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Dear Reader,

To my great surprise, all of the stories in Curio were inspired by 
real places, events, and individuals. In particular I owe a debt of 
gratitude to my cousin Ned Bennett Crislip for his excellent volume 
entitled Ancestors and Descendants of Norris and Elizabeth Bennett. 
I doubt he ever imagined that his hard work would be plundered 
and recast in this way. I also thank all West Virginians for their 
continued tolerance of my pastoral paranoia. 

I’m deeply grateful for the support of the independent literary 
community. A few of the stories in this collection were previously 
published elsewhere, some in different form:

“Moon Walk,” appears in Gravity Dancers: Even More Fiction by 
Washington Area Women, Paycock Press
“Bog Redaction” appears in Wigleaf
“37 lbs” appears in Staccato Fiction
“Seckle” appears in Double Shiny
“I want to kiss!” appears in Corium Magazine
“Last Seen Leaving” appears in Smokelong Quarterly
“The Brewsters” appears in Moon Milk Review
“Inking” appears in Moon Milk Review Anthology 2011

Curio is dedicated to Dean, Mom, Tenants and Workers United, 
and Cami Park (miss you). 
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The seCond PreTTiesT of The daughTers

Snow forever. The farmhouse sat way back at the end of what must’ve 
been a driveway, but instead of tracks there was only a faithful de-
pression, a curve of memory punctuated by a smokeless chimney. 
Cold. Colder. The wrong address forever. 

Within, Belleek shards stick to his bald pate. Every day she throws 
a vase against the lintel. Every day he declares that were a close one, 
darlin. His sin—common, venal—produces a continuously fatal re-
sult. 

The ghosts in America are all trapped, just like this, in grain with 
crows and old preachers everywhere. But the number is finite. There 
are no more new ones. Ghosts are rare as Shakers, and for the same 
reason.

The Irish solicitor flirted with her. Sin stacked on sin. As husband 
and wife, they dispatched each other by ancient means with weapons 
from the cupboard of American passion: an iron tool, a galloping 
disease, a difficult birth, inattention. 

Their simple boy grew into a simple man, born into permanent vir-
tue. He looped the lead around the ankle of his boot and struck a 
match to light his cigarillo. The horse bolted and dragged him for 
miles. Back to the farmhouse where he was born.   
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bog redaCTion

“As Hell is Depicted,” 
from The Men’s Orange Diary 
[by Bog, trans. Kallikantzaros and Wight] 

1

The first ghost breathed as little as possible and bled herself into 
a secret cup to keep young and calm. She ate only cold soup, took 
salts, sipped Madeira. The rake moved her up against the brick wall, 
hiked up her skirt and put his hand in like a pie knife. He made her 
keep singing while he dropped to his knees to put his whole mouth 
on her like a sea creature, non-specific.

2

The second ghost was their child, a three year old fawn* who fell 
into a well on his grandma’s farm. He existed, lonesome and well-
bound for two more years, mothered and fathered by cowbirds of 
each type until the genus was exhausted: Brown-headed, Shiny, 
Bronzed, Giant, Screaming. 

3 

The third ghost was the fawn’s ball cap, found in a drunkle rig. 
Then everyone believed the worst of everyone else. Plus fire, storm, 
economy.

* poss. goat

4

In a town swallowed up (by fires, storms, economy), appetite itself 
became the fourth ghost ever recorded. There was lead time while
children faded and the potholes were never filled in, but eventually 
the post office was boarded up.

5

A carriage museum culminated in the fifth, after its curator fell 
down dead in the catalogue hall. His body crumpled to dust. Be-
cause no one ever visited the carriage museum. Any contemporary 
ghost can trace its lineage back to the five described in this article. 
There are no other original phenomena. 

Floating terms include 
Bodice
Necessity
Care
Transmission
Policy
Soil
Black

For further study:

1) Under the same circumstances, which song would you sing and 
why?
2) What are the commercial uses of guilt, hunger, wings, genera-
tions?
3) There was a bottle and a bottling house. Crates covered with 
mold. Footprints that grew smaller and smaller as they were fol-
lowed. Name this effect.
4) Giles Corey refused to plead. How was he put to death?
5) Draw a walking tour of the parish. Next, draw a tour of places 
not to go. Use the back if needed.
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The brewsTers

We always called that rusty metal shack the Brewster house. It is 
in fact, a disused brooder house, which is a kind of shed for baby 
chickens. Thing leans wild, full of bent metal and cogs and boxes 
and dirt. It is a fortress of bees. An academy of mites. Not one thing 
do I understand.

Who are the Brewsters, anyway? How could they? I volunteer my 
mother to do their taxes. My brother is good with small motors. 
We’ll take the Brewster baby for an hour, put him in a drawer lined 
with soft towels. We’ll blend apricots for him to eat.

The tin screams as we enter forcibly to stand inside damnation. 
The Brewster children sleep in a pile, stuck together like old candy. 
Their parents are naked and chattering in the tub of a wringer 
washer, tipped over. Sometimes I think I want a love like that. They 
don’t even know we’re here.  

You call it eviction, I call it evacuation. The weeds that ring the 
Brewster house are begging for it, and though I rarely end my 
thoughts with burning houses, this time I make an exception. Be-
sides, I’m dying to know. 

Set all alight/Brewsters take flight. And they do, they pour from 
every gap and failed rivet. Hundreds of them. Some of them can 
see. That we are here. 
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ChrisTmas eve

Winter nights fall fast enough but even faster in the country. Those 
starless voids in the meadow are men, fanning out. Searching every 
inch without aid or need of torches.  

The darkness is not metaphorical, no bullshit of the soul. Cloud 
smother and a canopy of tall oaks: 

Where’s the moon? 
There is no moon. 

Where are the lights from town? 
What town? The town’s asleep and there’s nothing to see but black 
air—eyes open, eyes shut.

Nights are never silent. Locust song . Turkeys and woodpeckers. 
Screaming owls. Gunfire. Entities root among the dry leaves. 

Mountain men roam the meadow. The dogs won’t leave the porch 
any more. 

Men out there. Looking for a ring, a coin, the key to an ancient box. 
They seek a child, a leader, a woman who understands. Someone to 
sacrifice or save, it doesn’t matter. O holy holy. O holy moly. Button 
up yourself. If Jesus had lived and gotten a greasier job and a cap, 
you wouldn’t be able to tell which one of them was Him until he 
Spoke, scattering what few stars are left:

“There.”

drownded demonds

As soon as night fell they really started to whoop it up down at the 
river camp. Hip hop and country, taking turns. Music to starve by. 
Trash is trash, leaves trash behind. Mr. Snow put down his book 
and looked out. Nothing, just night composed of acrid smoke and 
the tart jangle of jealous laughter. Moths bounced off the screened 
slider. Then they settled thick, some of them with extraordinary 
patterns and colors across their hairy wings. They were the only 
wild things he loved, truth be told.  

