SIXFOLD

FICTION SUMMER 2021




SIXFOLD

FICTION SUMMER 2021




SIXFOLD
WWW.SIXFOLD.ORG

Sixfold is a collaborative, democratic, completely
writer-voted journal. The writers who upload

their manuscripts vote to select the prize-winning
manuscripts and the short stories and poetry published
in each issue. All participating writers’ equally
weighted votes act as the editor, instead of the usual
editorial decision-making organization of one or a few
judges, editors, or select editorial board.

Each issue is free to read online, to download as PDF
and as an e-book for iPhone, Android, Kindle, Nook,
and others. Paperback book is available at production
cost including shipping.

© The Authors. No part of this document may be reproduced or
transmitted without the written permission of the author.

Cover Art: Diana Akhmetianova
https://www.instagram.com/dreamcraftlove/

SIXFOLD
WWW.SIXFOLD.ORG  SIXFOLD@SIXFOLD.ORG
FACEBOOK SIXFOLDJOURNAL TWITTER @SIXFOLDJOURNAL


http://www.sixfold.org
http://www.sixfold.org
http://www.sixfold.org
http://www.sixfold.org
mailto:sixfold%40sixfold.org?subject=
https://www.facebook.com/SixfoldJournal/
https://twitter.com/SixfoldJournal

SIXFOLD

FICTION SUMMER 2021

CONTENTS

Michael Kozart
Polaris

Emily Hancock
Catching Tadpoles

Anastasia Carrow
Homecoming

Ronita Sinha
Leaving Behind

Travis Lee
A Mermaid’s Garden

Broderick Eaton
Ann, Without

Olivier FitzGerald
The Woodfall Home

D.E. Hardy
Media Studies

Ashleigh Catsos
Black Beans

Parker Fendler
Three Dollar Ticket to Happiness

Elizabeth Lyvers
Humble

Jeffrey S. Chapman
The Bikini

Mary Tharin
Mirage

19

36

48

56

68

78

92

103

114

126

137

147



Joey Porcelli
Parachute Drop 155

Contributor Notes 162



Michael Kozart

Polaris

rise at four a.m. and pull on fishing trousers. So does Pai.

I tell him to return to bed, I'll be home in the afternoon,
soon enough. He still messes with his trousers, muck boots,
Sou’wester hat—everything he needs at sea. I fix him a bowl
of cereal with a Seroquel tablet. By the time I'm ready to
leave, he’s sleepy again, crawling into bed, listening to the
marine weather on a portable radio that calls out swells and
gusts in a computerized, monotone voice. I imagine when
he finally sleeps, he’ll dream about the MarElie. He’ll be in
the wheelhouse, Donny and I in the pit, reeling in, laughing
our heads off. Truth is, I have no idea if he dreams or even
remembers that one of his two sons is dead.

I kiss him goodbye. We’'ll eat a nice dinner.

He grabs my hand and starts a prayer, the one his own
father used to say in Portuguese: The sea is our mother—

—No, Pai. We wait for dinner.

July is hard. Your body doesn’t expect chill, but fog gusts
are whipping the trees, stinging my face like ocean spray. I
wish the sea was someone else’s problem.

I drive to the marina.

Elie, my sister, says we should scrap the boat. Junkyards
by the bay are full of trollers, all on their sides. No one’s
making money. Wild king once swam in schools a million
strong, but now they’ve been fished off, poisoned, breeding
grounds destroyed. Everyone’s eating musty fish farmed in
Chile or Nevada—franken-salmon. She says to put Pai in a
nursing home. I should head back to school, learn something
new. She’ll cover the tuition. But you don’t just wake up and
be someone else. I fish salmon. She thinks I'm a nuclear
physicist.

Jonathan, her fiancée, will be coming on board today.
He offered to help after they heard I let my deckie go. It’s
probably a one off. Jonathan manages high-tech websites,
earns major money. He’ll be more trouble than he’s worth,
but my sister says he used to line fish with his dad, whatever
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that means. I’ll take him out for a day. Besides, even with a
seasoned deckie you can’t break even when there’s no fish to
be had.

The marina parking lot is nearly empty. There are a few
rusty trucks, and then there’s Jonathan’s Mini Cooper, shiny
red and white, British flag on top. I hear the pounding bass of
his stereo as I drive up. He sends me songs from time to time,
bands I've never heard of. Electronic dance music. He rolls
down the window as I come over, hands me a doobie.

I take a drag. You up for this? I ask, sucking in, sounding a
bit like Mickey Mouse.

He tells me to hop in. There’s a basket of muffins on the front
seat, Elie’s gift. He pours coffee from a thermos—stainless-
steel, top of the line. No need to suffer, he says, right?

I scarf down three muffins. The coffee burns my throat.
Through the windshield, I see boats bucking in the sheltered
cove of the marina. I heard the report on Pai’s radio. Fourteen-
foot swells, plus wind waves nine to ten feet. We shouldn’t put
out. I pour myself another cup.

Jonathan’s in a pink shirt, black jeans, brown shoes with
pointed tips—disco wear, not fishing gear.

Leave the threads behind, I say. There’s gear on board.

Seriously?

I give him a look.

Yes captain, he salutes, stripping down to long johns.

We run to the slip.

Usually, there are crews everywhere, loading ice, fueling,
setting hooks and lures, but the only boat shoving out—
besides us—is an eighty-foot, steel-hulled giant. Smaller
boats are staying in on account of the sea. I turn to Jonathan
before we hop on the MarElie, which is forty feet, solid wood.
I tell him this day’s going to be rough.

It’s nothing, he says. I make bigger waves with a kickboard.

The weed’s still strong: I can’t stop laughing. From a
hamper in the wheelhouse, I draw out a wool sweater, work
pants, yellow fishing bib, boots, gloves. No one’s worn this
stuff in years. I think it all belonged to Donny.

Jonathan suits up.

I show him the pit. Nothing’s complicated. The gurdy
winches have three gears—back, forward, pause. I show how
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to hook leaders to the main, how to hand-line the leader, how
to spike or gaff the fish above the gill. Then I bring out the
steel bat. Swatting the air, I say, You strike between the eyes.
If the eyes cloud, the fish is dead. End of story.

Jonathan doesn’t flinch.

I start to describe gut and gill, but that’s when he turns
gray. I'll hold the lesson until we're out at sea with a real fish.
I think he’s going to puke. I've seen the look.

I'm not a pussy, you know, he says, jabbing me in the ribs.

Hell you'’re not.

For a moment, we play punch, duck and dodge. I think, no
more weed. It’s hard enough rolling on the sea, sober. We fuel
up, load ice, head into the channel.

It’s mostly smooth motoring to the breakwater. Jonathan
sits on a hatch, playing with chipped ice. I stand in the
wheelhouse. How ‘bout the Beastie Boys, he asks. Cool, eh?

Pretty cool. I can only name one song, though. Brass
Monkey. 1 put on the weather channel, wondering if Pai’s
listening too. The robot voice issues a small-craft warning.

Jonathan says, Your sister and I have been thinking—

I knew there was a catch. He wasn’t here to just fish. Elie
must have coached him, word for word. The life speech. But
they care. That’s the point. I'm not resentful.

—that we want to make a sizable investment in your future.

I'm only halflistening now. My eye’s drawn to froth spouting
beyond the breakwater. It’s been years since water scared me.

Seriously, he says. Elie says you were accepted at Berkeley.
We’ll help you pay for it.

Sure, I think, two years ago I was accepted. Now I'm here,
rolling.

She says you were planning to study nuclear physics.

I correct him: astrophysics. I'm not interested in blowing
things up. I used to stargaze. I read about celestial navigation,
named my dog Sagan, bought my first telescope with my
confirmation money. It seems pointless now. I tell him to
work the starboard gurdy. That was Donny’s station. I was
port. Pai had the wheelhouse—all of us buzzed on coffee and
whiskey with molasses thrown in.

We churn through the harbor.

Know how I got my start? Jonathan asks. Porn. Lesbian,
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shemale, straight, fetish. I wrote for dozens of magazines.
It paid my way through college. Why was I so good? Guess.
C’'mon.

I won't.

He enters the wheelhouse. Research, he says, mussing my
hair, like in The Three Stooges.

I hand him the wheel. See those two buoys? I point to the
opening through the breakwater. Steer right between them.

I head aft to check the lines, remembering days when we
scored three thousand pounds. Now we’re lucky to hook a
hundred. We pass the buoys. The bay is agitated. I take the
wheel and navigate out to sea. The closer we get, the more the
water heaves.

Elie’s kinda concerned, Jonathan says. She’s talking about
how youre in that old house with your pop. We can help.
Move to the city. Live nearby.

Elie was seventeen when she ran off, two years after Donny’s
death. The more Pai refused to talk about what happened, the
more she blamed him. I didn’t hear from her for nearly four
years. She called me the night of my high-school graduation
but wouldn’t talk to Pai, and as far as I know they haven’t
talked since she left—though she stays in touch with me now.
Pai says she’ll return home any moment. He said the same
about Donny. After the funeral, the flowers, the inquest, it
was always Let’s see what Donny thinks, like my brother
was about to come through the door, suspender straps down,
ready to rip the cereal box from my hands.

