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                                 Advance Praise for 

MOON UP, PAST FULL 
 
 
“Shonkwiler’s stories capture the rural experience rarely heard—the 
quiet, dangerous voices of the desperate, struggling for honor 
among thieves. A stark and timely slice of Americana gothic that 
both razes and rebuilds.” 

—Paula Bomer, author of Nine Months 
and Inside Madeleine 

 
“Sometimes it’s bad decisions; other times it’s just trying to stamp 
out an existence the only way a person knows how, but the stories 
within are enough to make most men cry. Shonkwiler has an eye 
for detail and a lot of heart that he places in each and every sentence 
to make his words leap from the page and stay with you long after 
they’ve been read.” 

—Frank Bill, author of Donnybrook 
and Crimes in Southern Indiana 

 
“Eric Shonkwiler is one of my favorite writers, and his short fiction 
is everything that his longer work is—tough, precise, and uncom-
promising. The stories in Moon Up, Past Full seize the reader with 
the sense that they will never turn loose. His style is quick and hard 
and pure. Here’s yet more proof that the best and most daring 
fiction in America is published by independent presses. Read this 
book with a bourbon within reach. You’ll need it. In a good way.” 

—Charles Dodd White, author of A Shelter of Others 
and Sinners of Sanction County 

 
“Eric Shonkwiler is the new voice of the American Heartland. The 
stories in Moon Up, Past Full touch the scorched heart of the 
Midwest, and there is something deeply American in the telling, a 
directness that honors the cowhands and combat vets, single 
mothers and fatherless daughters, who grit their teeth and lean into 
those old hard winds.” 

—Taylor Brown, author of Fallen Land 
and In the Season of Blood & Gold 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Shonkwiler’s stories are pleasantly dusty, country. Full as a tick. 
Well-written wordy breezes swirling into a blinding windstorm of 
memorable characters, families, women and men, animals, trucks, 
guns, bottles of bourbon. This collection is alive and sad and 
violent, heartbreaking and lonely—steadied by Shonkwiler’s strong 
hand. He has both the guts and extraordinary talent to keep his 
reader reading.” 

—Leesa Cross-Smith, author of Every Kiss a War 

 
“God bless the hardscrabble elegance of Eric Shonkwiler’s prose. 
These stories turn strangers into familiar faces. Battered souls and 
stoic hearts. Revenge, redemption, mercy. It’s all here for the 
asking, like an emotional fire sale. Comparisons don’t come easy 
with Shonkwiler’s work. Few others measure up.” 

—Anthony Breznican, author of Brutal Youth 

 
“An eclectic, atmospheric collection bound together with barbed-
wire nostalgia. Moon Up, Past Full is quietly poignant and devilishly 
risky, all while mining the depths of human emotions and deliver-
ing an array of gems in intimate, carefully framed moments. 
Another powerhouse work of startling grace from Eric Shonkwiler.” 

—Steph Post, author of A Tree Born Crooked 

 
“Eric Shonkwiler’s prose occupies an impossible space between the 
timeless and the ephemeral, and the apparent ease with which he 
crafts worlds and characters makes classifying his style all the more 
difficult. You and I are in every one of these stories, whether we 
want to be or not, and our fates are in Shonkwiler’s hands.” 

—Schuler Benson, author of The Poor Man’s Guide 
to an Affordable, Painless Suicide 

 
“Moon Up, Past Full is an engaging read.” 

—Kyle Minor, author of Praying Drunk 
and In the Devil’s Territory 
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FOR THE 

MAN AFTER ME 
 
 

HE CHAINS ON THE RANGER quiet and go silent 
altogether when he pulls up behind the wreck. There is a 
long, curling drag of snow ahead like the beginning of a 

figure-eight or from far above, maybe the top of a cursive letter, e or 
a, except it ends with the blue Explorer smashed driver-side into the 
telephone pole. Just take the rims, he thinks, if they aren’t factory. 
A TapOut necklace is swinging gently from the rearview, and he 
stills it. He could just go on. He could call 911 and leave. If there’s 
someone inside, don’t mess with it. Leave it for the cops. 

It’s a new snow, and the clouds have already passed after drop-
ping a couple inches, and the sky is bright blue. The cold cuts 
through his Carhartt to his back, and he can feel it spasming, and he 
wants to lie down, feels the lack of sleep in his shoulders from 
staying up with Brendan after his nightmare. The back windows on 
the Explorer are tinted, and he can’t see inside. He steps off the road 
and into the packed snow, over the dirt and grass kicked up from 
the skid, and peers in the passenger window. The impact cracked 
the windshield, and the airbag is drooping toward an empty seat. 
He breathes. He looks down at his feet for footprints and sees some 
intricate sneaker tracks leading up to the road. He pulls his cell from 
his coat pocket and dials up the shop. 

T 
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MD answers. New meat. What you got for me? 
’96 Explorer. It’s in bad shape. 
Gonna need a rollback? 
He walks around the other side of the truck. It’s curved like a 

fish, and the driveshaft has to be crooked. Yeah, he says, and nods 
like MD will see. 

You just find it? 
Yeah. There’s no one around. He puts his hand on the hood. 

Engine’s still a bit warm. 
Where you at? 
He tells him. 
We’ll be out. Sit tight. 
They hang up. There’s no one coming either direction, and he 

can just barely hear the semis on 29. From this far off, they don’t 
sound like trucks, and all he really hears is the hum of them passing, 
like whales, he imagines, the sound of displacement. He briefly re-
members a book he’d read in elementary school, the word ‘cetacea’ 
above pictures of whales, row on row, all shapes and sizes, before 
walking around to the front of the wreck. There’s less wind from 
this side, and he puts his hands on his hips and arches his back, feels 
it strain, crack. He kneads the muscle beside the spine with his 
knuckles. He walks a few feet into the field to see if the telephone 
pole is cracked, but it’s fine, not even crooked from what he can see. 
He wonders how the poles are strung a hundred feet apart, yet 
people always seem to hit them, never pass on through into the field 
or to someone’s yard, something harmless. The glass is busted out 
from the driver-side window, and the bits look like blue-green gems 
sprinkled in the snow. The rest of the truck seems intact. At the 
back, gauging the trueness of the vehicle with one eye, like judging 
a pool cue, it doesn’t seem as bad as he first thought. 