Darkness hid the forest that spilled down the ridge to the hillbilly 
camp. But it was Mr. Snow’s woods, his rocks, his bramble. Some-
times things scurried out there.  Chippies and cats for sure, but 
never anything interesting like a coyote or a bear. Mr. Snow lived 
alone, which is an important point. Once an acquaintance re-
marked, having learned that Mr. Snow lived in a remote mountain 
cabin, “Oh man we could smoke so much weed in a place like that.” 
And then for some reason the subject was dropped. They met at a 
wine tasting. They never crossed paths again.  

The deck was just five feet above a very steep slope. So when he saw 
Bun’s face, it was just half a face, peeking over the edge. Eyes, and 
then: “Hey.”  

Bun climbed onto the deck with a dead chicken in his hand. Bun 
was a mountain man, or at least Mr. Snow thought so. Bun carried 
the bird carcass by its long, broken neck. Said, “Jesus, I thought you 
could see me. You were watching me walk up.” Bun backed up, one 
hand up in jokey surrender. The chicken swung from the other, 
shedding filth.
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Mr. Snow was fascinated. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“You saw me coming.”

“I did not.”

“Really? Cause you were right at the screen, staring straight down at 
me.”

 “I didn’t see you until you stepped up on the deck.”

“Oh wow.” Bun giggled.  

Mr. Snow felt crazy. “Get out of here, Bun. I’m calling the Sheriff.” 
Just saying the man’s name was exhilarating. Mr. Snow was aware 
that he was in a situation.   

 “Relax. I’m just on my way from work.” Bun crossed his ankles and 
dangled the chicken briefcase-style. Moths kept diving for it. 

A mere screen panel separated the men. Mr. Snow thought, calm 
down, shut up, calm down, shut up.  But sweeping away his panic 
only made room for a more dangerous mood. Mr. Snow was skepti-
cal. “What work?”

“Down there. The new cabins going in.” Bun nodded toward the 
river road properties, gesturing into darkness. Now Mr. Snow saw 
Bun’s dirt caked jeans, steel-toed boots, sweaty t-shirt.  

“What’s with the chicken, Bun?”

Bun’s soul patch spiked out, like it wanted to take a turn giving 
answers. “Putting in a new septic tank. You get it cooking by tossing 
in a chicken. You never heard of that?”  
 
“And you do this at night.”

“Yes, sir. I work the night shift. Do everything at night. Look, I 
didn’t mean to scare you. I thought you saw me taking the shortcut. 
My brother’s house is over in the Clearspring subdivision. I was 
gonna cut through.”  

Such bullshit. “Why tote a dead chicken to your brother’s house?”

A good question but not to ask out loud. Not in that tone, either. 
  
“I’m not inclined to answer that,” said Bun. His voice was a fossil.

*

The summer previous Mr. Snow had a metal detector, and as he 
went through the woods he was astounded by the number of hunt-
ing knives he found. Mostly broke at the tip, but he found one every 
day he went out. When he got to eleven he spread them out on a 
ragged towel in his kitchen and decided to quit the metal detector. 
The following winter, he went out into a blizzard to take pictures 
of a bufflehead that was blown off course. But before he could get 
to it, he came across a man laying in the meadow. The man had 
become lost and disoriented, and his limbs weren’t working the way 
they should. He needed help. It was only 17 degrees and no one 
ever came this way. When Mr. Snow introduced himself, the man 
laughed and cried. He was going into shock, but Mr. Snow’s feelings 
were hurt just the same.

*

Bun turned edgy, strange. He stopped answering Mr. Snow’s ques-
tions. Mr. Snow had a terrifying thought: I might be kissed tonight. 
His imagination was a poor speller.  Down by the camp, music. 
The twining odors of wood and pot smoke. “You’ll need to hold me 
down,” he said to Bun. “Depending.” 

Mr. Snow felt like a bird, tilting into an updraft. 
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anCienT reCiPe

When mad behavior yields profit we call it savvy—as with the ax 
man of New Orleans who, after chopping up a few grocers and their 
lovers, promised he would not kill anyone enjoying jazz on March 
19, 1918.  That evening the clubs were packed, and they remain so 
to this day.

But ax men are old fashioned, and the ax man’s grandson knows 
this. He’s finished his shift and sits in a hotel bar that overlooks lov-
ers grinding against the brick wall of a torch-lit courtyard. Anyone 
can make a difference if they want to, he thinks. Sips a drink only a 
pro can mix. 

The lovers are tour guides. One is dressed as a vampire, the other is 
dressed as a Frenchman. They go too far this time.

The bartender grunts. The pianist is off tonight, in every sense. 
The ax man’s grandson sees through romance. Wads of skirt linen 
bunched up, and the mimed penetration is convincing. All crimes 
are crimes of opportunity. An ax is just a hand made sharp as fuck.  

It’s not in the blood, though. Doesn’t matter what he wants. 

It’s not in the blood. 
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bun

Bun started with little kids because that seemed like protocol, but 
when he realized he wasn’t into rape and murder or permanence 
he snatched hikers, housewives, drywall hangers napping in their 
trucks--anyone in reach. He took them back to his broken cabin, 
shut them in and watched. He’d done this for years, never been 
caught. Never been sought, to his knowledge.

The cashier at the Food Lion used to be a girl, one of his. She wet 
herself and yanked the head off her own baby doll in frustration. 
These days she’s still blond, but not true blond like she was. He al-
ways gets in her line, and she smiles at him like they’re old friends. 
Like he was the guy who played Santa at her dad’s parties. She can’t 
take her eyes off his cracked, golden fingernails.

All it took was the time to stop crying. A window jimmied or 
smashed. The door jerked off its hinges. Cabins are like that, pure 
crap. But it had taken her forever to work up the nerve to try the 
unlocked door, and when she did she ran right down to the river. 
They all did, every time. They scrambled away, leaving Bun delight-
ed and sad. 

The cashier tries to jam a twelve pack of Natural Light into a flimsy 
plastic bag for him. It tears. She trembles. Mistakes the feeling.

He doesn’t. Bun cradles the gaping sack on his way back to his 
battered, salt grimed Cavalier, parked behind the store where the 
delivery trucks roll through. He thinks he’d like to see a pile of dead 
bodies. A real pile, just once. In person. 

The cashier appears on the load ramp, sucking a cigarette. Break 
time. She smiles, waves. He waves back and climbs into his stinking 
cold vehicle. It’s a thing with them. 

sPoon and blade 
The curator was particular, and it is not outrageous to suggest that 
he married and raised a family just so he could vacation in lakeside 
communities that were once towns flooded by the Army Corps of 
Engineers. His wife caught him thinking about it while he was driv-
ing the pontoon boat into a perfect cove. 
 
That there were train tracks, houses, bicycles, dog houses down 
there. He gave not one shit for muskellunge. It was there on his 
brow, the dream. That he was down there, roaming through the 
abandoned rooms of someone else’s childhood.
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onions

The simple thing—lock the car. But that’s not really such a simple 
thing. By morning sometimes the glove box is open, sometimes 
the cup holder is pulled out. Sometimes the sunglasses have been 
moved. Nothing ever stolen.  

The scarf lady in the driveway creeps up to higher ground to see if 
the bus is coming. There’s no malice in her bags full of onions. 