I light a cigarette and offer the pack to Jonathan.

Unfiltered Camels, he says. Going to an early grave, Gale?
I've got one word for you: vape.

The radio’s still turned to the NOAA weather station, the
flat voice saying what we already know: the sea’s angry. I
switch to a music station. It’s Tom Jones, then the Bee Gees.

Jonathan leans over the gunwale, olive green.

You okay? I ask, handing him a bottle of Dramamine. Music
that bad?

We pass Bodega Head, with the lighthouse and foghorn.
Jonathan’s words rattle in my head: early grave.

He looks up, puke dripping down his shirt. Don’t laugh, he
says. Don’t fucking laugh.
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I laugh anyway.

The swells are deep as we reach the ocean. I tack as best
I can, but the MarElie’s struggling. I lock the wheel and
rush aft to lower the outriggers, unspool main lines, drop
cannonball weights. We lay in six lines and a hundred and
twenty hooks. I return to the wheelhouse and slow the boat
to a trolling speed.

Jonathan’s looking better. Dramamine works fast. He takes
pictures on his iPhone. Elie’s not going to believe this shit, he
says.

Oh, she will.

The sun’s rising higher, the air warming. Maybe we’ll hit a
school. Six to seven dollars a pound, ten pounds per fish, say
two hundred fish, that’s fourteen thousand bucks. I've always
been good with numbers: algebra, calculus—you name it. I
tell Jonathan to head to the pit. We're about to reel in.

He’s blowing perfect smoke rings from a cigarette, no sign
of seasickness. He says that Elie contacted a realtor. From the
sale of the old house, we could afford to send Pai to a nursing
home. I'd have enough left for a down payment on a condo.
He and Elie will help with the mortgage. He tells me about
vacant units in their building.

I visited their place once—downtown San Francisco, thirty-
third floor, fifth tallest building in the city. Views of the bay,
Oakland, Mount Diablo. There was an oriental carpet and a
lap dog that nibbled my socks. Bose stereo system. Leather
furniture. I didn’t want to guess what it all cost, but Elie
caught my look. Anything’s possible, she said, wide eyed:
Youre twenty-one. There was a photo of Donny and me on
the wall, when I was six.

Gulls now hover above the boat. I'm not superstitious, but
they’re a sign we're about to strike a school. I tell Jonathan to
watch. I start reeling in.

Sure enough, there’s a thirty-inch salmon on the first hook.
With one arm, I gaff and swing it onto the cutting table, and
with the other I unlatch the leader and pause the gurdy. I
strike with a single blow, slice off the head while the heart
still pumps, cut lengthwise and scrape out the guts, then lay
the pink flesh on ice. We handle one fish at a time, I say. The
flesh doesn’t have blood vessels because the blood drains,
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and they’re no bruises because the fish dies before flapping.
It’s what you'd call restaurant grade.

Jonathan’s taking pictures the whole time, saying, You
fucking rock, man. He starts his own gurdy, unlatching
empty leaders, hanging lures and spinners on the stern bar.
Oh daddy, he yells, we got one.

Iseehis first fish spiraling to the hull. Before he can gaffit, a
wave hits broadside and the MarElie pitches hard. Jonathan’s
legs sweep out. He manages to hold onto the cutting bench,
shrugging off the near fall with a laugh.

I rush to his side and pause the gurdy before it grinds up
the leader and the fish. Never lose sight of your line, bro, I
snap, a bit too sharp.

Jonathan spikes the fish in the belly, then strikes it five
times, no aim at all. The fish is a bloody mess and we have to
waste it.

Don’t worry, I say. It took me years to get things right. I
notice swells peak and fold, crosschecked by steep wind
waves.

Jonathan’s hanging over the side, enjoying the ride like a
roller coaster.

My chest is tight as it all flashes back—nine years ago. I
shake my head, but the movie won’t stop. I was twelve at the
time.

I'd just left the pit to grab my lunchbox. The boat heaved
on a rogue wave, the starboard rail dipping water. I looked
back and Donny was gone. I kept screaming, Donny’s gone,
like a siren. Pai rushed back. He shot side to side, looking
for any sign in the water. He cut the engine and ran aft, our
lines still out and running. There was no body, no yellow bib,
nothing—just boiling surf. He radioed the Coast Guard and
soon helicopters flew above. My brother was never found.
They suspended our fishing license during the inquest, but
we were cleared. No citation. The authorities wanted to know
if I was a deckie—I should have been in school—but I said
no: we were fishing recreationally, on the family boat. After
that, Pai hired two deckies and kept me in school till I was old
enough to work legally.

I never asked why we didn’t swing around. I knew what
Pai would have said: Donny’s boots filled up and he sank
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like lead. No reason to turn hard, which would have meant
wasting the lines. We reeled in, went home.

No doctor ever said Pai’s dementia happened because of
Donny, but I knew his death ate at his brain, like a seaworm.
Maybe if we'd just circled back, even if the odds were against
Donny making it, Pai could have saved himself, cleared his
mind of commotion, guilt, whatever you want to call it. You
never know what’s possible unless you try. But Pai lived by
the odds. He knew the rules of the sea better than anyone,
the sharpest captain in the fleet. Everyone turned to him for
help. If there was a school to be found, he found it, just like
his father who used to pole-fish albacore in the Azores, and
like his father’s father who netted sardines in Portugal. What
they all knew was a blessing and a curse. The sea gives and
takes. You carry on.

After Donny died, it all went to hell. The doctors called it
vascular dementia, early onset. By the time I graduated high
school, Pai was climbing onto other boats, thinking the crews
were all his sons.

From the wheelhouse, I now see the bow plunging beneath
swells. We're taking on water, more than we should. The bilge
will fail. I switch the radio back to NOAA. There’s an order
for small craft to head home. No exceptions. Jonathan, I yell,
throwing him a life jacket and safety rope: button up, strap
in. We're headed back.

He doesn’t know what to do with the rope and his life
jacket’s unbuttoned. I'm an idiot for not training him, a
captain’s responsibility, but with Pai we never wore life vests
either.

Jonathan continues to reel in.

Seriously man, I yell, strap yourself down.

He shouts, We got another, oh baby. He leans over to gaff
the fish, and that’s when it hits.

A monster swell slams portside. The boat nearly keels.
Jonathan goes over without a sound. I see everything, each
detail, as if in slow motion.

Ten feet out, Jonathan bobbles in the foam, life jacket
floating beyond reach. Can you swim? I shout. The wind
blows my words back.

The water’s cold. Muscles freeze. Hypothermia sets in.
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I fling out a life saver, but it falls short.

Jonathan looks at me, shame on his face, as if he should
have known better.

I run to the wheelhouse and find wire cutters. Back in the
pit, I cut all six gurdy lines. Lures, spinners, weights, main
lines—everything sinks. I throttle open, turning the boat as
sharp as she’ll go. The MarkElie lunges, punished by waves. I
swing away from Jonathan, because if I swing in, the waves
could fling the boat over him. I navigate as close as I can,
lock the wheel, then perch on the bow. I see a flash of yellow
fishing bib. The current’s drawing him away. I think about
his boots filling up, then I tell myself to shut up. There are no
odds—just what I need to do.

I loop rope around my waist, tie it to the deck, shed shoes
and sweater, and dive. The cold shocks my chest. I don’t
panic. I swim.

Jonathan’s slapping water with both arms.

Grab me, I yell.

He reaches out and clutches my shirt, then clings to my
back.

I pull on the rope, drawing us back to the MarElie. Somehow,
we make it to the hull. Hang on, I say.

With the deck five feet above and no ladders or handles,
climbing onboard seems impossible. We’re battered against
the boat. With each swell, the MarElie rolls, the deck dipping
down, a bit closer to reach. With one extra-low dip, I loop
my arms over the gunwale. As the boat rights, then shifts
opposite, we’re hoisted up. My arms feel like they’re about to
be pulled from their sockets, but I don’t let go.

We land in the pit, Jonathan still clinging to my back. I
turn to him. I ask if he’s okay.

He fumbles with his sweater, babbling.

I drag him to the wheelhouse, strip off wet clothes, pull
out a thermal blanket, and plug in an electric heater. He’s too
cold to shiver.

Sailing with the wind, we make record time back to port.
The movie’s playing again. There’s Pai navigating, looking
straight ahead, his face chiseled granite—mine, a wet sponge.
It’s just the two of us—Pai and me. Donny’s gone.

No, this is different.
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I look down at Jonathan, bundled up. We lost the rigging,
and we have one fish to show for our day, but no one died. The
odds don’t matter. All I know is that it had to be. I feel high
and it’s not the weed. I'm soaked and freezing, but I savor the
salt on my lips. My hands embrace the wheel.

At the wharf, Jonathan leans on me. We disembark. He
crawls into my truck. I run the heater full blast. He’s in no
condition to drive back to the city. At least he’s shivering, his
body fighting hypothermia. I retrieve the salmon from the
hold, and we drive home.

Jonathan mumbles, Sorry man, sorry.