He looks up and sighs, scans the horizon. Cornfields for a cou-
ple hundred acres, and then to the south, thick woods. If it were 
tomorrow, it would be deer season, and he’d hear nothing but 
gunshots. Maybe still the hums of 29. It’s a good day for picking, 
he’s told, if you’re careful. Find a truck at the edge of a field and 
take the rims, take the battery if there’s time. He jumps the short 
ditch and starts back to his Ranger but stops. There is a tiny flag of 
red floating against the trees. He squints, visors his hand over his 
eyes. It’s red, not orange, so not some eager hunter. The footprints 
below him go from the passenger door to the road, stop where the 
snow is mostly gone in the center, and continue into the field. He 
yells for the person, a long hey, hands cupped. The red doesn’t get 
any closer or further, only seems to sway a little. 

He looks both ways down the road, still abandoned, and starts 
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to highfoot it across the cornfield, the broken stover catching and 
tripping him up every few steps. Now, he can see it’s a woman, 
wearing one of those sweater-vests. He can make out the white of 
her turtleneck and her jeans. He yells again, starting to breathe 
heavily, and waves. She’s just standing there, walking a tight circle. 
She’s not even looking up. He doesn’t see any blood, and wonders 
how she could have gotten away without a scratch. Then she pivots 
for the rest of her circle, and, right before he can grab her by the 
shoulders, he sees her eyes. The left is blown, all the wiry capillaries 
burst, and her iris is thin blue but wildly bright against the blood. 

Ma’am, he says, are you all right? 
He’s stopped her now and is holding tight to her shoulders. She 

doesn’t say anything. He looks her up and down and still sees 
nothing wrong with her, just the eye. He remembers his phone and 
looks back at the vehicles a hundred yards away. He pulls his phone 
out and calls MD. 

Cancel it, man, he says. The driver’s out here, and I need to call 
her an ambulance. 

The woman grabs his arm. I’m looking for my dog. 
He stares at her. For a moment, she’s in profile, and he notices 

she’s pretty, delicate nose, long eyelashes, a classy everymom sort 
of haircut. Lady, your dog ain’t here. He turns back to the phone. 
You got a pre-pay to call on or anything? 

Yeah, MD says. Where were you again? 
Lewis Road, probably a mile or two back from 29. 
She know who you are? 
I don’t think she knows who she is, he says. 
We could keep rollin’. 
He stops, looks at the ground. You won’t beat the medic out, 

will you? 
No. She make it if we wait? 
He glances back at her. I got no idea, man. Her eye’s all fucked 

up, and she’s talking about a dog. I think she’s in shock or some-
thing. 

Well. MD sighs. We could use a ’96. 
He curses softly, turns in his tracks. The woman has started her 

circle again. All right, I’ll deal with it. She’s moving around okay. 
Your boy called a bit ago. 
He smiles briefly. I just taught him the number. 
He’s smart, huh? 
Yeah, he ain’t nothin’ like me. Look, I better go. 
Sure, kid. 
He pockets the phone. Come on, ma’am. Get you out of the 

cold. 
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He takes the woman’s arm, and he has to pull to get her to 
move. She’s still warm somehow. They don’t get far before she 
tumbles in the rough dirt and snow, and they both go down. As he 
lifts up, he hears a car coming and lowers back to his chest, his 
hands covered in snow and his chin almost touching it. A Sunfire 
heading toward 29. It slows, stops. He should have put his hazards 
on. He should have taken off the back plate. He should have made 
the drive to the shop and asked for one of their cars. The Sunfire 
goes on after a few seconds. 

Jesus. He feels the sweat on his forehead freeze. He gets up and 
brushes his hands on the front of his coat. The woman is facedown 
and unmoving. Lady. Hey. She doesn’t respond. Hey. He grips her 
shoulder, rolls her over. Are you okay? You hurt? There’s no an-
swer again, so he throws her arm over his shoulder and stands with 
her, and once her feet are under her, she begins to move. He hears 
air like she’s trying to whistle or maybe whisper, and he stops and 
says, What? 

But she keeps on. Her lips are pursed oddly, and he realizes she 
is just breathing, and he feels something weighing him down inside. 
When they reach the road, he puts a little distance between them, 
and she drops onto the pavement and snow. 

Shit. 
He moves his arms in a wave, unsure, and looks down the road 

even as he angles toward her. She is crumpled up on herself like her 
legs became unboned. He turns her head to look at him, the red eye 
strong and piercing, and he almost has to cover it to keep looking at 
her. The skin of her face has gone pale, cool as the snow. He presses 
at her neck, tries to find a pulse. He checks her wrist in a panic. He 
can’t tell. To the east, the road is still clear, and he brushes away at 
the snow stuck to her vest and creeping into the folds of her turtle-
neck. The Sunfire didn’t get his plate; he’s sure. Not hers, either. 
Just checking out a crash. He can leave now. He can call 911 and 
have them come get her and be gone, headed home. Take the O2 
sensors and battery and the rims and be gone and have something 
to give MD. But there are his tracks, truck, and footprints, and if 
someone gets curious, he could get ID’d. He pulls her half up, 
thinking maybe she’ll start moving again once she’s standing, but 
feels her still slack and heavy on his shoulder, and he bends to 
sweep her legs up and staggers with her toward his Ranger. 
Something buzzes against his chest, and he figures it’s her phone. 
Drive her in, then. Meet the ambulance. Keep it away from the 
scene so the guys can scoop up the wreck. Nothing to be done. He’s 
a Samaritan, not a thief. Can even be anonymous. 

He has to set her down to open the door, pressing his knees to 
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the quarter panel and trapping her partly against it with his arm, 
keeping her from the ground, then lifting her up and nearly losing 
his balance putting her in the seat. His cheek presses against her 
breast, and he catches perfume and feels embarrassed more than 
anything before looking at her face, head lax, leaning toward him. 
He is only now really afraid and only now because she is dead, and 
he doesn’t know what that means. He pushes her toward the center 
of the bench seat and closes the door quickly so it doesn’t end up 
slamming her head if she slouches back. 

With his hands free and walking around the front of the 
Ranger, he starts to shake. The Explorer is motionless—as though it 
should be moving. Caught like a still of a movie, and there should 
be glass flying through the air if he looked hard enough. The road is 
empty as far as he can see, and he opens his door and gets in, turns 
the key. The truck starts up and the radio blares metal, and he is 
embarrassed again. As he pulls the wheel hard to the left, he has the 
feeling that he’s fleeing a crime scene. 

