 

kind of life they wanted.  

“Somewhere along the way, I guess we realized we were too far down this road to worry 

about looking far forward or back, and the fighting just sort of stopped,” Dave says.  

“I suppose it’s easier to let everything fall into place when you stop caring about where 

things land,” Birdie says. She sucks out a sliver of apple skin stuck between her front teeth and 

tastes a bit of blood that drops from her gums to her tongue. 

“I don’t know. I wonder sometimes if every fight resuscitated us. When the arguing 

stopped, everything else did, too.”  

Birdie does not really know Dave, but understands the meaning behind his gaze. The 

space of years between them begins to close until, after a few long moments, Birdie stands up 

and rips it open again.  

Dave stands too, moves toward her, asks if she wants a smoke. She knows he means does 

she want him—does she want to throw things out of place.  

“Yes,” she says. “But no thanks.”  
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After another long moment, she returns to the field.  

The work in the afternoon is harder than Birdie remembers. Her muscles recall the old 

motions—feet plow through dirt, calves crouch, waist bends, hands grip the hoe, arms yank 

misplaced life from the earth.  

Her muscles remember, but ache in the memory. And as the afternoon rounds fatigue her 

muscles and mind, even her memories ache. 

The ghost of her youth lurks in the rows, sprints ahead of her in the fields, ordering the 

disorder, reveling in the smallest moments of progress—confident and adept in a way she almost 

remembers being. Birdie races her taunting memories through the rows, blister blood soaking 

into the hoe’s wooden handle—like Dave’s did, she remembers, in another field in another life, 

when she looked at him and saw volunteer corn.  

She wants to tell him to leave. She wants to strip off her shirt and walk bare-belly through 

the fields—she wants the fields to be hers. She wants to sleep in her tiny room at the top of the 

farmhouse steps, wake up in the morning to her mother slicing chocolate cake in the kitchen, 

wave at her father, alive and able-bodied, as he returns from milking. She wants to knock all of 

the yesterdays from her bean walking shoes.  

Birdie pulls up buttonweed, slows down to breathe in the velvet earth perfume. She walks 

a few more paces and feels something brush against her leg, knows—as her father would have 

known without turning around—that it is shallow rooted pig’s weed.   

She keeps walking, wondering if her transplanted roots will ever take hold in the life she 

has chosen, how long the city’s concrete will keep her standing upright and still. 
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