Shush, I say, don’t talk. Want me to sing Brass Monkey?

His smile is shaky, a little crooked, but it’s a smile.

We arrive. Pai’s out front, smoking, watering a dead bush
in a bathrobe, bare feet. All I can think about is getting
Jonathan inside, into a warm bath. I help him from the truck,
still wrapped in the blanket.

Pai calls out, Donny!

Jonathan turns around. Yes, sir.

Did you boys get milk?

Inside, I draw the bath. Jonathan sits on the toilet, hunched
over, still shivering. Warm mist fills the bathroom. I ask him
why he said yes to Pai just now.

I thought he called out Jonny. That’s what my dad used to
call me. Jonny.

Clean the wax out, I say, gently boxing his ear. He sinks
into the bath. I change into fresh clothes and head to the
kitchen. Pai’s there, picking lint off his robe. I offer him tea
and crackers.

He says, Donny’s teacher called: he flunked everything.
Everything. Unless he gets his grades up, he’s grounded.

Sure, Pai.

It’s pointless to correct him. I leave to bring tea to Jonathan.
He’s still in the bath, leaning back against the tiles, eyes
closed.

You okay? I ask, helping him from the water. Wrapped in
towels, I show him Donny’s room. On the nightstand, there’s
an old Sports Illustrated, bathing-suit edition, circa 2005.
On the wall, a team photo of the San Francisco Giants, the
year they won the West—2003.
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Can you call Elie? Jonathan asks. I lost my phone. Tell her
everything’s okay. He paws into bed and drinks tea with little
sips. I think he’s still in shock.

I return to the kitchen. Pai asks about dinner. I offer him
more crackers, then cut fat filets from the salmon, preparing
them for the oven with potatoes. Once everything’s in, I walk
outside and phone my sister.

Elie answers immediately, worried she hadn’t heard from
us.

I explain that Jonathan lost his phone and that he became
Donny, sort of.

Come again?

Jonny-Donny. Pai thinks Jonathan’s Donny. And now he’s
in Donny’s bed, sleeping like a baby. They don’t look alike,
but—

—Cut the crap.

I tell Elie what happened at sea. She’s silent. Everything’s
fine, I say. Nothing bad happened.

No, she says. It’s not fine. The line clicks dead.

I return inside to the aroma of baking food. I fetch Pai’s
portable radio and plug it into a kitchen socket. We listen to
classical music while the food cooks. I make Pai more tea and
slip in a Seroquel in case he agitates. I want to tell him about
the day. I could lie or say nothing, but I've told Elie. He needs
to hear too. Maybe they’ll have something to talk about.

Pai looks up. How many? he asks. No matter how confused,
he always remembers to ask the question.

One.

You can’t catch one, boy.

We caught one, Pai.

I explain the incident about cutting the lines to avoid
tangling up the screw when we swung around. We lost the
rigging, but better that than the entire boat. Better that than
losing Donny. The name rolls off my lips without me realizing
it.

Pai grabs my arm. I want to see Donny, now.

No, it’s not Donny. I meant Jonathan.

I shouldn’t have sent you boys out. You're too young.

We're fine, Pai. I meant Jonathan, that’s all.

He starts to cry. Maybe it’s best for him to stay confused.
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Jonathan enters the kitchen in Donny’s 49er sweatshirt
and baggy muscle pants. He sees Pai in tears. What’s going
on? he asks.

Donny, come, sit, Pai says. He pats the chair to his right.
And you, Gale, sit, he pats to the left.

Jonathan holds up his hands and I shrug my shoulders.

We take our seats, starboard and port.

Pai puts his arms around both of us. Where’s Elie? he asks.
We need her too.

My heart’s beating fast. I want to whisper to Jonathan, Go
with the flow—be Donny.

We all sit, listening to music.

I hear a car pull up, then footsteps outside. There’s a knock.
I go to the door. Elie glares at me. Where the hell’s Jonathan?
She asks.

In the kitchen. It’s helping.

What’s helping?

I look her in the eyes. Pai believing Donny’s here, I say.
You know how Pai gets. I think to myself, maybe she doesn’t.
The pacing and raging when the sun sets, the sleeplessness at
night, mumbling in Portuguese, mixing nightcaps with milk
and ketchup. She hasn’t seen him for seven years.

Donny’s dead, Elie says, or maybe you can’t talk. No one
talks, right? She pushes past me and goes to the kitchen. I
follow.

Pai’s eyes light up.

Hello, she says to Pai, casually, as though they just talked
yesterday. And then to Jonathan, We're leaving, unless you
want to die a real death.

Pai waves to a vacant spot at the table.

Elie shakes her head. No way. We're not staying.

I pull out the fish and potatoes.

Pai orders us to all hold hands.

Elie turns to Jonathan and says, You almost drowned. Her
voice quivers. She’s also looking at the food.

Jonathan winks at me. I didn’t come close. Just a dip. Ask
Gale. He had things under control.

Your sister’s got boy problems, Pai chuckles, glancing at
Jonathan, then at me.

Elie throws up her hands. Am I going crazy? Is this the
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Twilight Zone?

Jonathan says, I'm not leaving till I taste today’s catch.
Salmon, sushi grade. He rubs his hands. Besides, he side-
eyes me, Gale’s got an announcement.

What? I ask.

Pai starts the blessing before the meal: The sea is our
mother—. He looks around the table, finger raised like a
baton.

I quickly say, Her depths guard the souls of those who
shan’t return. Amen. We start eating. What announcement?
I repeat, mouth full.

That you're headed to college, Jonathan smiles. He turns to
Elie. Did you know Gale’s studying astrophysics, not nuclear
physics? We got it wrong.

Pai raises his eyebrows. Gale, where’s that thing you used
to look at the stars?

I'm surprised Pai remembers my little telescope. I haven’t
used it since before Donny died. Sometimes the dementia
parts, like a fading storm, and there’s clear blue sky—what
the doctors call a lucid interval.

Telescope’s in the closet, Pai, I say.

Get it the hell out. Why the closet?

Elie nibbles the salmon. Not bad, she murmurs, carving off
a bigger bite. Glancing at Pai, she says, Gale will need to live
closer to Berkeley. We thought, near us, in the city.

Pai nods, chewing.

Ilook down at my plate and say, I don’t know if I can still get
in. They accepted me a couple years ago. I'll have to reapply.

You'll get in, Elie wipes her mouth. Lord knows where you
got your brain. And don’t worry about tuition. We have that
covered.

I have it covered, Pai interjects.

We all stop eating. The room’s quiet, except for the radio.

Pai points at Jonathan, then at me. I raised fishermen. And
what? They come back with one fish. One keeps falling in, the
other looks at stars. We’ll sell the MarElie. That’s that.

Elie leans over the table, eyebrows raised. Pai, you serious?

Pai raises a glass. Where’s the wine? Gale, you forgot the
goddamn wine.

I pour glasses. We continue eating. Pai’s like a different
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person, his face bright, his eyes sharp. I know this can’t be an
effect of the Seroquel or the wine. And it’s more than a lucid
interval. Something has taken his brain elsewhere, away from
the seaworm. It’s as if he’s in a parallel universe. Anything’s
possible. Donny’s back. We're all together, eating.

After dinner, Jonathan and Elie clean up. Pai continues
drinking. I should take the wine but he’s at peace. Most days,
by this time, he’'d be yelling at faces outside the window. 1
rummage for my telescope, which I purchased in 08 through
mail order from the Smithsonian Institution.

It’s still in the original box.

I set it up in the front yard. Polaris is easy to locate in the
twilight sky, the North Star, used by sailors for centuries to
navigate the open sea.

Pai stumbles out of the house, pees on the dead bush, then
heads my way. I tell him to look.

He peers into the telescope, saying, You got it right, son. He
starts to shiver. I lead him back inside.

Darkness settles. Crickets chatter. Fog descends.

Stay here tonight, I say to Elie and Jonathan. Let’s give Pai
one night, all of us together, even if it’s a dream.

She hugs me. Just so you know, she whispers, Jonathan is
not Donny.

But for one night. All of us under one roof.

Pai climbs into bed. I kiss him. He grabs my arm. Tell
Donny we’ll buy new lines in the morning, head to Drake’s
Bay, anchor overnight.

Sleep tight, I say. I plug in his radio and turn it back to the
NOAA channel. The robot voice now says the sea’s calm.

We all settle in our rooms.

I picture peaceful water, small waves lapping our hull, the
MarkElie sailing proud. I fall sound asleep.

In the morning, I rise to make breakfast. It’s ten. We've slept
in. I look outside. The truck’s not there. I nudge Elie and
Jonathan awake. Pai’s nowhere to be found.

Elie calls the police to report a missing person.

I have a hunch.

We drive to the marina in Elie’s car, and sure enough, my
truck’s parked and the MarElie’s gone. At least Jonathan’s
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Mini Cooper is where we left it.

The water’s still, the breeze easterly. There was enough fuel
in the boat to travel a hundred miles.

We call the Coast Guard.

After about an hour word arrives that the MarElie’s been
located a few miles off coast, adrift and quiet. No one aboard.

We sit quietly in Elie’s car.