The bus is not coming any time soon. She’s all the way up to the car 
now and peers into it, checking out the contents of the backseat. Is 
she thinking about getting in? Don’t people know that if the car is 
in the drive that means someone’s home?  

She stares into the car. Her onions pull her pretty shoulders down. 
She seems disappointed. 

She’s not the one who comes at night, is she? She can’t be the one 
who rummages through the cds and maps. She has onions for god’s 
sake, and a family that enjoys onions. Perhaps where she’s from 
there is no privacy.  

Dirty Santa has bags too, crammed full of things found and given, 
and he crosses the street to join the woman. Walks right up to the 
car and looks in. Makes a face. The onion woman pantomimes that 
the bus is not coming soon. Perhaps she doesn’t speak English. Per-
haps she does this for the benefit of the car’s owner, who is a voyeur 
in his own home, peeking through the blinds. 

Don’t they know he’s right there? Dirty Santa opens the back door 
for the onion lady, and she slides right in. Dirty Santa gets in beside 

her. The bus isn’t coming for some time. They wait comfortably, out 
of the wind and sunshine, investigating the contents of each other’s 
bags.

The neighbor’s dog howls at the outrage being done in the driveway 
beyond the fence. Diminished, not even as brave as a terrier, the 
voyeur steps away from the window.

One time a woman he barely knew said that he resembled George 
Clooney. This was at a wedding reception. At the time he was 
shocked by the comparison, but he didn’t have anyway of knowing 
the slurry compliment would be his fondest adult memory. 

The voyeur removes his clothes, noting the dust on his erection. A 
spider has traveled the lonesome span between glans and balls so 
many times its web could be played like the strings on an angel’s 
harp. The web reports the vibration of the bus as it passes, not stop-
ping to collect the lady or Dirty Santa. It’s only natural to assume 
they have moved into the car permanently, and that they are pro-
creating and eating onions and dropping onions under the seats. 

The voyeur is in quite a state. Naked and stiff as a corpse god, he 
grabs the keys.
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illegible undeCiPherable

1. Dominicus Dyre
2. Dominicus Dyre, b. 14 April 1697; d, 20 Aug. 1698
3. Mary Dyre, b. 20 Sept. 1699; m. William Carswell
4. Sarah Dyre, b. 22 March 1701; m. Mannering Beale
5. Elizabeth Dyre, b. 8 May 1705; m. 1st, Samuel Greenleaf; 2nd, 
Samuel Greenough
6. Dominicus Dyre, b. 27 Dec, 1710; m. Hanna Murray

1 Cart 7 wheels, 1 plough, Irons & clevis
10 hoggaback napkins
1 cheese fatt and churne; 6 trenchers; 5 noggins
1 Iron Tooth’d harrow
5 Casks flour weighing neat

1 horse called Hob; ditto called Jack
1 black cow called Stately and her calf; Red ditto called Tattler
1 red cow called cherry
1 Heiffer called Nutt

9 sheep
17 young swine

unto my daughter Deborah Dyre the brodhorned black cowe and her 
calf and half the Cowe called Mottley. Also I doe give and bequeathe 
to my daughter Demaris Dyre the cowe called Demaris heifer and the 
white facted calf and half the cowe called Motley. my duagter Ruth 
the Cowe called Red Cole.
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moon walk

Under the big full moon, midnight colored cows glisten and gather 
at the fence along the highway. Like they know something’s up. 
Goldy sees the night cows and says, “Man, that’s weird.”

I know it is.  

“What road is this?” asks Goldy.

“I have no idea.” There isn’t a car in sight, but plenty of wandering 
shadow folk like us.

Goldy picks two stub candles from a box offered by an elderly 
woman and in return gives her all the coins he has in his pockets. 
He hands one of the candles to me. There are thirty or forty of us 
up here. Quiet, waiting. 

A few crappy houses, a church. All dark, and on the porches the 
dim shapes of residents on rockers and chair swings who some-
times show their faces in the light of a candle or a cigarette.  

It starts up like fireflies in May—just a few blinks and twinkles. 
Disposable lighters click-click to set the short white candles alight. 
The illumination is hardly necessary. This year’s hay moon is gener-
ous. Goldy says his mom calls it guru purnima.  He’s so Baltimore 
in the way he thinks and speaks, I sometimes forget he has family 
in Jaipur.

My favorite story about the Moon Walk is a complete fabrication. 
It says that Catharine (long i)  was founded more than one hundred 
and fifty years ago by a cult that mixed Christianity with astrology. 

They called themselves the Ark of the Moon and were comprised of 
thirteen newlywed couples. These couples were charged to create a 
new community of devotion in a pure, hard place. Each couple was 
blessed with children, and depending on what version of the tale 
you hear, either all the infant boys were too sickly to survive, or no 
one had any boy babies at all. The point is that the Arkers created 
an entire generation of girls, which meant that they’d need to bring 
in fellows from the outside world if their mission was going to 
survive. Hence the invention of the Moon Walk as a way to entice 
young men from neighboring villages to check out the young ladies 
of Catharine.

I light my candle, Goldy lights his. We hear someone whisper, 
“They’re coming.” 

The real story is far less interesting. Moon Walk was actually initi-
ated in the seventies by a group of bored high schoolers who’d out-
grown the Girl Scouts. They came up with Moon Walk as a means 
of terrifying their community, only to discover that their commu-
nity pretty much liked it. Moon Walk broke up an otherwise boring 
stretch of brutal summer, and it caught on as an annual event. 

At the first hint of feathery soprano voices, we stand on the road-
side and turn towards music that bubbles up from a valley in the 
road. The singing is loose, disorganized, but very pleasant. The girls 
are performing a Carpenters song, but it ends before we see them. 
As the first Moon Walk damsel comes into view, the chorus launch-
es into a whispery, sluggish rendition of “The Tide is High.”

The girls of the procession range from ‘tweeners to high school 
seniors, about thirty in all. As they climb up from the valley they 
come right down the middle of the road. Each walker is adorned 
entirely in white and carries a lit candle in front of her eyes. Some 
of the girls wear crisp new prom sheathes, glittering with sequins. 
Some wear acetate choir robes. Others have cut head holes in bed 
sheets belted into Joan of Arc style tunics.  
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A local salon has donated services to this year’s Walk. The girls are 
all coiffed like Jeannie C. Riley and made up like Joan Collins. That 
puffed-up, unmoving hair and cat-eye mascara has a terrifying ef-
fect, especially when you notice they’re all barefoot as well. Careful 
with their candles, the girls stick close together. There is enough 
candle and moonlight to reveal that the soles of their feet are filthy.

The young ladies pass us, finishing the Blondie song before launch-
ing into “The Way of Love,” and the warm air becomes super sweet 
with the scent of hairspray and drug store perfume. Goldy grins as 
he watches dirty-footed angels shuffle away, singing pop songs to 
the moon. Slowly they disappear into another valley in the road, 
and the spectators’ candles snuff out one by one. Party’s over.

“Where are the girls going?”

“Dunno.”

“Does anyone ever follow them?”