He puts it up to fifty comfortably before thinking he hasn’t 
buckled her in, and he hits the brakes. She lurches, head striking the 
dash. He winces and rights her, clips her seatbelt. 

I’m sorry, he says, and brushes her hair back to straighten it, 
like someone will notice or care. 

Going on toward 29, he looks over at her every couple hundred 
feet to see if maybe she’s come back around, but she hasn’t. He 
stops at the intersection, scans her, grabs her wrist to see if it’s warm 
again. Her eyes are open and looking blankly at the floor or her lap. 
The left eye looks peeled. He wants to push her head back against 
the seat because it seems more comfortable that way. There’s a 
buzz, and he remembers her phone. It vibrates musically, two short 
buzzes and a long one, then again, again. He lets it go and turns left. 

The firehouse is in the center of town, just past the stoplight, he 
remembers. It’s been a while since he’s been here, the last time he 
came to an away football game. The phone buzzes again after they 
enter the village limits, and he leans over, eyes still on the road, and 
searches through her vest pocket for it. He pulls it out and looks at 
it. The picture on the screen: a man probably ten or fifteen years 
older than he is, and a child, baby hair almost white and sparse, 
gummy grin. He sets the phone down between them and puts both 
hands on the wheel. Brendan is only a little older. A year, maybe. 
He glances at the woman, and his heart pulls so many ways he can’t 
name one of them. She is pretty, but that’s all she has in common 
with her. He swallows something, thinks of the park a couple years 
ago. They pass a gas station and a library on the left, an older 
woman salting the walkway. The light is up ahead, and it turns red 
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and he stops. A couple cars pull up on the other side, and he 
wonders if they can see into the truck, see her slouched there. The 
light is still red, and no one is coming. He lets off the brake and 
drives through the light, and the silver flank of a semi fills his 
rearview. The firehouse is right there, and his arms and legs feel 
heavy getting out and running to the door. The reception area is 
vacant, two chairs, a gumball machine. There’s a glass booth set 
into the wall with no one in it, and he realizes he should have called 
on the way. A payphone sits off to one side, and he fishes for a 
quarter and dials 911. Dispatch picks up on the second ring. He 
paces as close to the door as he can get, looks out at his truck and at 
the woman inside. 

I just freaked out, he says. I saw her and didn’t know what to 
do. He is flushed suddenly and, after hanging up, walks outside. It 
is as though he has killed her, as though he wrecked her car. He 
feels like he has left something important behind. 

He gives the medics a fake name, and they are satisfied. They 
pull her out of the truck and straight onto the gurney, load her into 
the back of the ambulance, and leave him there on the street with 
their lights going and the siren, and he watches the red flash over 
the sides of the houses as they drive away. He wanted to ask about 
her, to follow them to the hospital, but instead he gets into the truck 
and pulls a U-ey to head back the way he came. 

It’s 3:56 by the clock, and the sun is heading down. In another 
hour, the snow will be blue and the stars will come out and Brendan 
will be at the door, breathing steam on the glass, drawing in it. He 
passes through the intersection and drives out of town, meets the 
start of traffic coming home and the end of it leaving for work. 
People going out for second shift at the Honda plant, a grind he 
could never take even if they’d hire him. Her phone lights up and 
bleats. He picks it up, puts it back. Turning down Lewis Road to 
make sure the Explorer is gone, he thinks he’ll just chuck the phone 
out the window. But there’s the truck, still. No rollback in sight. He 
parks the Ranger and gets out, switches her phone for his, and calls 
MD. 

MD picks up on the first ring. Bryce, man, you’re not gonna 
believe this shit. 

What, he says. 
Tranny dropped on that F600. Pull the usual offa the wreck. 

We’re gonna have to let it go. 
He nearly sits down in the road. All right. 
Traffic on your woman is bad. They called her soon as they got 

her. 
He nods. I figured. 
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Foulk’s Towing on its way. You probably got half an hour. 
Sheriffs are tied up across the county. 

He’s silent for a minute, stuck between the two trucks. He turns 
back to his. 

Well, see you back here. 
Yeah. He hangs up. He puts his phone away thinking of the 

doublewide, dark and dry from the plug-in heaters, his son’s 
chapped nostrils, him tugging on the cord of the phone while 
Grandma stands beside him, waiting, too. As he gets his tools from 
the bed of the truck, he thinks of the baby on the woman’s phone, 
and the man, the husband. He wants to call MD to see if there was 
traffic about contacting family, but they probably asked off-air. 

He takes a tarp and his toolbox from the back, throws the tarp 
down below the Explorer, and slings himself under the truck, eases 
to the back of the engine block. He looks along the exhaust and 
raises the screwdriver up to the first O2 sensor to peel back the 
plastic and stops. What was above him, what was warm and like a 
home, maybe, this truck. He thinks of sitting in the backseat, look-
ing at the mom and dad, holding hands between the seats, or her 
hand on his thigh. All the things he didn’t get to do, won’t, the 
things Brendan will never see. And if he does, they won’t be right. 
They won’t be like this kid saw. It won’t be his mother. 

The first sensor comes off easy, and so do the rest. Scooting 
himself out from under the wreck, he feels the cold seep in from the 
ground below. He stands and opens the passenger door to lean over 
and flip the lock on the hood and something pale catches his eye in 
the backseat. He looks ahead, through the cracked windshield, and 
moves to shut the door. His feet slip out, and he sits down against 
the tire. A semi or two passes along the highway. 

The field across the way looks barren. Like nothing could grow 
there, like the rows of stover are all there ever was, jagged above the 
snow. Again he thinks, I could go. Try again tomorrow. This is 
only his third week. But he’s already seen this, and he thinks the 
driver heading this way doesn’t need to. So he calls 911 from his 
phone. He says he just came up on a wreck and the dispatcher tries 
to tell him it’s taken care of, and he says, No. No, it’s not. He says, 
There’s a kid here in the back, and the woman on the other end 
goes quiet. She finally asks his name, and he gives it. Then she asks 
him to wait there for the deputy or the ambulance, and he says, 
Yeah, I’ll wait. She wants to keep him on the line, but he says, I’ll 
wait, again and hangs up. 