Something tells me that Pai slipped over the side, perhaps
to run a final errand: retrieve our sunken lines. Or maybe it
was his way to make the night last, diving into the darkness.
Or to swim with the last great school of wild king. Either way,
he didn’t fall in by accident. I'm sure of it.

I try not to think about the sea filling his lungs. I try not to
think about anything. I want to float adrift, too.

We walk to the slip as if there might be some remnant of
Pai, something to remember him by—a dropped Kleenex,
coin, cigarette butt. But there’s nothing—just a clean dock,
empty berth, smooth water.

Elie invites me to stay with them. You should not be alone,
she says. Not after this. Her arm sweeps out to sea.

I'm expected home. Pai needs breakfast and maybe another
Seroquel to catch up on all the missed sleep. I check myself.

My father’s gone.

Yes, I say, embracing them. Pai would have wanted it this
way—all of us, together.
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Emily Hancock
Catching Tadpoles

never did read that book of Rilke that you gave me, except

for the first two poems. I didn’t much like the first one,
but the second one, I did. The one about moving in widening
circles around God and the primordial tower. “I may not
complete this last one / but I give myself to it.” I like that
very much. I should have kept reading. That book was a gift
you gave me for Mother’s Day last spring, and I should have
honored it better than I did. I might even have enjoyed it. We
all have our failures. That is good to remember. Still.

If it is any consolation, I keep the book on my desk, so I
see it every day. And I think to myself, This weekend, this
weekend I'll begin. But I never do. Maybe someday. Anyways,
it reminds me of you each time I see it because of course it
does. Who else in this house would read German poetry from
a book called Love Poems to God but you? Who else ever lived
in this house with me but you.

I do get lonely. I try not to worry so much about it. I certainly
don’t want to burden you with it. Maybe I shouldn’t have said
anything, but it’s true, and I know I should be more honest
with you.

If you still lived here you would tell me to read that book,
and maybe I would, then. And when I finished you would
ask me which poem was my favorite, and I would sit with the
question for a moment, partly thinking of my own answer,
but really just waiting for yours. And you would tell me, and
you would have it memorized so when you spoke it, it wasn’t
Rilke’s but yours, changed somewhere in your body, and you
would tell me what it means, then what it means to you, and
that would be more sacred to me than any poem in that book,
or any other book I could ever read. If you still lived here, I
could never be lonely.

I work mostly from home now. It’s easier to call most of my
patients and the meetings were all conference calls anyway.
It’s not that I have become agoraphobic in my loneliness, it’s
just easier, really. And I still leave the house to see some folks,
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so don’t worry over me too much.

There’s this man up in Dover I see on Thursday afternoons—
you'd like him. His name is Cillian McGrath, and you won’t
believe it, but he’s Irish. He used to be a priest, until he met
his wife.

We never went to church, did we. I've never thought to ask
you if you regret that. I think I do. Not out of any particular
love for the religious tradition, but because I have come to
understand that a life is richer when lived with some kind of
belief in mind. So much of life is lost when we think it has no
meaning.

Mr. McGrath is in his nineties now. He has lung cancer, and
so is shackled to an oxygen tank. It has become too difficult
now for him to leave the house, but he seems nonetheless
happy to still be alive. I admire people like that. In this line
of work you meet so many people who, when faced with the
question of mortality, simply and catastrophically crumble.
They close themselves off from life, all while it waits like
a dog, old and loyal, to be loved for one final second. And
seeing that the door will not open, it grows tired of waiting
and is gone. And then what. So much of life is lost when we
think it has no meaning.

But Mr. McGrath is not like most hospice patients I have
met, though I wouldn’t blame him if he were. To be put on
hospice is to be given an expiration date, give or take a month
or two. It is depressing. And yet I do not think Mr. McGrath
is depressed.

Just today I paid him a visit and when I walked upstairs
I saw him through the open doorway, sitting upright in his
bed, hands folded in his lap. The white linen curtains had
been pulled away, the window opened. The forest, much older
than him, rustled in the breeze of late spring, blossomed with
birdsong. And that room smelled not like a hospital or a man
on his deathbed but like pollen and pine and the blessed
muddy soil at least freed from the snowdrifts and warming
in the sunlight. He must have been paying a very careful kind
of attention because he did not hear my footsteps on the old
wooden floorboards, or my knocking on the doorframe, or
even his own name, the first time I called it. I thought I might
be interrupting a rare peace I wish I knew better, and so was
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silent and nearly left. Then he said, Robin, how good to see
you. Like always.

There is an old green armchair his family keeps at the foot
of his bed, partly so when I speak to him we might look each
other in the eye, and partly so his son or daughter might
keep vigil over him while he sleeps. It is always looming, the
inevitable, unknowable end. I sat, he watched. We tried to
forget.

“How are you today, Mr. McGrath?” I asked him.

He smiled at the window, closed his eyes against the
warmth of the sunlight on his face. A breeze built, then broke.
Faintly I heard the wind chimes on the front porch, humming
their joy. The geese flew overhead, calling out in agreement.
And that forest, so green and alive, whispering.

“It is a beautiful day, Robin. A beautiful day.”

A pause. He watched me, watching him. He hadn’t really
answered and he knew it, and he knew I would wait until he
did.

“I am alive, and happy for it,” he said. “I am lucky to see the
days that I do, and today is a beautiful day.”

I have had this job for nearly twenty years and yet I wonder
sometimes if I was ever any good at it. So often I have no
idea what questions to ask that man. It’s like trying to teach a
fish how to swim. I don’t think there is a single thing I could
say that could make the end of his long and graceful life any
easier. He already knows.

He smiled. “There is no need. Sit with me and listen. I
would enjoy your company.”

So we sat, and we listened.

“Do you hear it?” he asked.

I heard the trees, the leaf bodies moving against each other.
I heard that ancient forest whispering, and listened.

Hush. Be still. I am working.

You remember your grandmother. Of course you do. She
was your beloved just as much as she was mine.

You remember driving here, to Vermont, for the summer.
When you were little, and wild, and your grandmother not
yet the still and painful body she died in.

You remember the hikes we took, the three of us, through
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the mountain forest. The plastic bag of wooden eyes, noses,
mouths. The trees, watching.

You would laugh like it was the most wonderful thing in the
world. A wooden face on a tree. It always seemed to me that
the woods are more alive than we give them credit for, and
now here was the mouth, the nose, the eyes, proving it. Here
is a soul like mine. I laughed. You must have felt it too.

Those trees still have their faces. You'd be happy, seeing it.
They are slightly warped by time but who among us cannot
say the same of themselves? What do those trees say to each
other about us? About our fast and brief lives? You would
have a good answer.

he first time I met Mr. McGrath, I pointed to a painting

that hung above his bed and told him you would love
it. And you would. I find it odd, but you would like it. It’s
this old and yellowed screenprinting of a farmhouse, three
women working in the yard. One in the garden, one with the
chickens, one running between the others, or to someplace
else entirely. You would say it reminds you of us—you, me,
and your grandmother. And I can see it, though we never did
have any chickens.

I thought nothing of it when I said it, but I should have,
because it sounded so much like asking. And then he was
still a stranger who owed me nothing, certainly not a gift for
my daughter. But he nodded earnestly, said, Really? Do you
think so? and began to offer it up like food into the hands of
the hungry. So I said No, no, and Oh, I couldn’t possibly, and
after a while he conceded, then laughed.

“You’ll have to commend your daughter on her taste in
artwork. My wife loved that painting, God bless her, absolutely
loved it, but I can’t get either of my children to take it home.
And even if I could it'd just waste away in some basement or
other. I can’t bear the thought. It needs a home, someone to
love it.”

“Don’t we all,” I said.

“Don’t we all. Indeed.”

It was snowing that day, heavy, wet snow that lands and
does not let go. The snowflakes weren’t even snowflakes, not
really, but huddled masses, a hundred little bodies holding
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onto each other, braced against the fall. He watched. Then
he asked for your name, and I told him. Mary. He liked that.
Then he asked me about you. What’s Mary like? And I opened
my mouth, but nothing came out.

To be fair, I've always found it difficult to talk about you.
For a while it was because I hated those mothers who bragged
and bragged and bragged about their children, and because
I realized that that was all I could ever do. And then once
I was alone I couldn’t talk about you without remembering
my own loneliness. The words I'd used to make you up now
outlined the body of my loss, incapacitating me in a way for
which I could never possibly be prepared. I was embarrassed
and ashamed, and Mr. McGrath just looked at me with those
kind, kind eyes, the ones that already knew, that had already
forgiven. He smiled, and understood, and told me about his
day.

ou wouldn’t remember, but when you were two, you

had an infection in your kidney so bad you were in the
hospital for a week and a half. I thought you were going to
die. It’s a terrible thing to say, and an even worse thing to
believe. Mothers aren’t supposed to give up on their babies;
they are meant to hope against hope, believe against belief,
and I could not. I saw those doctors, their worried faces, and
you, your small body filled with tubes and wires. And I was
helpless. That is the only time I ever asked God for anything.
I went to that hospital chapel, that room made for begging. I
knelt before the altar. I bowed my head. And I begged.