“I don’t think so. It’s supposed to be all mysterious.”

Not happy with that answer, Goldylingers on the road with his 
hands in his pockets. The energy of the night is different now, less 
dreamy, more hurry-up. Soon, almost everyone who doesn’t live in 
this town has vaporized, and the porch folks transmit an attitude 
that makes me itch. 

“C’mon Goldy. Let’s go.” 

We turn our backs to the moon, and there she is, a face from the 
legendary past: Areta Tolerfundt. But that’s not possible. 

We can all see her.

“Areta?” I ask. We’d gone to high school together, but she was raised 
in Catherine. Before her mother moved her into Black Springs. 

“Areta,” Goldy says, as if—

She looks like a cornered raccoon. Areta was twenty-six when she 
disappeared, and that was four years ago. Somethinged to death by 
a nameless drifter, we never found out. We didn’t really run with 
her.

She still has her blue streaked hair and the red jewel stud in her 
right nostril. But there’s a muddy, possibly bloody, scrape that 
draws an unbroken line of wreckage from the tulle at her shoulder 
to the ragged lace of her hem. She’s got one pearly sandal on, but 
the other foot is bare. Because she sees us seeing her, she ka-dunks 
backwards a step and a half. But I can smell her, peppermint and 
mildew like a Goodwill store. 

“Hey,” I say, because the obvious has just occurred to me: “She’s not 
dead.”

Everyone is statue still, so when Areta’s toes tense we all look down 
at her feet. Ten little white mice hunching their backs. She says—

“Yes I am.” And kicks off that pearly sandal. She books it down 
the road, disappearing into the same inky nothing that swallowed 
the moon walkers. She runs as if we’re after her, and in a movie we 
might be. 

A porch creaks. One of the shadow folk moves out for a better look. 
He’s a big, pink man in jeans and a white v-neck undershirt. I call 
out, “Can you phone someone?”

He leans on his wood rail. He isn’t going to make any calls. But 
behind him a void assembles into an entity that seems to emerge 
from the clapboard siding. This person is undetectable before she 
starts to move, but then she ducks into the house with the speed of 
a small animal. Maybe she’ll do something if he won’t.  

Goldy stares hard into the screen of his cell phone—no signal, of 
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course. The man on the porch peers into the indiscernible valley. I 
don’t know why I keep talking to him, but he conveys an air of cus-
todianship, a certain undershirt-wearing, hypertensive authority— 

“But that was Areta Tolerfundt.”

He nods. Says, “Get out the road.”

Good advice. The familiar whine of civilization pushes us back. 
The valley into which Areta fled’s aglow. We scramble to the berm 
before a UPS truck appears, all rattle and reckless speed. 

A boy is driving, maybe twelve years old, definitely not a UPS guy. 
The thump of hip-hop blasts the night apart. The truck is full of 
kids. The cargo door in the back is flung open; a bunch of girls in 
there, all in white, cling to the walls and straps meant to secure 
packages. It’s a Moon Walk party. One of the girls looks like she 
feels sorry for us, but not too sorry. Her mouth is open, and it looks 
bloody. But she’s laughing and sort of screaming, too. Screaming in 
joy, you know?

She looks like Areta, too.

The truck to Hades rocks through town, and soon red tail-lights 
fade over the hill. The music dissipates but leaves a vibration that 
clings to the night air. Lights go on in the pink man’s house, and 
soon his woman has returned. Now there’s light behind her, which 
is just as confounding as no light at all.  

“You call the police?”   

The woman coughs at me, short and dry. 

I can’t believe this. “But you saw her.”  

Goldy says my name, a caution.

Unmoved, the woman lights a cigarette. Tilted down over the flame, 
her face looks like a burnished skull. She takes a deep first draught 
then brings her chin up high, as if to coax that inhalation down the 
back of her throat. Her face catches the moonlight, and all her hol-
lows are revealed. I measure the triumph in her eyes. Her pink man 
strolls to her side, letting his hand slide along the porch rail as he 
travels its length.  He’s hers. She’s his. I’ve got no business in here.

Yeah, all right. Time to get the hell out of there. I grab Goldy’s 
sleeve. “Did you see her?”

“Yeah, I saw.”  

“She looked—” I can’t finish.

He says, “They all do.” Sounds pissed. 

For some reason it has become much darker, and the air has turned. 
There’s a storm coming with a cold core. Not your regular summer 
storm. Goldy’s face catches the last bit of moonlight before it’s lost 
to fast moving clouds. His cheek is wet and his eyes are completely 
black like animal eyes. He’s breathing strange. 

So we leave Areta back on that porch, and we leave Areta in that 
dark valley. And we let Areta ride into oblivion with those wild ass 
kids. We’re almost down the hill to the muddy patch behind a barn 
where we paid two dollars to park. And of course there’s a massive 
black cow halfway between us and the car. It’s standing sideways, a 
light absorbing erasure that we might not have noticed except that 
the damn thing reeks and moans. I panic for a second because I’m 
thinking, shit, we have to choose to go in front of the cow or behind 
it. And even then there’s no telling what’s between the cow and the 
car. Could be another cow. And another. We might never make it 
back home. 

From nowhere and everywhere a genderless, ageless voice com-
mands: “Margo. Shift it.” Cow Margo moves forward, out of our 
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way. 

We thank the disembodied farmer before we dive into the car. 
Under the dome light I observe that Goldy’s khakis are soaked with 
manure around the cuffs. But worse than that, his face is streaked 
with perspiration and his hands tremble until he mashes them 
against his knees for control.  

I start speeding back to Black Springs. I want to see the beautiful 
glare of a McDonald’s or a Family Dollar sign spoiling the night-
scape. I want to shop my ass off at the Food Lion, open twenty-four 
hours. Hell, I might move in. But Areta’s not through with us yet. 

The midnight cows have gone in, and without their curious at-
tention I feel sketchy, like we could vanish and there would be no 
record of our disappearance.  I swerve to avoid a flapping bag of 
garbage in the middle of the highway, but I overcorrect and skid 
through the road-kill carcass of a deer on the other side. 

Recovering from the shock, we see them—two hitchhikers walking 
on the right side of the road, one of them about fifty yards ahead of 
the other. 

Shit. The headlight catches the first hitchhiker, a woman in a wed-
ding gown, limping along on one pearly slipper, her thumb out 
for a ride. We zoom on by her and Goldy whimpers, “You gotta be 
kidding me.” Then we catch up to her partner: a dark haired man 
clad in worn leather, carrying an over packed duffel slung over his 
shoulder. He’s fast-walking as if he’s trying to leave his bride behind. 
He puts his thumb out and keeps his attention on what’s in front 
of him: nothing. He has the gait of a man who never stops moving, 
never rests. And he’s grinning at a big private joke; he knows we’ll 
never slow down. 

The Famous Drifter is what he is—permanent. I hate the dark. I 
hate the night. To hell with celestial majesty and enough of the 
glorious moon.

Goldy and Areta might have had a close encounter back in the day, 
but I’m not sure. A lot of people like to say they knew her, but most 
of them are bull-shitters. Like it’s cool to be someone who knew 
Areta, cool to be that close to arbitrary violence. And you can lie 
about the dead all you want.