He stands and walks into the field, following the tracks, and he 
takes out the woman’s phone. There are five missed calls and a 
couple text messages, and he clears the notices to see the picture 
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again, but the background is of flowers. He bends down to set the 
phone in the snow, and walks back to his truck, hands deep in his 
pockets for the cold and the shivering. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RENE 
 
 

T MIDNIGHT, her mother asked that she stop giving 
her rags and just bring a pot to bleed into. Rene did as 
she was told and carried the tall graniteware into the 

bedroom and set it beside her mother. On the bed was a small pile 
of dishrags and handkerchiefs, soaked and heavy, and the air was 
heavy with the coming rain and the smell of the blood. Her mother 
took the rag from her face and set the pot in her lap and leaned over 
it. She looked pale and sickly by the low electric light unshaded 
across the room, and her hair, in the span of the few hours, seemed 
to have gone stringy and rough. When she took away the rag, a 
shadow appeared at her nose and ran, and the blood dripped into 
the pot, rapping dully. 

We need to get you to the doctor. 
I’m fine. It’s just this weather. If it cools down some, it’ll stop 

up. 
It’s not going to cool down. Rene stood by the bed and looked 

out the window. A white flash of lightning played against the cur-
tains. 

Why don’t you chip off some ice and wrap it up for me? Maybe 
that will help. 

All right. 
Rene stepped around the bed to gather the rags, and her mother 

batted her hands away. She went out into the hall. The dogs circled 
her feet like cats. All the lights were on, the hall and living room 

A 
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yellow, and had been since the bleed started before dark. She lifted 
the last clean rag from the drawer in the kitchen and took the 
rickety wooden stairs down into the pantry to the icebox. It was 
cool and dry, and she could never shake the thought of tornadoes 
when she came down. A pick stood against the side of the icebox, 
and she opened the door and shaved away several flakes of ice and 
gathered them in the rag, then hurried back. As Rene came into the 
room, her mother sniffed, and her tongue flicked over the maroon 
dripping down her lips. 

Mom. She handed over the ice. 
Thank you. This’ll fix me right up. 
Rene grabbed the pot. The blood ringed one side, almost black 

at the bottom of the blue. 
Get some sleep, honey. Her mother folded the rag over and 

held it to her nose, tilted her head back. I’ll be fine in a bit. Her eyes 
were warmed by the hidden smile. Better already. 

Rene backed to the doorway. Holler if you need me. 
I will. 
She lingered, examining her mother’s stare before shutting off 

the lights in the living room and hall. She let the dogs onto the 
porch and followed them and sat on the wooden chair. The porch 
was screened in, and she could hear the mosquitoes struggling 
against the wire. Light dashed from over the woods and it retraced 
and boomed, and the dogs cowered. She eased her head over the 
chairback and rocked slowly. She was tired, had been tired. A Hank 
Williams song was playing in her head, but she couldn’t name it. 
There was another flash of lightning and still no rain. The German 
Shepherd barked and began a low moan. 

Hush, Horn. Do you want back in? 
She stood up and opened the door, both of the dogs sliding 

inside. She sat again and closed her eyes and felt the storm finally 
break. There was a draft of cool air, and she imagined the curtains 
billowing in the dark in her mother’s room and her mother sighing 
and easing into the bed. From across the road, a sizzle and rain 
poured from the sky, beating on the gravel drive. In the dark beyond 
the light of the horsebarn was the frame of a Gothic two-story, 
halfway built. The land had been theirs until her mother’s husband 
left two years ago, and they had to sell it. A carpenter and his son 
had come a month ago and surveyed the area while she was taking 
the horses out. The dogs were barking and running down the short 
slope and up to the sold property, and she left the horses to call 
them back. The son was young and handsome, and he eyed her, 
shuffled his feet. Sawyer was trying to jump on him. She pulled the 
dog by the collar and apologized, dragging him away and calling for 
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Hornblower before anything could be said. She put them up and 
walked the horses, watching the men go about the property and 
return to their truck and drive off. Holly had come up to the fence 
in interest, and she jerked on the reins and turned the horse away. 

Now, the house was half-built, the carpenters there continually. 
The son came over every so often asking for water, and her mother 
would bring a glass or get him some tea. Before they had left, just 
hours ago, he had knocked and she’d answered, and this is what 
crossed her mind now, again. She’d answered, fresh in from town 
and still smelling of meat. He smiled when he saw her and put a 
hand in his pocket, brushed his blond hair back with the other. He 
didn’t want water, he said. He said his father and her mother had 
talked a little about them, and that wasn’t she interested in books? 
She had to say yes, and so he motioned her off the porch and 
around the new wire fence that separated the properties. The yard 
was muddy from all the trucks rolling back and forth, and he led her 
over a series of plywood planks until the grass was intact and they 
stepped off, rounding a corner of the house frame, and at the back, 
he pointed at a pile of books, covers eaten through, the pages insep-
arable, pulped. He stood to the side while she looked them over, 
stacked them on the soil. They must have been her father’s books. 
The last was tall, the cover heavy and bleached, but the pen mark-
ing ‘Roni’ on a faded line wrung out her heart. 

Isn’t that your name? he’d asked. 
No. She opened the book and the cover peeled and began to 

shred. Inside, there was a short lock of hair, dark, dull red, ribboned 
to the paper. Her own baby book was shelved in the house. 

The lightning had moved on to the east now, and the flashes 
blued the yard and cast a weak shadow from the roof. It was still 
raining, softer, and Rene could hear the water running down the 
gutters. She’d put the books back where they’d been found. 

By morning, the rain had sunk into the ground, and the sun 
rose steaming the grass, and it was so muggy Rene thought she 
might be drowning minute by minute. She bathed and looked in on 
her mother in her bedroom. She was asleep still, and there was no 
rag under her nose. Rene took the pot from the bedside and ran 
water from the kitchen tap to loosen the blood like the skin of a 
soup. Their Townsman sat in the drive, washed clean from the rain, 
and when she went out to start it, she saw the carpenter and his son 
were already across the way. The son waved and she nodded. The 
car turned over reluctantly. There was a new rattle under her feet as 
she pulled out onto the road. It had been paved a year ago, and 
pitch bubbled out from the macadam, popping under the tires in the 
heat. Vapor rose in strands. She turned toward town and climbed 
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the hill out of the deep woods. The land flattened, opened up. A 
barn on the left, a few cows and a few more farther in. Rolling over 
the railroad tracks at the edge of town, the car loosened and the 
rattle was quiet. She pulled in behind the grocery store and parked. 
She went in the back through the rows of boxes and pallets to the 
far end of the building where her butcher’s corner sat. She took her 
apron down from the wall and draped it over her head, pulled her 
hair back into a ponytail, and covered it with a net. 