At night I would crawl into your hospital bed and hold
you in your sleep, touching your hair, your face, your hands.
Remembering all of you. And when your grandmother found
me in the morning, she would be my mother, too. She would
guide me out of bed, make me eat, bathe, sleep. Hold me while
I wept. Walk with me to the chapel. Kneel. Bow. Beg.

I never told you how grateful I am to have had you with me
when she died. Of course I didn’t. People, myself included,
spend so much time thinking of grief as a small and ugly
stranger. Something to talk over and around, but never
to know, and certainly never to love. I have always had my
failures with that kind of strength, though, so I'm sure you
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knew more than I ever told you.

You were sixteen then. So you remember those days spent
sorting, pruning, disposing. You remember the boxes upon
boxes of photographs. The picture of your grandmother on
her fortieth birthday, her right arm raised, hand in her hair.
You were holding it like it was made of glass, staring like
eventually it might move. You handed it to me, carefully.

“Whenever I knew her she was my grandmother,” you said.
“But I look at that and I see your mother. She was your mom.
I'm sorry I never thought of it before.”

It made me cry, but I was glad you said it. I think I got so
used to being your mother that I forgot how to have one of
my own. I forgot the tenderness of being somebody’s baby.
It might have taken me a decade to realize it on my own and
by then the grief would have gone and I would just be the
mangled remains of a body healed wrong, beyond comfort, or
solace. You put your arms around me and did not let go.

I wish we could have kept more of her things. Her clothes,
her magazines, her lavender perfume, which somehow
smelled less like lavender and more like cigarettes. We used
to complain about it, that awful smoke smell. How it would
wake us up in the middle of those summer nights when she
hobbled to the bathroom, removed her cannula, and lit a
cigarette, blowing smoke into the vent shaft. You can smell it
even now, if you are paying attention.

But so much is gone. Do you remember that truck, those
men from 1-800-GOT-JUNK? I cannot forget. We said
afterwards how efficient they were. Now I think to myself,
Yes, how efficient. Next time I want to dispose of a life and all
its evidence, I know exactly who I'll call.

So what remains? This old saltbox house. This secretary
desk. Me. Somewhere I have stashed away all the letters and
recipes she ever wrote. Everything in her handwriting. I’ll
have to find them all.

I keep one recipe, her favorite, hanging on the fridge. You
remember the pesto risotto she used to make. It was the meal
we had for all your birthdays, all of mine. The night before
you went to college. You remember. Of course. That last
supper. I was cooking then, so you will also remember she
was the better chef by far. I try to do my best though. I hope
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you know that much.

But do you remember the summer you turned nine, the
dinner we had on your birthday? It was the last year your
grandmother kept the garden in the front yard. After that her
knees and her hips kept her out of the plant beds. But oh,
while it lasted it was so beautiful.

She really was talented. And at all these things I forgot to
learn from her. Cooking, for one. And gardening. Growing. I
should have been paying attention, because it was a kind of
magic that is lost to me now.

She grew basil, garlic, spinach, lettuce, kale, carrots,
tomatoes, strawberries, raspberries, blackberries, and more,
I'm sure of it. So the pesto then was always fresh, always
grown from home and by hand. And it really was some kind
of magic. I hope you remember, because I’ll never have words
big enough to hold it.

When I say that I try to do my best, I mean it. I've been
keeping the gardens again, trying to remember what they
looked like before. I thought it would make you happy. When
you were little, that summer especially, you would sit between
the hedgerows, communing with the blackberry bush. You
grandmother never believed in pesticides so you could eat the
berries right off the branches, and you did. You would spend
whole evenings like that, seated with the berries and the
other growing things, the sunset smiling on you as it dipped
below the treetops.

I am no great gardener. My strawberries are too small and
bitter, most of them gone to the rabbits anyways. I grow more
kale and tomatoes than I mean to or can eat, so I have come
to giving them away.

Mr. McGrath always seems pleased by a basket of fresh
tomatoes. His daughter, he says, is a wonderful chef, and he
promises his thanks. I should really just give the basket to her,
then, if she’s the one who’ll use them, but the gift is to him.
It isn’t much. I'm no great gardener, I told you. The tomatoes
are too watery and the kale tastes too much like kale, it is still
a gift and matters that it’s him to whom I give it. It means
I still think he is alive enough to knowingly receive. Maybe
that is the gift.

Just last week I brought him a basket and set it on his bed.
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He reached inside and withdrew a tomato the size of a fist,
firetruck red. He held it up to the light, felt the weight of its
body in his hand.

“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you.”

I wonder if it isn’t too late to plant the blackberries.
You're meant to do it in early spring, which, in Vermont,
might qualify as May. It’s a nice thought. A pretty picture.
Blackberries heavy on their branches, an offering from shrub
hands. Glistening like gemstones in the sun. I like to imagine
your reaction. The way you would gasp and laugh and run
down the hill to sit between the hedgerows again. Still small,
still wild. And I would watch with the soft contentment of
that hard work and the quiet gift I never knew to ask for but
craved like water in the desert. It would make you so happy.
But it would not bring you back.

few weeks after I began meeting with Mr. McGrath, he

asked about you again. He'd already told me by then about
his family. His daughter, Fiona, a high school English teacher
in Connecticut. And his son, Patrick, who owns a bookstore in
New York. You'd like them. They’re in their thirties, so older
than you would be now, but people always said you seemed
older than you were. Theyd like you too. Fiona and Patrick.
Everybody always did.

“Tell me about Mary.” He was soft when he said it.
Undemanding. I could have said no. He didn’t ask like he
deserved it, like I owed it to him. He asked like somebody
who knew I needed to say it, though I didn’t know myself.
“What’s she like?”

I thought about it. About you. About those mothers who
brag about their children for hours, the ones I said I hated.
The body of my loneliness, familiar and exhausting. I could
have said no. I could have stopped myself before I started but
I was so tired of it. That loneliness.

The year my mother died, you made me a bible. From books
and from poems and from the well of your own insight, you
paraphrased and quoted and juxtaposed, and wrote on a
piece of purple construction paper that became the cover, The
Bible, by Mary. My favorite line was your favorite first, the
one you explained to me. The one by Hermann Weyl, some
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German mathematician, though you never did like math. He
said, “Only to the gaze of my consciousness, crawling along
the lifeline of my body, does a small section of this world
come to life as a fleeting image in space which continuously
changes in time.” You told me something about how physicists
don’t really believe in linear time, though it’s the only time
we know. And you said something wonderful about memory,
how we get to come back.

So I told him. Everything, all of it. I told him how smart
and how talented and perfect you are. The stories you write.
How you always read with a pen, and love to be outside. How
blackberries are your favorite. How proud I am of you. How
much I love you, too much for words.

He could see you. He could feel you. He knew. How precious,
how sacred you are to me. And he asked, “Where is she now?.”
But he already knew. I looked down at my hands, flexed
my fingers back. You always said we had the same hands—
hitchhiker thumbs and the same shape of nail.

I told him. The truth, what he already knew. I felt the
words in my mouth, the taste of bitter metal, like pennies.
I heard them, too, but they were distorted, wrong. No, no,
that doesn’t sound right. That can’t be true. That’s not where
you are. Youre on your way home, coming back. On Route
100 by now, I bet. And I'm going to plant the blackberries so
when you get here, when you come back to me, I will have
something good to give you, the gift that says what I don’t
know how to. The language I can’t speak.

“How did it happen?”

You remember. You were there. Almost a year ago to the
day. Text me when you leave the airport, I'll see you when
you get here. Call me if there’s any trouble. That’s what I said.
And you said, It’s only an hour from Bradley, what could go
wrong. And I said, Drive safe anyway. I love you. You said, I
love you too. See you soon.

The phone call from the hospital. Route 100, the car and
the tree. Don’t know why, they said. Don’t know why.

The book they found in the backseat, somehow still intact.
Love Poems to God. Rilke. Your handwriting inside the cover,
your blue pen. Happy Mother’s Day, love Mary, and a little
blue heart, smudged on the opposite page.
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How did it happen? Yes. How did it happen?

I wanted to hit that policeman who asked me if it might have
been suicide. No. Of course not. I love you too, you'd said. See
you soon. The book in the backseat. No. Not a suicide. Not
you. Not you.

What to call it then but an accident. What to tell this old
man but the truth.

“An accident. Nothing more.”

hen you were little, I would say, as all good parents do,

that accidents happen. I said it because it would stop
you crying, but also because I really do believe it. Accidents do
happen. I'm not one of those people who thinks every single
thing in this life happens for a reason. I know better than to
try convincing myself that this kind of loss is good. But I said
before that so much of life is wasted when we think it has so
meaning. So how do I reconcile that kind of contradiction?
How did it happen?

I think that the idea of everything happening for a reason
would necessarily imply that for every single event in every
single life, there is a purpose, or a function. So every good
thing, and every bad thing, can never be concerned with only
its own being. Then joy is not joy, but the opposite of sorrow.
Then life is never what it is, and only what it is not. Tell me,
where is the love?