I sneer when we are well past the both of them. “What’s he got to 
laugh about? Looks like she’s after him, now.”

Goldy looks carsick as we come up on another glittering black bag 
of garbage, dumped in the middle of the road. He says, “It’s no good 
to pick sides.”
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37 lbs

“The ghost baby lives in a cup and instead of legs it has a tail,” says 
Del. “Don’t be scared. I keep her in my room.” Del’s innocence is 
dark but pure. Our friends with tiny, speaking children say his mor-
bid fantasies are normal. They say it’s time for us to get a beagle or a 
guinea pig or have another baby. We go two outta three, but beagle 
Louise kills Paris the G-pig. In a dramatic turn of events. 

We bury what is left of Paris in the garden. Louise howls behind 
patio doors, tossing garlands of saliva up the glass. Del is grim, 
consigned. The boy and the beagle are existential warriors. Is that 
sentimental? Over the year and a half that we own her, Louise kills 
squirrels, moles, pigeons. Eats pizza with ants on it. Wounds a cat 
and loves life itself.  

Del draws pictures, over and over until he gets it right:
“This is the mommy and the daddy on the boat. The boat is on fire.” 
“That’s the baby. The daddy threw her over the side. Those are 
sharks.”

Our friends promise that girls are easier and wish us luck. We’re 
picking names from mythology just in case.  
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wiTCh

As a modern practitioner from the colony—we were never lost—
I can make you a husband for a fee. Husbands are combination 
animals. This one, for example, is mostly bear, but he has some 
lynx and vegetable. Rooty where it counts, stupid where it doesn’t. 
Or, we can incorporate twist puzzles and the urge to bargain. You 
can tell the foreign-made. Howling is one sure sign of ignorance as 
is the usage of bible phrases and olde spelling. Don’t confuse skill 
with desire—isn’t it better to have a man who hopes he can make 
you come than one who is confident and incurious? It’s like home 
repair. You can have strength or health, but not both, and we’ll 
need to set a whole day aside to get the odor right. That’s where 
you come in. It’s not a cheap or fast process, and we don’t do sloppy 
work. This is a husband, not a priest. 

lasT seen leaving

1

Shasta Lemieu ended up in a cow field that they used for overflow 
parking when the craft expo came to town. Last seen leaving a 
Metallica concert, Shasta tried to get back into the venue and was 
denied re-entry. She called her friends, but when no one answered 
she decided to hoof it back to wherever.

That was eight years ago, and now they have found her remains 
working their way up out of the mud. Initial ID came from her 
purse, the strap everlasting, better than flesh around her bones. 
Inside were two condoms in pristine packets, good as new. 

It cannot be determined if she was buried deliberately.
Manner of death is unknown. 
She could have died a hundred different ways.
The preferred version is that she just lay down in the field and went 
to sleep, forever. 
That there were stars to look at and distant cheers to sing her away. 
That the vibrations from the Loudest Band in the World soothed 
her through the weeds. 

Had it rained that night? The investigators would look it up.

2

Shasta “liked History,” especially that of her family and the county 
in which she died. She found an account of a cousin named Tomas 
Maull who declared that he’d rather “drownd than be cut to strips” 
by a locomotive. He made this statement after leaping off the tracks 
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to avoid an oncoming train. This happened on his way to the swim-
ming hole where he would fulfill his destiny. 

The chronicler of the account wanted to make it clear: Tomas Maull 
and his companions were naked. When he failed to surface after his 
very first dive off the quarry’s edge, his friends ran screaming back 
into town. The chronicler thought their condition was paramount: 
these boys were traumatized and ashamed because they were nude 
and their friend had died. It was the chronicler’s emphasis, that par-
ticular image: two naked teenagers, hysterical in the dusty street. 

That was 1897. The boys were descendants of The Negative Men. 
Tomas was eighteen. Jed was seventeen. Cyril was fourteen. None 
of them were married yet.  

3

Shasta “liked History,” but not “Mathematics.” And by that we 
mean she let boys take advantage, but only to a point. She did not 
do anything wrong. Not particularly. She did not make a mistake 
that sealed her fate and whatnot. It was reported she was seen at 
the concert talking with a thin man near the comfort station. It was 
reported she’d passed out and was taken to the Aid Hut by venue 
security. It was reported her companions lifted her up and gave her 
to the screaming crowd to be passed back, overhead, only to disap-
pear at the rear of the hall. 

None of these reports could be verified. The only thing that was for 
sure: it had rained that night. On and off. 

4

Simple. A pickup truck with two wild boys in it. During the origi-
nal investigation the boys allowed that they mighta seen her that 
night, a quick shape like a narrow bear, diving out of the way. They 
didn’t say they were speeding and hollering obscenities—that was 
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assumed. Now, eight years later, they keep it low like haunted men. 
Like extras in a bar scene in a movie about work. 

They want to remember. 
They think they should. 
They each think the other is holding out.  

Regardless, it’s important to believe that Shasta’s fate was not fate 
but a deliberation. 
At some point she left the road and crossed a ditch to enter a dark 
field. At some point she decided to lie down.

5

Blinded by headlights, Shasta changed sides and wondered if she 
had already made her own prophetic declaration. Because it’s not 
like you’d know. She wished she had a picture or something. She 
imagined Tomas to be lean and shiny. She imagined his reeking 
woolen pants on the rocks. He would have been the first, while 
Cyril and Jed struggled out of their boots. Tomas’s buttocks perfect, 
his shoulders perfect, that first contact with cold blue water, perfect. 
That would have been the last thing he felt, the last thing he was: 
perfection.  

It rained a little, but not in the way that cooled things off. The sum-
mer night smelled like cows, and that was a great comfort.  

6

Shasta and Tomas found a place in the grass, forgetting they were 
cousins. Forgetting the enormous age gap. Tomas tried to tell her 
what he’d rather, but after a hundred years of being eighteen, he had 
no mouth beyond the rosebud of his lips. 

A soulful intent would have to do. He coiled around her and seeped 
into her cracks. He poured himself down her throat, into her stomach 

where it felt so wonderful. Then into her lungs where it didn’t. 

7

A pickup screamed past, with wild boys in it. Shasta slipped and 
landed hard on her tailbone in a ditch.

Then someone leaned over her, a strong hand, a long coat. Dark, he 
smelled like stone. He pulled her up and steadied her. But he was 
the one breathing funny, panting from the top of his throat. The tip 
of his tongue protruded.

Her rear was mud-soaked, but being covered in mud was better 
than getting hit by a car, and she said as much. The man turned 
away from her, stepped into the field. He was an enigmatic stranger. 

Shasta had trouble keeping up with him. He was long legged, strid-
ing through the weeds, almost trying to lose her. And she could 
barely make out the shape of him. He was blank, untextured space, 
a blot of nothing, but moving. He was the chronicler, who made 
night in his wake and tilted toward oblivion. If anyone had been 
following Shasta that night, they would have said the same thing of 
her. That she became nothing, or the thing that covers something so 
you can’t see. That she went away.
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a Closed ThroaT

The prosperous farmer was pressed to death after he refused to 
plead. His family fled, the livestock suffered, and wind scoured his 
grain until it lay down. What good is grain? Homestead is where 
all plain women go to die of neglect, and it’s where they stay after 
death. 