’nother day. 
She turned, and there was Ollie at the counter, leaning on the 

glass case. They just keep coming, don’t they? Rene stood on the 
other side of the case and set her elbow by the scale. 

How’s Lilah doin’? 
She tilted her head to the side. Well, she got this nosebleed last 

night that just went on for hours and hours. Other than that, okay, I 
suppose. 

Get it stopped? 
Sometime before she fell asleep. 
Ollie stuck out his bottom lip and looked off at a wall. Well, 

you tell her to take care. 
She nodded. Ollie stayed at the counter for another minute, 

then wandered off, down the canned-goods aisle. Rene took a rag 
and wiped the pattern of Ollie’s arm from the glass. The green paper 
lining the inside of the case was old, left from last night, and a few 
worms of ground chuck lay near the front. The first customers 
started filing around the store while she replaced the paper, older 
folks, a man Ollie’s age carrying a can of coffee and the newspaper. 

She set about polishing the countertops in front and back, 
cleaning the grinder and the old Kalorik. The metal everything had 
been burnished through and no longer gleamed. Her reflection was 
only a shadow, gray and nearly shapeless. She could almost see her 
eyes in the blade of the Kalorik once she’d finished cleaning it, and 
the dark red of her hair, but only almost. 

On her lunchbreak, she considered driving back home to check 
on her mother, but Ollie dropped in, and they sat in the back of the 
deli next to the freezer, eating quietly. Rene finished her sandwich 
and crumpled the paper and threw it away. She tapped her fingers 
on the table, eyed the far wall. 

What’s eatin’ you? 
She looked up and shrugged. The usual things. The Townsman 

has a new rattle. Mom’s got that nosebleed. 
Well. It keeps going, just get her to the doctor. He’ll fix her up. 
She nodded. She held the door for Ollie to go through, and then 

she wiped the table clean of crumbs from their lunch. He’d left the 
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paper for her and she brought it out and sat on the stool behind the 
deli counter to read it. There was a picture of troops in front of a 
school in Arkansas, blocking some black children. She turned the 
page, folded the paper up, and slid it to the far end of the counter. 

When her shift ended, Rene opened the driver side door on the 
Townsman and waited for the heat to pour out. Her hair and her 
clothes were colder than the air, and she felt the cool even out and 
the sweat appear at her temples. The car started hard and stalled 
when she put it in reverse, then caught again, and she was able to 
get it onto the street. A local garage went by on the right, then 
houses, good houses, and then the town was through. The car 
clattered over the railroad tracks, and she went on slow through a 
stop sign, the intersection empty. When she pulled off into the 
drive, the horses stuck their necks out over the fence and the dogs 
were on the porch. There were no cars next door, and she was 
thankful for that. She eased the Townsman to a stop, and when she 
shut the engine off, heard a cicada call in the woods behind the 
house. It stopped before she reached the front door. The dogs 
swarmed her, circling. 

Settle now, you two. Set. She pushed through them into the 
house and let the door shut behind her. Mom? She went on past the 
bedrooms, looking in on her mother’s to find the bed empty, the 
window still open. The breeze was hot but not as bad as the day 
before. Mom? 

On the couch. 
Rene came into the living room and peered over the couch at 

Lilah. She was lying with a rag up to her face, and her eyes were 
closed. 

How bad is it? 
Oh, not so bad. I just can’t get anything done around the house 

one-handed. I wanted to sweep this morning, but I started dripping 
on the floor. There was a slight stutter, a breath. How was your 
day? 

Fine. She sat on the chair across from the couch. Pretty slow. 
They were quiet. Rene suddenly wanted out of the room. It was 

stuffy in the silence, and her mother seemed to take up all the space. 
She had yet to open her eyes. 

Can I get you something? 
No, I’ll get up in a minute. 
I’m going to go cut some wood. 
Lilah began to shift her legs to the floor. I’ll start making 

dinner, then. 
Take your time. 
Rene stood and patted her mother’s shoulder, still reclined. She 
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passed back down the hall and went out the doors, letting the dogs 
go with her. They ran straight to the road and back, kicking dust, 
tongues aloll. She got the ax from the horsebarn and looked at the 
two cords of wood already stacked at the side of the house. There 
were still several sections of oak to be split before she’d have to start 
cutting down more trees. She’d stacked the wood near the property 
line, and from the stump she used as a base, she could see the back 
of the framing. The sun had gone behind the woods and the shad-
ows stretched long across the yard, and it would be kind of pleasant 
if the humidity dropped. She set a log on the stump and gripped the 
ax, brought it to her shoulder. She could do this her whole life. 
Long ago, she had learned to aim for sides, not the center, and to 
find cracks, and she knew how hard oak was, and maple, and 
spruce. She liked her calluses. She liked living here years back, 
when it was just the two of them and the road was unpaved and 
there were no neighbors. 

Finished, she rolled the wheelbarrow out of the barn and 
loaded up the wood and dropped it by the stacked cords. Coming 
back for the ax, she looked across the fenceline at the framing, and 
she let the wheelbarrow down and hopped over the wire, feet 
sinking into the earth when she landed. It was still mostly mud 
around the foundation, and she walked carefully to the spot where 
the earth had been turned up. The books were gone. She searched 
around herself, back into the weeds behind the house. The air was 
thick with sawdust. She trudged around to the front of the house 
and stepped in. It was all raw wood inside and there were no walls, 
just the studs in rows. When her eyes adjusted to the dark, she 
walked among the ribs, passing through what would become rooms. 
She left for the woodpile and put the ax and wheelbarrow away, 
calling the dogs to the house. Something was boiling in the kitchen. 
Lilah had cubed up some potatoes and the skins lay on the counter, 
the pot frothing over. She turned the burner off. 