You remember. You were there. So was my mother. So was
I. That clearing. That pond in the woods, below a break in the
canopy. The creek flowing in at one end, out at the other, so
the water was always clean. The lilies, rising from the water
until their bodies bowed under the weight of their flowers,
leaning towards one another as if passing on a secret. The
dragonflies above the cattails, armor glistening, blue and
purple and magnificent.

You stood on the shore in that green swimsuit you loved
so much, net in hand. Your grandmother was already in the
water, knee deep, one hand holding her own net, the other
urging you forward. So you watched as the water creeped
higher and higher up your legs, lifting your arms like a baby
bird, balancing. Then she pointed at the shadows in the water,
and gave them names. Around your ankles, see, the minnows,
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the sunfish. And in that underwater grass like mermaid hair,
that’s where their babies grow. Those bubbles over there, just
below the surface, those are frog eggs, like jelly with a little
life inside. And there’s the momma over there on that lily
pad, she’s watching us. Tell her ‘don’t worry, momma’. We're
just saying good morning. Now take that net I gave you, she
said, hold it tight, yes, just like that. Slow and careful, sneak
it under, towards the bottom. Don’t give anybody a scare.
Good. Start on one side, over here, go all the way across. Yes,
very good. Now lift it up, careful, careful. What do you see?

Against the pink string of the net, the dark bodies of
tadpoles, tails pushing, and nothing to swim through.

“Tadpoles!” you said.

“Yes! Tadpoles!” my mother replied. Both of you laughed
with the miracle of it all.

“Now what?” you asked. And she put her hands over yours
and lowered the net into the water. The tadpoles swam out.

“Just saying good morning.”

You looked at me. I was standing on a flat, mossyrock, in the
shade but close enough to the clearing that the sunlight was
moving on my skin, as the breeze moved the branches. And
every so often the sun would touch the corner of my eye, and
then be gone, a flash of light as if refracted through diamond.
So you looked at me and smiled and laughed and when I
saw you, you were sparkling in that summer light, sending
tadpoles off to live the rest of their short and stunning lives.

I don’t know what the meaning is, but I know that it is there.
I have seen the world from the mountaintops and the valley
troughs, and I can tell you that I went to neither place thinking
of the other. Life is exactly what it is. The unknowable dream.
Every day is sacred because it is. I cannot give you a thesis,
or a number, or the face of God, but I can tell you that the sun
rises in the east and sets in the west, and the blackberries
come in summertime, and all those tadpoles you let go turned
into frogs and had tadpoles of their own. You are the most
precious thing to me in this world. That’s all I need to know.

r. McGrath is getting worse. Fiona called on Sunday to

let me know. Hed slept through the last two days and
would not eat or drink. The doctor had been by that morning
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and said in so many words that this was the end of the line.

So yesterday I went to Dover. Patrick let me in and led me
upstairs. He sat down on the foot of the bed, rested his hand
on his father’s bony leg. Fiona had crawled alongside the old
man, her head laid gingerly on his shoulder, arms and legs
bent into her body so she was small, and someone’s daughter.

Mr. McGrath himself was awake and upright but seemed
to be somewhere else entirely. Through the open window I
could tell the air was dense and humid with the coming storm.
The wind, harsh and unsteady, like the trembling inhale of a
sobbing child.

Do you remember that book I used to read to you at night?
You were so young then. Love You Forever, it was called. “I'll
love you forever, I’ll like you for always. As long as I'm living,
my baby you’ll be.” The song, the promise from a mother to
her son. And then when she is old and dying, when he holds
that beloved body and repeats the old refrain.

I told you once that losing a mother is the hardest thing a
person can do, and that I hoped you never had to do it. I don’t
know if I still believe that. Maybe it’s not the hardest thing.
All of life is hard. Losing my mother. Losing you. Finding
a dear friend and watching him die. I question my place in
this life, often. But I don’t know where else I'd go. That hard,
flat rock made soft by moss. From the lifeless, life. There is
no nothingness. I try to be grateful. If nothing else, at least I
know you never had to lose your mother.

Mr. McGrath was watching the window, like always, until
he wasn’t. His children felt the change, and stood, and kissed
his head, and left.

“Robin. How good to see you.”

“Mr. McGrath. How are you?”

Like always.

He looked at the window, smelled the rain on the wind, that
promised storm.

“I am dying, Robin.”

“Yes,” I said, because I would not lie to him, “you are.”

“It’s still a beautiful day, you know.” The dark grey clouds,
the thunder in the distance. “So many people would say,
No, it’s going to storm. But this has always been my favorite
kind of weather.” He paused. “Would you mind if we stepped
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outside?”

So with Patrick’s help, I settled Mr. McGrath into his
wheelchair, rolled him to the staircase, which he descended
on one of those moving chairs, back into the wheelchair, and
then out to the back porch so the cast iron bistro table was at
his left. I sat beside him. Fiona brought us lemonade and a
bowl of fresh fruit.

From that porch you could see the creek, where it widened
and might even be called a river. Great slabs of stone and
their little pebble children, scattered nearby. The white of
water where it rushed and tumbled through the air. And
beyond, the forest. The conifers, tall and full, needles which,
from a distance, looked almost soft. The elms, arms old and
everywhere.

Creek, laughing. Forest, whispering. Thunder, marching.
Closer.

“You know, back in Ireland, I lived on a farm. My family, all
ten of us. I was the youngest. I was eleven when my mother
died. Shed been sick for a while, long as I can remember. So
we knew, and had known for a long time, that she would be
dying. We waited for it. For her to die.”

The rain began. Soft and intermittent, like you might have
imagined it.

“So one day she was sitting on the porch—we had one
just like this, only in the front of the house—and one of my
sisters and I were playing in the yard. It was sunny that day,
all day, which is rare. And then all of a sudden these clouds,
these big, heavy storm clouds come rolling in. Like that.” He
snapped his fingers. “So my mother told us, Go check on the
cows. And we did. We ran off to the pastures, and everything
was fine. A little rain, and then the sun was out again. So we
came running back to the house. Cows are fine, Ma, cows are
fine. I thought she might have been sleeping, her head on her
shoulder like she’d just forgotten to bring a pillow. But she
was dead. I'd been waiting all my life so I could be there when
it happened and she'd gone and died in the five minutes I
wasn’t looking.” He shook his head, laughed.

“We see a lot of that, funny enough,” I said. “Mothers don’t
like to die in front of their children. I'm sorry. I don’t mean to
make it less meaningful—"
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“No, no. You're right. It makes sense. I don’t want to die in
front of my children. I'm no mother but I love them enough to
wish I could spare them at least that sorrow.”

Lightning flashed in the high, far distance. Three seconds,
then thunder.

“Did you ever read any Mary Oliver?”

“Yes,” I said. “My daughter gave me a collection, once.”

“You know she had cancer, a few years ago. Lung cancer. A
smoker, like me!” He laughed. “And she wrote this poem, in
four parts, called ‘The Fourth Sign of the Zodiac’, and that
last part, dear God in heaven, it’s so beautiful.”

The rain was steady then, a silvery veil, and everywhere.
And the wind had picked up, too, so the rain blew in fitful
gusts onto the porch, finding skin, a cool, brief kiss. Mr.
McGrath closed his eyes. Raindrops collected on his face, so
much like freckles in the sunlight. He didn’t flinch, or wipe
them away, but felt them, breathing in that rain-smell.

“I don’t want to die,” he said, almost a whisper. “I have so
loved this life. I have so loved my children. This place. I am
not ready to let it go. I don’t think I ever will be. And my
wife, I have so loved her, too, but I'll see her again, I know
it. That was always the comfort. That she would be there,
waiting. But this—” he raised a hand into the air, catching
rain in his palm, “this life makes no promises. None at all.
That wildness. That is what I can’t let go.”

I had nothing to say. He looked at me. He knew. And he'd
already forgiven.

When I came home I went to the bookshelf. Blue Horses,
you gave me that book. So I found that poem, and looked to
the fourth section:

Late yesterday afternoon, in the heat,
all the fragile blue flowers in bloom

in the shrubs in the yard next door had
tumbled from the shrubs and lay
wrinkled and fading in the grass. But
this morning the shrubs were full of
the blue flowers again. There wasn’t

a single one on the grass. How, I
wondered, did they roll back up to
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the branches, that fiercely wanting,
as we all do, just a little more of
life?

It’s dark now, and the storm outside is raging. The wind
pushes against this house and makes it groan, and shiver. I
am thinking of Mr. McGrath. I worry that I have failed him.
I am supposed to provide comfort to those who are too sick
and too weak to carry on with the business of living. To
make death a more habitable place. And I couldn’t do it. Mr.
McGrath, who so loved God he became a priest. Who so loved
his wife, he married her anyway. Who so loved his children,
he could not let them watch him die. Who so loved this world,
he could not bear to leave it, no matter what paradise is
promised on the other side.

When I think of you, you're on Route 100, coming home.
Even now. It’s a little trick I play, a delusion that lets me sleep
at night. You're still somewhere, to me. Youre on your way.
I'll see you soon. And I think I will, someday, but that day
won’t come for a long time. So here I am. What to do.