Another farmer tried again in the same space. He ignored the dark 
patches and bred his own raw children with a mad wife of the 
plains. They all froze to death. 

Years later it was almost a town: Aspiration was named for its 
winds. Four homes, a post office, a carriage museum. Its citizens left 
as short generations dwindled to thirty odd women and girls, only 
four men. No boys. After men, a government of dogs took over. 

The curs prepared for loneliness, looked marvelous against the 
bloody sun. Grain meant nothing to them, nothing at all. They shit 
in empty houses and mated in the narrow street. They waited. For 
a child or a fawn—small, unlucky, escaped—to wander down the 
centerline. 

Eventually even the dog town died out. Useless settlement, rucked. 
Full of bees and toilet pits. Littered with bean tins and dead dogs, 
amended with farmers’ bones. Volunteer grain grown over it all. 

seCkle
 
The radio has her frozen in bed. The news reader whispers the 
question and the senator whispers back. Whispered traffic report, 
whispered weather. 

The line is behind the gas station. Weeds, oil ditch, briars. Trash 
everywhere. Motor oil cans. The time she was six and the manager’s 
son tried to do something. Obese, silent. It was purely violent. She 
got away and told one kid who said she lied and that was that.

Gasoline and swamp. Crows and horse flies. And then pear trees, 
full of tight dry fruit and planks, sometimes whole pallets wedged 
up there. Only hard mean boys take to fruit trees. Kids with disin-
terested Dads need trees with crooked branches. 

Fat Silver Cleland is in the room. He is under the bed and she still 
can’t get up. Her lover is in the doorway, hair wet, mostly dressed. 
Everything but shoes. He’s telling her to shag her ass, she’ll be late. 
He whispers: shag your ass.

The thrum of idling trucks. Savages wait at the borderlands.

Silver is what they name a boy who can’t be raised right. His broth-
er’s name is Harvard. Silver Cleland is wedged between the dresser 
and the wall. He is that narrow.
 
Treehouse. Treefort.
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inking

In the chronicler’s history there were only summers and winters, 
extremes of drought and snow. His coat was too long for August, 
too light for January, and as he made his way through deep snow to 
meet the courier, picking up boot and knee, boot and knee, across 
the pristine field, he described a particular angle. A spider? Or—

He made his way across the cracking desert to meet the courier, 
wading through vapors and emanations. Long coat flapping in a 
wind otherwise unperceived by any soul. 

He gave over the documents to the courier, usually by hand, fingers 
dripping down in the same grip one would use to release poisoned 
corn or retrieve a poisoned rat.

The courier, endless by necessity, was immune to the chronicler’s 
urges. But once upon a time, the courier put his four year old 
daughter in a tented play wagon and pulled her out to the desert. 
She wanted to meet the chronicler and marry him, she said. She 
would not be denied. But the chronicler never came. The courier 
dragged his daughter home again, and when he pulled back the 
canvas she was gone. In her place a litter of five newborn coyote 
pups suckled the air. Starving without their mother. 

The courier hoped not to make that mistake twice and stopped lis-
tening to his children altogether. He raised the coyotes as his own. 
The next winter, the chronicler gave the courier the whole story and 
more. On paper. A trembling sheaf, extended over an insurmount-
able snow drift, and this was as close as they ever got to love:

Your wee Emmadine was taken by savages, raised in their camps and 

married by the age of thirteen. She died giving birth to a monster. 

The chronicler inquired of the courier, did he have other daughters, 
more like that? Unable to discern hunger from courtesy, the courier 
gave an honest answer. 

It took five years to run through the rest of the girls. A daughter 
each summer, the final account returned in winter. Transaction as 
intercourse. And always, the courier rode out to deliver the heart 
breaking news. The chronicler’s stories were made of facts and once 
transferred became permanent:

My Demaris was crushed by the heifer she inherited and named 
Demaris!
My Vada Dreama ran off with a sailor! And he drown’d her!
My Phebe left the territory, joined The Friends and was hanged upon 
her return!
My Libby Caroline nursed soldiers and became sick herself !
My Hepsibeth grew apricots but perished in a rubblestone tower 
mystery!
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firsT anniversary

1

The point is, Kevin slipped on a patch of ice and probably broke 
his ankle. There was the snap he felt, followed by another he heard 
when his lab puppy, Willow, jumped on it. And there wasn’t anyone 
around. He dragged himself through the new snow, about 8 fresh 
inches deep, but he only got so far before he tired out. Big, fat flakes 
still tumbling down. It would be a record snowfall before the week-
end was out.

He called out: 

“Ode to Joy!”
“Ode to Joy!”
“Ode to Joy!”

This was the name of the mountain cabin he and Sal had rented for 
their anniversary weekend. His thinking was that she might ignore 
a generic call for help. He didn’t think to call her name. 

Sal slept through it, the first real trial of their union. They’d spent 
last night making love, bathing, getting high. Watching the snow. 
Telling each other wicked stories about hillbillies. Even if they were 
to be snowed in, they had everything they needed: food, wine, dog 
food for Willow, wood for the fire, and extra back pills in the car if 
Kevin had another flare up.

They were in the wilderness, but not really. There were dozens of 
cabins nearby, all clustered along gravel roads with bird names. 
They had a hot tub. But it wasn’t a popular weekend to rent a cabin. 

It hadn’t been a popular weekend to get married, either. Sal was his 
second wife, and she was a bit younger.

2

An old woman drove up Whip-Poor-Will Way in a Santa Fe. Seated 
next to her was an old man, and other than the fact that they in-
habited the vehicle together there was no hint that they’d even met 
before. Kevin waved to them. The Santa Fe slowed then stopped. 
The old man rolled down his window.

Kevin yelled, “I broke my leg!”

Finally the old man and woman shared a moment, passed a look 
between them that said: That’s not our fault.

But there was no way an ambulance would get Kevin to the hospital 
in decent time. The old man helped Kevin lay down across the back 
seat of the Santa Fe. Kevin screamed and hollered and panted. 

It was one thing to get Kevin into the Santa Fe, but another thing to 
rouse Sal. The old woman pounded on the door and yelled: “Your 
husband broke his leg. Ma’am, wake up! Wake up!” She even went 
inside, yelling. Willow the dog enjoyed this. “Sal! Get up! We’re tak-
ing your husband to the hospital.” But Sal was nowhere to be found.

The old woman returned to the Santa Fe, got in the passenger side. 
The old man would drive from here on out. “We gotta get going, 
can’t wait for her.”

But Kevin wasn’t having that. He kept yelling, “Ode to Joy!”

“He says she has to be in there, Linda,” said the old man. “You 
check ever where?”

Linda shrugged. She hadn’t. The house reeked of potpourri and it 



Laura Ellen Scottt Curio

48 49

had made her uncomfortable. Besides, who could sleep through all 
the yelling?