Mom? 
There was no answer. She leaned into the hall. Mom? She 

passed to the living room. 
Lilah lay on the couch, blood thick along the crease of her 

mouth and running onto the couch, pooling there. Her eyes were 
closed. Rene knelt and shook Lilah’s shoulders and there was a wet, 
sudden breath, and her mother looked at her. She wiped her nose, 
unthinking. 

We’re going to the hospital. You passed out. 
No, honey, I just got a little dizzy is all. Give me a minute here. 

Are you hungry? 
Rene took Lilah’s arm and sat her up. She clamped her own 
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hand over Lilah’s nose and cast back and forth for something to 
soak up the blood. Stand with me, okay? Can you? 

Sure. I’m fine, honey. She stood with her daughter’s help, and 
Rene set her against the back of the couch. 

Rene got one of the rags from the laundry hamper and rubbed it 
between her hands to take the stiffness out and she put it up to 
Lilah’s face. Come on. Let’s get going. She led her mother to the 
door, helping her through. There was a broken clump of dried mud 
right outside the door and a smudge of a bootprint. The carpenter’s 
son, once filling the space of the print. 

I’m really all right. I feel fine. 
We’re going. 
I left those potatoes on the stove. 
I turned the gas off. Rene dragged her to the passenger side of 

the Townsman and helped her in. 
Her mother looked up at her as she shut the door. She looked 

like she’d been shot, so pale, and the blood now dry and wet on her 
face. They’ll go to mush. 

So they will. Rene sighed and got in the driver’s side. The 
Townsman started, the clatter hit hard and softened and was gone. 
She pulled onto the road and headed toward town. 

They’re just going to charge us for nothing, you know. The 
doctors’ll look up my nose and tweak something, and we’ll be on 
our way with our pockets inside out. 

Mhm. She nodded and kept driving. 
We’ll have to eat those soggy potatoes. They’ll be all we have. 
The hospital was on the far side of town. Her mother set her 

head back and seemed to fall asleep. The western sky was going 
rosy and there were clouds breaking over the horizon. The rattle 
started up again, and she just drove faster. 

Bo was asking after you again today. 
The carpenter’s boy? Rene lifted her head back like she might 

say something. She held a breath for a couple seconds. They passed 
the dairy. Who’s Roni? 

A little sound caught in Lilah’s throat. She lifted the rag higher, 
and all Rene could see were her eyes. Is this someone from town? 

Rene bit in a breath and let it go. There were small dinner 
crowds standing in front of the few restaurants in town, a few cars 
at the stoplight. They turned on Route 56 and went out of town. 
The hospital was small, one floor. The lot was mostly empty, and 
she parked close to the doors. Lilah started to get out and Rene 
hurried to help her, taking her arm, and they went into the waiting 
room. She pointed her to a seat and walked to the front desk. The 
clerk took her name and information, and Rene sat down beside her 
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mother. There was a black family seated across the room, two 
women and a young boy cradled in his mother’s arms. The boy was 
looking at them, at Lilah, the rag now all red. It wasn’t long before 
a nurse came through the doors in the back of the room and called 
Lilah’s name, and she helped her mother to her feet. Rene glanced 
at the family as they passed, the boy watching until his mother 
jerked his shoulder. His skin was discolored, his eyes black holes 
floating in the bloodshot white. She wanted to bring him along. 

They followed the nurse down the hall. She pointed them into a 
room and shut the door after them. She pulled a gown from a shelf 
and handed it to Rene’s mother. 

Put this on. The doctor will be a minute. 
All right. Her mother looked at Rene and then to the nurse. 

Will you turn around, please? 
Rene spun. There was a poster of the eye on the wall, cuts of it 

like it had been put through the Kalorik. The iris was blue. Hers 
were brown, dark to the loss of the pupil, like the boy in the waiting 
room. Lilah was shuffling out of her pants and blouse, the paper 
cover on the table crinkling, and then she drew the string on the 
gown and sat. Rene turned. The nurse took Lilah’s blood pressure 
and had her tilt her head back to look up her nostrils. The skin was 
chapped and flaking and it wasn’t a moment after she took the rag 
away that the blood started to fall to her lips. 

How long has this been going on? 
About a day now. 
The nurse put a hand on Lilah’s shoulder and started to lay her 

back. Lilah grabbed the edge of the table. 
I can’t lay flat. All the blood sticks in my throat. 
If you try, it might clot. Just try. The nurse started to push her 

again. 
I’ll get sick, miss. I’ve tried. 
Leave her be, would you? Rene came between them. It hasn’t 

clotted yet. I don’t think lying down will help. 
The nurse stepped back. She opened the door. The doctor will 

be in. 
The door closed. Rene pulled the chair from the corner, and it 

scraped across the floor. She sat and crossed a leg onto her knee. 
Let’s hope the doctor’s a little smarter than she is. 

Oh, be nice. 
Rene rolled her eyes. She rested an arm over the back of the 

chair. She thought of Bo at the door, handing Lilah the books. Her 
mother standing there with her hand to her nose, taking them and 
trying to smile through the rag. She hadn’t thought to look for the 
books in her mother’s room, but she knew the baby book would be 
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gone. Lilah may have thrown them all away. Her father’s things 
had stood untouched in the attic for five years after he left, but one 
day when she was ten, she came home from school to see all the 
clothes and the handmade dresser, a telescope and chronometer, all 
thrown out in the yard. Her mother had piled brush cut back the 
week before over it all, and after Rene got off the bus, Lilah set it 
ablaze. She must have missed the books or buried them long before. 
Late in the night, Rene had snuck out and grabbed the telescope 
from the ashes with a cloth. It was blackened, and when she 
cleaned the glass and aimed it at the moon, she saw it was split and 
the crack was as black as the ash on her hands. 

The door opened, and the doctor came in holding a tube like 
toothpaste and he immediately went to the drawer for a long 
swabbing stick. He set both down and drew out a scope from his 
coat pocket, and he put a hand on the back of Lilah’s head. Nose-
bleed, ah? 

Yes. 
He tilted her head and pulled the rag away to stick the scope 

into her nostril. He let out a sharp breath and stepped back. This is 
going to burn some. He took the tube and squeezed out a gray solid 
onto the swab. She winced as he pushed the swab into her nose, and 
he changed his grip and pushed it in further. Almost done. Breathe 
through your mouth. He was a moment longer and pulled the swab 
out. He dropped it in the trash and wiped his scope off with an 
alcohol pad and put it back in his pocket. That should do you. Go 
see the lady out front. He opened the door and was gone. 