It’s hard for me to reconcile what Mr. McGrath said to me
with the knowledge that I have lost you. Because it’s true; life
is so stunning, and wild, and we want more of it, always. A
life is the fullest thing a body can know, and still, it is never
enough. And you are not here. The fantastic dream of it all
is, for you, finished. There’s a part of me that wishes I could
tell you that you aren’t missing much, but you are. I hope that
you saw, and knew while you could, how magnificent it is to
be alive. The best I can do is know it was a tragedy to lose
you, feel that grief, measure its depth as if it were a well. And
looking upwards, I see all of creation, no less sacred for the
cavern in its side. The best I can do is see this life through to
the end, and know I was lucky to live at all.

r. McGrath died in his sleep. I went to the house this
morning. Irish tradition says to bury the body three days
after death, so I arranged the burial for Thursday afternoon.
I don’t normally go to patients’ funerals, but I was invited, so
I'll be there. They gave me that painting, the one I said you'd
like. He wanted you to have it, Fiona said. It’s hard to say no
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to these things. Custom be damned.

I haven’t been to a funeral since yours. I had hoped it would
be the last one. Do you know where I buried you? I bet you
could guess.

That pond is technically on the property, so no one could
say no when I asked that you be buried there. It’s where
we spread your grandmother’s ashes too, you remember. It
seemed right. They mowed a bit of grass, dug a hole, and laid
you down. Moved the dirt back over your body like a blanket,
like you were only sleeping.

For a while your grave looked so much like a scar, the jagged
interruption of the standard living thing. The pond, same as
it ever was, the lilies and cattails and the sparkling water.
Then you in your grave-bed, so palpably gone.

I'm sorry to tell you all of this. And I said I didn’t want to
burden you. The truth is I do not know why I am telling you
any of this. Maybe I just needed to tell it to myself. Write the
words down, and know that they’re true. So then why not just
journal, or, heaven forbid, get a therapist. Why do I always
come back to you, even now, when you could not possibly
come back to me? An accident, I guess. Nothing more.

I told you I was lonely and that is true enough. There are
no living human bodies left in this house but my own, and
so I feel that quiet, that physical aloneness. But I have been
walking, hiking the same trails we would back then, back
when there were three of us.

I walk down the hill, through the gardens—I planted those
blackberries, finally—down to the treeline, into the woods. I
follow the trees with their wooden faces to the creek. I step
on the biggest rocks and cross. Then I come to the clearing,
to the pond, and to you. For a moment, it’s like nothing has
changed. The water still sparkles, the cattails still sway. The
dragonflies still march through the reeds in their armor,
wings flashing. I sit on the same flat stone, still covered in
moss. From here I can look across the pond and see your
headstone, small and dark against the grass. The scar is
healed over, almost perfectly, green, and cherry blossomed.

So there you are, I tell myself. Not on Route 100, or
disappeared entirely, but just across this pond. I can hear the
frogs and the toads, singing from their homes in the mud.
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If I squint, yes, I can see the frog eggs, a blur beneath the
surface. And look, there go the tadpoles, new to this life and
thrilled by the miracle. And after it all, there you are. Just
across the pond.

You told me once that nobody likes poetry until they have
to, until they need it, and I think that’s true. Otherwise it’s like
reading someone else’s diary, or eavesdropping on a prayer. It
doesn’t make sense until it’s yours. “I may not complete this
last one / but I give myself to it.”

I have so loved this life. It will be longer than I can stand
and end before I'm ready. I give myself to it.

The blossoms crawl upward. Blackberries come in the
summer. The tadpoles turn into frogs.

Everytime.

I'll see you soon.
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Anastasia Carrow

Homecoming

anuary 1998

Dad begins his transformation of the house weeks before
Charlie’s return. Little by little, the photos reappear. Pictures
of Charlie are displayed on the coffee table in the den, next to
our bowl of foam fruit. Our coat rack is moved out of the way,
so the shiny new frame on the console is immediately visible
from the front door. Even in the hall bathroom, above the
toilet, now hangs a family portrait I've never seen before. I'm
a baby in the photo, cradled in my mom’s arms, my chubby
cheeks swaddled in a pink blanket. Charlie’s around eleven,
all elbows and knees with a bottom tooth missing.

I don’t recognize my mom’s face. Dad cleared out her photos
years ago, before he stored away Charlie’s. The only real point
of reference I have is a grainy photo magnet on the fridge,
in which my mom and dad are posing in Steelers jerseys at
the 76 Superbowl. When I was younger, I'd squint at that
magnet, trying to find my smile hidden within my mother’s.
On lucky days, when Dad’s not so tight-lipped, he’ll tell me
that I look like her. His eyes will turn glassy, and he’ll ruffle
my straw-straight hair. “The same freckles,” he’ll remark,
before turning and hurrying from the room.

I barely recognize Charlie in the photo. The last time I saw
him, two years ago, his sandy hair had been buzzed, uneven
in patches across his scalp. He had a full set of teeth, but his
upper lip was bruised, blooming purple. He never told us who
hit him.

ad said he'd be back from the bus station with Charlie

by six o’clock. I wait around until then, working on an
English paper in my bedroom, but the quiet unsettles me.
Charlie’s old room is one door down from mine; I pass it as
I move my things to the den. Dad’s washed the faded plaid
sheets and made the bed: tucked in corners, fluffed up pillows,
a folded Dale Earnhardt blanket at the foot. The carpet’s been
freshly vacuumed, too, judging by the intersecting lines that
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pattern the floor. On top of the dresser are rows of Matchbox
cars, and on the nightstand sits an old Walkman and a pair
of headphones.

I linger outside the door, which usually remains closed. I
don’t know why Dad decided to bring Charlie’s stuff out of
the attic yesterday. I don’t know why he chose to rearrange
everything exactly how it used to be—I don’t even know how
he remembers what it looked like back then. I was only five,
but I'm near positive Charlie’s room wasn’t this neat ten years
ago.

In the den, I turn the television on to a cheery sitcom,
letting it play in the background as I sit down at the computer.
Jenna’s online, so we send a few messages back and forth. I
don’t tell her about Charlie coming home today. I don’t think
she knows that I have a brother. I don’t think any of my
friends do.

The episode ends. Jenna logs off to eat dinner with her
family. A few minutes later, I hear keys jiggling in the lock
outside.

Bitter wind drifts in as the door opens, and I pull my sweater
tight. Dad walks in first, stamping the snow off his boots. He
spots me in the den, tugs off his gloves, and gestures me over
as Charlie steps inside.

My brother’s tall, but right now he seems shorter than I
remember. It could be that I've grown since we’ve last seen
each other. His hair is still cropped close to his head, and he’s
dressed in nothing but a long sleeve, loose jeans, and a pair
of sneakers, despite the seven inches of snow outside. He’s
not carrying anything with him, either. For some reason, I
thought he’d be dragging a suitcase behind him, but it’s not
like he was away at camp.

Dad nods his head, prompting me to speak.

“Hey,” 1 say.

Charlie’s shivering, arms crossed in front of his chest. His
eyes are caught on the picture Dad put out by the door. This
one is a standalone of Charlie from years ago, posing with
a basketball in the street. When he was younger, he used to
play with the kids in our neighborhood. At least, that’s what
Dad told me.

Charlie ignores my greeting but uncrosses his arms. His
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hands are shaking at his sides—I can count every bone in his
white-knuckled fingers. Dad scurries off to turn up the heat,
saying he’ll be right back.

“Hey,” I repeat, and my brother looks up. There are no
bruises on his face now, but a scar glistens, jagged pink
through his eyebrow. I wonder who carved it, and why. “Do
you want to see your room?”

He nods, following me into the den and down the hall, but
not before pausing and staring at the white chat box still
blinking open on the computer screen. He blinks back at it,
tilting his head.

I lead him into his childhood bedroom, flicking on the
light switch as I enter. The glare of the bulb bounces off the
darkened window, and Charlie stops short, staring back at his
reflection. After a moment, his face twists downward, and he
takes a couple steps further into the room to carefully draw
the striped curtains closed.

Slowly, he looks around, eyes roving as if he’s never been
here before. He starts touching things—dragging his hand
across the smooth wood of the dresser, thumbing the edges
of the bed’s comforter, toying with the curled edges of the
outdated wall posters.

Dad joins us, standing in the doorway and watching
as Charlie bends over and opens the bottom drawer of his
nightstand. Something in there causes him to freeze. I can
make out the muscles in his back stiffening through the sheer
fabric of his shirt. After a moment, he sinks into the bed, and
it becomes clear that Dad and I are intruding on something.

A low sob croaks out of Charlie. With elbows balanced
on thighs, cradling his shaved head in skeletal hands, his
shoulders begin to heave. Up and down, a soft, aching rhythm.

I crane my neck, trying to look inside the open drawer.
I catch a glimpse of a yellowing envelope, Charlie’s name
written in looping, unfamiliar cursive across the back. Mom’s
handwriting, I'm guessing, or an old girlfriend’s. A couple of
bright birthday cards are tossed in with the envelope, along
with a scatter of old Polaroids. A drawer full of memories, full
of ghosts.

“Emily,” Dad says, placing a hand on my arm. “I think—I
think we should give him some privacy.”