Kevin moaned, and the old man considered. “Maybe she’s in there 
hiding. Maybe she thinks you were telling her we broke his leg and 
we’re coming in to break hers.”

Then the front door of the cabin opened, and out came a plump 
blonde in pajama pants and a Hokies sweatshirt. She carried a tote 
bag and looked uncertain. Linda slipped out of the SUV to tell Sal, 
“We have to go now. You follow us.”

The old man suggested that Linda should ride with Sal. Linda 
looked at him like he was crazy.

3

Kevin liked to talk. But he was also in great pain, and the road 
down the mountain was twisty and uneven. Kevin would say, “So 
you two have lived here how long?” and then there’d be a bump and 
he’d scream. When they got to the highway it was better, and Kevin 
tried to raise Sal on the cell phone, but Sal wasn’t picking up. She 
followed the Santa Fe in her Avalanche, clearly uncomfortable driv-
ing in the snow.

Linda didn’t think much of Sal or Kevin. Linda had a feeling this 
young marriage wouldn’t last long.

Linda asked Kevin about his job, seeing as he liked to run his 
mouth so much. He described his position as a network consultant 
for environmental organizations, but the details were like a spell. 
He didn’t get three words out before Linda’s mind started to wan-
der. 

As they entered town, the old man turned up the street by the 
courthouse—not the only way, and not the quickest way. Linda 

was interested in her husband’s choice. This stretch of avenue was 
quaint and cobble-stoned. Kevin started howling in pain again.

Sal got stuck at a light, so they lost her for a bit. When she reap-
peared she was as far back as a vehicle could be and still be seen. 
Kevin said again that she was nervous in the snow.

They finally pulled up to the hospital, and Linda went into the 
emergency intake. The hallways were dark and there was no one 
there except two enormous nurses. “We found this man out in the 
snow. He’s broke his leg,” Linda explained.

The receiving nurse did not get up from her seat. “You need a 
wheelchair?” And then she nodded to a row of ancient contrap-
tions lined up against the green wall. Linda chose a chair. She was 
expected to bring Kevin in herself? 

As Linda and the old man jostled Kevin over the threshold, Sal 
pulled the Avalanche into the hospital lot. Linda handed Kevin over 
to the nurse who asked, “You’re his family?”

“No, no. We just found him. His wife’ll be right along.” At which 
point the nurse wheeled him away. 

Linda had never seen an empty emergency room before. She felt 
like she was in a Stephen King movie. She’d never read any of the 
books. She asked the old man if he thought there are any doctors in 
the hospital. It didn’t seem like it. 

The old man said, “Let’s get.” 

As they drove out of the Hospital lot they looked for Sal. They 
looked for where she’d parked the Avalanche. But Sal and the SUV 
were nowhere to be found. Linda and the old man drew their own 
conclusions. 
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4

The storm was a bad one with snow blooming across the wind-
shield. Both Linda and the old man had seen worse. She said, 
“What a fuss. He couldn’t have been in so much pain as all that. He 
didn’t cry, anyways.” 

The old man gave Linda a look. “Oh he cried all right, just like 
a girl. When you went in to find Sal. Was all I could do to keep 
from—you know.”

They discussed briefly whether they should go back to Ode to Joy 
to check on Willow.

Before they reached the end of town, they passed a vehicle that 
had slid off the road and was half in a ditch, steam coming out of 
somewhere. The wipers were still wiping. It could have been the 
Avalanche, but there was no way to tell for sure.

“I can’t stop,” said the old man. “I can’t stop now.”

“Didn’t ask you to,” said Linda. 

The snow accumulated, even on the highway.

Linda looked straight ahead into near white-out conditions. “You 
know if I ever get sick, no matter how sick, do not take me to that 
hospital, Red.” 

“I won’t,” Red promised.

“Even if I’m throwing up blood,” which was something that had 
happened recently.

“Well, now.”

Linda put her hand up. Red almost smiled, but it was hard to tell.  

“Let’s go look in on that pup. Make sure he’s got water and such,” he 
said.

“She,” Linda said. 

“She.” Red pulled the wheel hard and turned off the highway onto 
the mountain road at an intersection that was completely hidden by 
the snow. “So Willer’s a girl’s name?”

“Well yeah.”

Red nodded once. “I can live with that.” 

No answer to that but the squalling wind. 

Red chewed on the side of his tongue, which was what he did when 
he needed to concentrate. They had begun a treacherous ascent into 
the so-called wilderness, the way being invisible and slick, but again 
and again they had seen worse before.

And Linda was very damned happy.
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i wanT To kiss!
1
Bun cracks the screen and lets bugs pour in. Then he sets out his 
tools.  All I can do is take inventory: An empty green glass bottle 
with mud stuck to the bottom. A short coil of kinked wire. Two 
unfiltered cigarettes. A wrinkled pink carbon sheet from a Sears 
invoice he refers to as “the answer key.” I have never been so fright-
ened of a receipt. He smokes the cigarettes, not speaking, one and 
then the other, fueling up. The chicken. I don’t know where he put 
the chicken. 

Louisa liked to cup me here and there, which was nice. I am not 
overly experienced. She showed me how to get a good fire going 
in the stove, and how to conceal my morels and ginseng. She gave 
me a clock that ticks. Not many do anymore. I nested her pans. We 
were carnal for two days, but then she took up with Bun. Her im-
precise goodbye has had me grinding: “It’s okay, it’s not love.” 

After Bun it was the deputy, but her latest is an Austrian student. 
She doesn’t seem to like herself much. 

Bun peers at me. He knows something about me, some secret I 
don’t even know. “I got a cousin could paint this place for you.” Un-
like other men, he means every damned thing he says. Tiny moths 
the size of petals assign themselves to the strata just above our 
heads, looking like information.  

2
They say chicken bones are very dangerous for dogs, but Hanna 
goes through the carcass like a champ, stripping out the innards. 

She’s up there on the bed, letting bird blood soak the duvet. She’s a 
bad dog.

One-two-three plain moths settle on Bun’s shoulder, single file with 
wings parted to form a triple chevron. Bun is the Moth Sergeant. 
The first one hits me in the temple, fat and warm, abuzz. Articu-
lated, I don’t know what you call it. Other moths swirl specks in 
my eyes. When I call out, the entire swarm pours down my throat. 
How in the hell do they know the way? Wings and dust and wings 
and legs and bitter colors, all diving down.

“Howling is a sure sign of ignorance,” whispers Bun before he 
smacks me. Saves my life that way. By beating the moths, and the 
living shit, right out of me. Even when the moths are gone, he 
pounds on me some more. When he tires, he leaves me on the cold 
floor. 

It’s good to know my eyes will never adjust to the darkness. “Will I 
be found dead here?”

“Not everything is about you.” Starts again. 

I’m worked over, wound tight, furled and unfurled. It takes a lot of 
effort to effect real, permanent change. The moths disperse, cart-
wheel and come back.

 Mobilized. Organized. At work.