Well. Lilah stood. I don’t see why they made me strip down for 
that. 

Rene turned to let her mother dress, saw the pallid and web-
worked flesh of her thigh as she bent for her clothes. When she 
finished, they went out and Rene spoke with the clerk. The black 
family was still waiting, Rene meeting the boy’s eyes again. She 
helped Lilah out to the car and opened the door for her. The moon 
had risen a buttery yellow over the town, and the land below it was 
black. As she bent to sit, her mother put her hand to her face and 
made to sneeze. Instead, a gout of dark blood pushed between her 
fingers and spattered on the pavement at their feet. 

Oh, Jesus. 
I’ll get the doctor. 
No, Rene. Leave it be. What’s he going to do, burn me again? 

She leaned out from the car and held her hands in the air beside her 
hanging face. The spots of blood and the little pool below her head 
glittered in the yellow light. Just take me home. 

Rene stood before her, bit her lip, then walked around the car. 
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She got in, and Lilah sat forward to bleed onto the floor. Rene 
turned the ignition and the car buckled and shuddered from side to 
side like the engine had come loose, and she let off. She tried again 
and the car rocked again and she gave it a little gas and it got worse. 
When she let off the ignition and tried it again, there was only a 
click. 

What’ll we do? 
Rene opened the car door. I’ll call Ollie. He’ll take us home. 

She got out and slammed the door shut. Inside, the boy was finally 
out of the reception area, but one of the women was still seated. 
Rene stood up at the counter and waited for the clerk to come from 
a side room and asked to use the phone. The clerk directed her to a 
payphone outside. 

I don’t have any change. 
Well, miss. I’m not supposed to let anyone use the telephone. 
I got some, ma’am. 
Rene turned. The black woman was looking through her purse. 

She handed out a nickel and slung her purse back onto her 
shoulder. I saw your car shakin’ out there. My husband fixes them 
old Chevys. If you want I can tell him to come pick it up in the 
morning. 

I don’t know that we can afford it. 
He can just haul it to your place if you don’t want him to fix it. 
All right. Thank you. 
Thomas Harmon, on Old Springfield. 
Thank you. She paused, then put out her hand. I’m Rene. 
Melba. Pleased to meet you. They shook. 
Rene glanced at the clerk. Well, I’m gonna make that call. 
She went outside. Lilah’s back was visible by the domelight in 

the car, the passenger door open. Rene found the payphone and 
called Ollie. She hung up and walked over to the Townsman, Lilah 
sitting sideways, her feet on the ground and legs spread and a slow 
drip from her nose. 

He’ll be here soon. Can I get you something? 
A clothespin. 
Funny. 
We haven’t tried it yet. 
Rene crouched beside her mother. She waited to hear the blood 

patter but there was no sound. Rene saw the chrome plate of the 
ashtray in the dash and reached past Lilah for it. She found a few 
pennies. One of the women gave me a nickel for the phone. 

That colored family? 
She put her hand on the side of the car, nodded, and went in. 

Melba was standing at the desk with the boy and his mother, the 



~ MOON UP, PAST FULL ~ 179  ~ 

 

women arguing with the clerk. The boy had started to sway and 
neither noticed and suddenly all the volition was out of him and he 
fell back toward the floor, Rene’s hand smacking off the tile and the 
boy’s head. She pulled him to his feet and braced his shoulders, and 
his mother looked down. 

Lord, the boy is sick! And you’re telling me he don’t need to 
stay? The mother took him from Rene and slung him up on her hip. 

I don’t have control over that. The doctor discharged him. I 
can’t do anything about it. 

The woman glowered, and Rene could hear her breath coming 
through her teeth. 

Am I going to have to call the police? 
Melba tensed and then the mother whipped around, the boy’s 

head bobbing, and she went for the door. Melba met eyes with 
Rene. She followed the mother out and Rene started with her, then 
stopped after a pace. She looked at the clerk. 

A lot of good you’re doing here, aren’t you? She was out the 
door before the clerk could respond. She felt like a long time had 
passed. 

Melba was standing in the parking lot waiting on her, the 
mother and son walking to their car. The domelight was still on in 
the Townsman, and Rene thought of the boy looking over his 
mother’s shoulder at the sight, her own mother cradling her head, 
the boy’s eyes wide and yellow as the moon. 

Thank you for catching him. We was about to throttle that 
woman. 

I have half a mind to, myself. 
I don’t know what we would of done if he split his head open 

right there. They would’a maybe given him a bandage and sent us 
on our way. 

They couldn’t help us, either, if that makes you feel any better. 
Rene nodded toward the Townsman. I found a few cents in the car. 

Oh, don’t worry about it. Melba turned and looked up at the 
moon. It outshone the stars and lit the periphery of clouds. The sky 
was nearly a painting. We’ll probably go see Hanner. It’s what we 
should of done in the first place. Last time we come up here. 

Hanner? 
Hanner Johnson. She’s got this shack at the river. I don’t know 

how she does it but she can heal things. Lays hands on whatever’s 
sick, snaps ’em right back. Rene said nothing, and Melba shifted 
from foot to foot. Well, thank you. I got to go. 

I hope he gets better. 
She started away, a hand lifting back behind her. Your mom-

ma, too. 
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Rene watched her cross the lot. When she passed the 
Townsman, the domelight dimmed and Rene jogged over. Shut the 
door. The battery’s one more thing we’d have to worry about. 

Her mother rolled her eyes up to look at her. She pinched her 
upper lip between her fingers and flung the blood and stood. This is 
driving me crazy, Rene. 

I know. 
She put a hand on Lilah’s shoulder and closed the passenger 

door. Down the lot, Melba’s car pulled away. Rene and Lilah 
leaned against the front of the Townsman, crickets singing in the 
quiet. Her fingers felt damp from the wet air. The headlights of 
Ollie’s pickup cut around a corner and approached. Rene waved to 
him when he pulled up, and he leaned over to open the passenger 
door. 

You ladies all right? 
I suppose so. Rene got in, holding her hand out for Lilah to 

climb up. When she was seated, Rene turned to Ollie. Thank you 
for coming out. 