38 | ANASTASIA CARROW



I allow myself to be pulled out of the room. Dad shuts the
door, and we both walk away.

One of my earliest memories is of the arrest. It was the
summer before I started kindergarten. I'd already picked
out my first lunchbox, a metal one with the Care Bears on it.

Dad was at work, and Lisa, our sixteen-year-old neighbor,
was babysitting. Her hair was usually teased to perfection,
gathered into a low ponytail or rising in a high swell off her
forehead. Even now, I can’t stand the smell of Aqua Net. It
throws me back to this day, without fail, whenever I so much
as catch a whiff of it in public.

Lisa and I were sitting on the couch together, watching
a movie she had picked that I don’t remember the name
of anymore—something about dancers in love—when the
pounding started at the front door.

Lisa stood up, hesitated, and told me to stay put. She walked
up the three steps out of the den, checking her watch as she
went. It was late in the afternoon, but it was dark inside; we'd
closed the blinds to keep it cool.

Ignoring her warning, I climbed off the couch, peeking
around the corner to see who was at the door. As soon as
Lisa turned the lock, Charlie burst in. His eyes were wild,
ringed with red, and some kind of mask was bunched around
his neck. He was wearing black, engulfed in an oversized
sweatshirt that fell past his knees. Hanging from his shoulder
was what seemed like an empty trash bag.

Later, I found out that the bag had a gun in it.

“Charlie?” Lisa said, her voice shrill. She went to high
school with my brother. They were both supposed to enter
their junior year in the fall. Instead, in October, she testified
as a witness against him in court. “What the hell?”

He shoved past her. She screamed, but he was already
barreling into the den, his Nikes tracking mud on the carpet.
He collided with me as he turned the corner, and I stumbled
backward, knocking into a potted plant.

“Fuck, Emily!” he shouted, whipping the hood back from
his face. His hair was matted to his forehead with sweat. I
think I must have started crying, because he lowered his
voice. “Sorry, I just—" One gloved hand reached out toward
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me, as if to brush the loose soil off my shoulder, but then he
drew it back, hopping from foot to foot. “I have to go,” he said,
racing down the hall to his bedroom.

Lisa grabbed me, tight under the arms, and hoisted me
onto her hip, carrying me into the bathroom. She locked the
door behind us and sat down on the toilet lid, holding me to
her chest. Her watch ticked in my ear, hoop earrings tangling
in my hair.

Charlie’s footsteps thudded down the hall again a minute
later, and then the back door slammed, rattling the thin walls
of the house. Lisa tensed. I didn’t know why she was scared,
but it was scaring me. Her watch continued to tick, and before
long, we heard sirens blaring down the street.

“Jesus Christ,” Lisa whispered.

The next time I saw Charlie, he was in handcuffs, behind a
sheet of bulletproof glass.

Icome home from Jenna’s around nine at night, pizza grease
still on my fingertips and a Cosmopolitan shoved in my
backpack that she lent me. Dad’s slouched in front of the
television, chin dropped to his chest, asleep. I tiptoe past him
into the kitchen for a glass of water. As I'm running the tap, I
notice movement beyond the window of the back door—a long
shadow, a pinpoint glow of red. Peering through the screen, I
turn on the light and illuminate Charlie, sitting in one of our
cracked plastic deck chairs on the back porch.

He glances up at me when I open the door, one hand stuffed
in the pocket of an orange puffer jacket, the other holding a
cigarette to his lips. The porchlight filters through the smoke,
creating a cloud of haze between us. I wave it away.

“What are you doing?” I ask, tugging my scarf up to my
nose as a shield against the chill. “It’s cold out here.”

He shrugs. “Not too bad.”

I close the door behind me, so we don’t wake up Dad, and
take the chair beside him. Our backyard is a mess of shrubs
and dirt. Not even a single tree grows within the confines
of our fence, which meant no tire swing for me as a kid.
Everything’s covered in grey slush now, a mix of mud and
rain and ice. The doghouse I used to pretend was a playhouse
for my dolls is decomposing in the corner; the blue paint has

40 | ANASTASIA CARROW



long since chipped off, and the roof is sagging in the middle.
As long as I've been alive, we’ve never owned a dog.

“Did you ever have a dog?” I ask. “Like, before I was born?”

Charlie takes a drag, and his brows knit together. “Yeah.
Marco. You weren’t around for Marco?”

I shake my head. He flicks his cigarette carcass into the
yard, rolling his eyes at my disapproving glare. “He was a
good dog,” he says, rubbing his hands together before shoving
them back in his pockets. “Beagle, or something.”

“What happened to him?”

He glances over. “What do you think? He died.”

I sigh into my scarf, and the hot air heats up my cheeks.
“Dad doesn’t like dogs,” I say. Charlie nods, keeping his eyes
straight ahead. “Was Marco Mom’s dog?”

“Yeah. She was all cut up after he was gone.”

I stay quiet, but I wonder if Charlie was all cut up after
Mom’s death. I don’t even remember what her face looked like
outside of pictures; she died before I turned four.

“You were an accident baby, you know?” he says suddenly,
leaning forward to brace himself against the wind.

Dad never talks about my birth—or Mom at all, really—but
it hasn’t slipped my notice how much older he is compared to
the fathers of my classmates. “Seriously?”

Charlie shakes his head, and his scar catches the light, a
ghostly white fission, separating one eyebrow into two sides
of a chasm. “Did you think the eleven years between us was
planned?”

“No. I just didn’t think about it.” My brother wasn’t around
often enough to remind me of the difference in our ages. Most
days, it was easy to forget that I had a brother at all.

Charlie shifts in his seat, the plastic squeaking. “I have to
go to work,” he says, standing up. His parole officer helped
him get a job at the 7-Eleven down the street, as the night
clerk. For the past few weeks, I've been at school all day, and
Charlie’s been at the gas station all night.

“Do you like your job?” I ask.

“No,” he says, squinting into the porchlight, blowing air
through his teeth. “But it’s something.”
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hat night, I can’t sleep. I'm either too hot or too cold. At
around five in the morning, I give up and roll out of bed,
even though I don’t have to be up for school until seven. I
brush my teeth, get dressed, and decide to study for my
algebra test later. My desk is positioned in front of a window
that faces the street, and as the sun starts to rise, something
moves between the narrow slit of my curtains. I peel them
back, revealing Charlie on the sidewalk, walking home from
his shift. In the grey light of dawn, among the quiet houses
and leftover clumps of snow, he seems small, like a little toy
soldier, eclipsed by everything else.
He pauses at the foot of our driveway, staring up at the sky.
Then he looks away, a shadow falling over his face as he zips
up his orange jacket and keeps walking.

Jenna holds up one of my flannels, sticking her arms
through the sleeves and examining her reflection in my
vanity mirror. “I need one of these,” she says. “Where did you
get it?”

“It was my dad’s,” I say, flipping through the copy of Tiger
Beat Jenna brought over. Her mom always buys her the cool
magazines. Dad only subscribes to The Family Handyman,
even though he barely knows how to change a lightbulb.

“It’s so grunge,” Jenna says, tossing the flannel onto my
head.

I pull it off, wiggling my finger through one of the holes in
the collar. “I thought grunge was out.”

“That’s what makes it cool.” She flops down next to me on
the bed, groaning as she glances over at the red numbers of
my alarm clock. It’s noon on a Saturday, and my best friend is
bored. “I want to go to the mall.”

“Ask your mom to take you later,” I say, too engrossed in an
article about fashion fiascos on the red carpet.

“I want to go now,” she whines. “Can’t your brother drive
us?”

Jenna doesn’t know much about Charlie, except that he’s
related to me and is living with us again. I close the magazine,
thinking about the way he walks everywhere. “I don’t think he
knows how to drive,” I say, just now coming to the realization
myself.
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Her face scrunches, freckles swallowed up by the wrinkles
of her nose. “But he’s, like, old.”

“He’s twenty-six.”

“Oh. He looks older.” She distracts herself by rummaging
through my cardboard box of CDs, pretending to deliberate.
I know she’ll choose Alanis Morissette—she picks her every
time. “I would die if I didn’t have my license by twenty-six.
Shouldn’t he have a job?”

“He does,” I say. “He works nights.”

She shrugs, and then extracts Jagged Little Pill from the
box. I feign surprise.

harlie sleeps through dinner, on the couch. There hasn’t

been a day yet that I've seen him sleep in his own bed.
Ever since he’s started working, he usually passes out in the
den at around nine in the morning, waking up after Dad and
I have finished eating dinner. Then he eats the leftovers,
smokes a cigarette or two, and heads back to work.

Tonight, it’s Chinese takeout. Dad and I don’t even bother
getting out plates—we just eat straight from the cartons,
leaning against opposite sides of the kitchen counter. After
I finish my noodles, I tell him I have homework to do in my
room, which is really just an excuse to go listen to music
and finish reading the magazine Jenna left here. He nods,
saying he needs to go pull some weeds in the backyard, which
is really just an excuse to stand outside and pretend he’s a
busier man than he actually is.

I'm lying on my bed, a CD playing low in the backg