3

Oh, I’m fixed all right. By morning I’m alone, the size of a fist. I lift 
one moist green wing, ease out a wrinkle. I stretch a thready leg. It 
will take some getting used to. Plus, I want to be exquisite. “Bun?” 
I have no mouth. The Luna does not eat. It lives for a week to mate 
and flies only at night. Already, I take a very broad view.  
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“Bun?”

No answer.

“Hanna?”

No answer.

Beasts.  

4

At night I wheel down the mountain, harassed by bats. Louisa and 
the lover squat by a campfire made of broken furniture. She’s drunk, 
luxurious, and her breasts are bug bitten. My phantom mouth 
aches. When she finally laughs at an Austrian mistake, I force my-
self down her throat. 

“Louisa, Louisa!” I cry, diving down in.
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Crimson

Cold bathroom at a rest stop off the highway. Nothing so deep as 
two drops of blood on a concrete floor. We’ll never get to go to 
South of the Border. It’s fucking February. Out behind the Welcome 
Center all the picnic tables and grills are mounded with snow, and 
tendrils of steam rise from the pet area. It’s magical. The state owns 
everything right up to the line. 

Hands, raw from the cold. “State owns all that useless shit,” he com-
plains. He has no idea. We stopped, no big deal. I got pop, Tom’s 
brand peanut butter cheese crackers. Tom is the patron saint of 
stopping. 

But my sister has gone over the fence, into briars and pine. Away 
from dirt snow into old snow. She has no idea.

sTiCkers

1

Her carpenter grandfather built the house, but her salesman dad re-
modeled the drafty second floor and walled off the eaves with cheap 
board to make a bedroom for her older brother. To make another 
country for him, really.  

And there was a hole. She found it when her brother moved out 
and she moved up. She removed the scout stuff and Hendrix post-
ers and paisley sticker letters that spelled CARLA everywhere. 
There was a lone Odd Rod sticker on the wall, its image veiny and 
disgusting. She scraped it off and found the hole. Cold air poured 
from it. She didn’t even look in. Just put an Elton John poster up 
and forgot about it. 

2

Years later she still lived in that room, and once she started college 
she thought she should install carpet and paneling to warm things 
up. She thought too, as she took down her teen posters forever, 
that she should look into the hole, which was as just cold as she 
remembered. So she got a narrow flashlight, and there it was: a full 
sized crib behind the wall. The wooden slats were painted white 
and there was a pile of bedclothes wadded up in it. This was not 
her crib. Hers had been pine colored, and she slept in it until she 
was four or five. Her mother covered it with mod flower stickers, 
and there was a flecked decal of bunnies on the head panel. They 
burned it when she got a big girl bed for it was falling apart. 

On the one hand, she was well spooked by the crib behind the wall. 
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On the other hand, she wondered whose crib she had slept in as a 
child. Her brother was too many years older, so it must have come 
from a cousin or a yard sale. And no one in her family had ever 
slept in a new crib. That was unheard of.

She asked her mother about the crib behind the wall. Her mother 
said, “Oh I don’t know,” as if they were talking about bread. Her fa-
ther wasn’t interested either. He just gave her the money for panel-
ing. But when she asked about her own crib they said to her it came 
from that crazy religious family, a preacher with a preaching son, 
and for some reason her parents thought that was an interesting 
thing. 

“But the white crib, what about the white crib behind the wall?” 

She might as well have been talking about traffic. When she threat-
ened to call her brother to find out, she was warned against it: He 
was a man now, with a young family of his own. Which meant he 
knew everything. But when she called he just laughed and teased. 
And all he wanted to talk about was the preacher’s boy, who was a 
sadist.

3

It was not possible to sleep so near the walled off nursery without 
dreaming of poison and drowning and all the varieties of muffled 
death. She had five nights of exhaustion and fear. 

The sixth night she stayed awake to write her reading journal for 
rhetoric class. She was supposed to have been journaling all semes-
ter as they crawled through the chapters, but she preferred to write 
it all in one night, eating Midol and listening to the radio. She’d 
written seventeen entries when all of a sudden the DJ broke in on 
the song to report that John Lennon had been shot. Then again an 
hour or so later to confirm that he’d died.

It was so sad, but she felt important for being among the first to 
hear. It was no good sleeping through history. They played “Imag-
ine,” and half of Double Fantasy while she wrote six more entries. 
Her best work ever. She got up. Stretched. Peed. Went to the hole.

She clicked on the flashlight. For a second there was nothing, and 
then there was the crib, glowing deep back in the eave. But inside it 
the bedding moved and stretched, unfolding to become an an-
cient man, weeping as though the light hurt him. She dropped the 
flashlight, picked it up again and aimed. The man, tangled in sheets, 
turned to her and begged. His mouth was a bottomless hole and 
cold wind poured out of it. 

She was as wide awake as she had ever been in her young life. It was 
well after midnight, and her parents were asleep. Throughout the 
night until dawn, she kept checking the hole, flicking light on the 
old man. He writhed, moaned in pain. She couldn’t help it, though. 

4

Her future was set. She was obliged to care for the ancient man in 
the crib. He howled constantly, so it made sense to keep the wall 
intact. She found it impossible to leave him to attend her classes. 
She dragged a chair over to the hole and sat there, straight backed 
against the wall. Every few days or so, he’d calm down, but when 
she peeked in, he started up again. At first it was awful. But then it 
became like a crying marriage, all cold drafts and drywall dust. 

“His name is Carlisle and he is as old as the county. We’re so sorry 
this burden has fallen to you,” her mother said. She explained it this 
way: At the age of seventy three Carlisle lost his ability to watch 
his own money or say grace, so he was placed in a senility cradle 
to rock away his remaining days. That was one hundred sixty years 
ago. When Carlisle failed to die, he was handed on down the gen-
erations. No one dared to revoke his privilege. 
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The cradle had been made by Carlisle himself for his own mother, 
back when he could still make things. He made it large and wide. 

By phone her brother asked, “What are you going to call him?” 

“Mother said his name is Carlisle.”

“Mom and Dad are liars. That’s why they don’t talk a lot.”

So she renamed the old man Corey, but most of the time referred to 
him as “Screech” or sometimes “Preacher,” depending on her mood 
and his. She worried he might be bored behind the wall, but after a 
while began to think as rarely of his wants as one thinks of fish in a 
tank. Her chilled heart was a sign of maturity. She was mainly grim 
from that point forward, but when she joked she liked to say that 
Corey had made a woman of her.

5

Eventually everyone died. Everyone except Corey and his caretaker, 
the college girl who would not leave him except to bury her own 
parents when the time came. Her brother and his family didn’t visit 
much, and then they died too, in their sleep in their new house 
with the faulty carbon monoxide sensor. So she buried them too, 
and at the funeral distant cousins stared at her, not understanding 
how she could live as she did—alone, in that house, never changing. 

But she wasn’t lonely. She had Corey. And she was courted. First 
came the chronicler. Then the courier. Then both together on the 
same horse. The three of them drank tea together and spoke of 
daughters as essential and marriage as spiritual, in straight back 
chairs, each with their own little flashlight.
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