T’weren’t nothin’. He pulled a handkerchief from his breast 
pocket and held it across the cab for Lilah. You holdin’ together? 

She tried to take the handkerchief delicately, her hands stained 
as though she’d dipped them in iodine. I’m bleedin’ to beat the 
band, but I’m okay. 

He put the truck in gear, and they drove out. Down the road a 
stretch, he cracked open the window and lifted out a Lucky Strike 
from his pocket and lit it. Rene was thankful to have the smell of 
the blood covered. Lilah had leaned against the door with her head 
tilted up, handkerchief finally pinched around her nose. Her eyes 
were half open. Ollie took a dip too fast and the truck lifted off the 
ground and they cried out, Ollie laughing and apologizing. He 
slowed after that, and Rene saw him taking looks at her mother. 
He’d lit another cigarette and was nearly through it when he turned 
and the road became new pavement and pitch. 

Home sweet home. 
Rene sat up and rubbed her face. Thanks. Mom? 
I’m up. She opened the truck door and climbed out before Rene 

could help her. The dogs began to bark. Rene slid out and stood by, 
and Lilah turned the handkerchief out at Ollie, still behind the 
wheel. I suppose I’ll hold onto this for a bit. 

I got plenty more of ’em. I ain’t concerned. 
Thank you. She walked off toward the house. 
Rene lingered at the passenger door, looking after her. The dogs 

went quiet when her mother reached the porch. She turned to Ollie. 
Have you ever heard of a Hanner Johnson? 
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He made a face. The witch? 
I wouldn’t know. 
She’s crazy. Lives with them coloreds where the river oxbows. 
Have you heard she heals people? 
I hear she says she does. Far as I know, she just waves a 

chicken claw in your face and spooks you into thinking you got 
better. Cure hiccups that way. He flicked the cigarette out his 
window. Your momma’s tough, Rene. She’ll wake up tomorrow or 
the next day and whatever’s wrong will of fixed itself. Don’t worry 
about it. 

She stepped away from the door. Thanks for picking us up. 
Ollie waved as he backed out of the drive. She stood there until 

the brakelights vanished. Hornblower was waiting for her inside the 
door, and he whined until she patted his head and he trotted to the 
living room. Lilah was on the couch again in the same attitude, 
now with a clothespin pushed over the bridge of her nose. 

I think this is working. I’m just going to lay here tonight. I can 
lean over easier. 

Rene went to the kitchen and retrieved the pot from the sink. 
She hadn’t cleaned it and the old blood and water had separated 
and the movement set the blood to mixing again. It wavered up, 
tendrils rising. Rene dumped the water out and brought the pot to 
the floor by Lilah’s head. 

Just what I was gonna ask for. 
Rene smiled. She hovered by her, wanting to speak, then left 

for her own room. When the door was shut, she flicked on the light. 
None of the old books were on her shelf, none on the desk. She 
stood on the porch to wait. The color had fallen from the moon, 
and the grass and dirt drive looked like a frost had settled over 
them. In a few minutes, she would ease the door open and dig 
through the trash. 

She thought about Hanner, and Melba, and the little boy. In 
her mind, she created the scene of their meeting, of Melba and the 
boy and his mother entering a little hovel, dark and covered in ivy, 
sheltered by an ancient willow so old the branches had grown into 
the ground, making rooms of the outside, shaded and heavy. The 
three of them would approach the mud building with other blacks 
waiting, looking on, and one would whisper a prayer as they 
disappeared through the branches. 

Nearly asleep, she shook off the visions and snuck back inside. 
She could hear nothing from the living room. The dogs were lying 
on the floor by the couch, Sawyer perking an ear to her footsteps. 
When she lifted the lid from the trash in the kitchen, they both got 
up and sidled into the room, sniffing around her legs. She stuck a 
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hand in through the refuse, the potato skins her mother must have 
thrown in when they got home, an old newspaper, cans. Everything 
felt cold and wet, and up to her elbow, she found nothing like a 
book. She pulled her hand from the trash and washed off, flicking 
her fingers at Hornblower to make him blink. Rene got a sheet from 
her bedroom and brought it to the couch. Lilah was lying with her 
head in the crook of her elbow, the clothespin pinching the bridge of 
her nose white. Her mouth was gaped and her chest rose slowly. 
Rene covered Lilah’s legs with the sheet, then turned off the light. 

It was still dark when she woke and she was tired. There had 
been a sound, she thought. The light was on at the side of the house 
and it faded fast into the yard, but beyond it, she could see the barn 
light was on, too, the door open. From the living room doorway, 
she saw Lilah was gone, and she put on her boots and ran across 
the yard. It wasn’t the barn light shining. The beam flickered, and 
when she got close, she smelled the smoke and there was her 
mother stoking the little fire just inside, sitting on a stool, her nose 
still clamped shut. At a glance, Rene saw the horses with their 
heads over the stall doors, eyes limpid, and the pages of the last 
book catching and going black. Her stride was unbroken as she 
reached the fire, kicking it out, and scattering ashes and the edge of 
the brick ring her mother had made. The barn went dark. 

What are you doing? 
Burning some trash. 
Don’t lie to me. She stepped back to find the lightswitch. Lilah 

said nothing, then the barn was light again, and they blinked and 
stared at each other. What’s this all about? She waved her hand 
along the trail of ashes and the thicker smoldering chunks of paper. 
I saw those books. I saw whose they were. 

Lilah looked away, shaking her head. I can’t have your father’s 
things around, Rene. It hurts too much. When John’s boy brought 
them by, I. She wrinkled up her face. They bothered me worse than 
anything. 

It was so long ago. 
Oh, honey, if you knew. She shook her head. I can’t. I just 

can’t. Her face wrinkled again. She began to tip back her head and 
she sneezed and blood misted in front of her. Oh. She looked at her 
hands, speckled with red. Oh, I wish this would quit. She pulled the 
clothespin from her nose and threw it away, moaning. The indenta-
tion from it was deep purple across the bridge of her nose, and as 
she leaned forward, blood dribbled over her lip and to the dirt floor. 

Rene was motionless, watching. Then she moved to the stall 
door of the mare and opened it to lead her out. We’re going to the 
river. This is nonsense. 
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What’s at the river? Lilah looked up, everything about her red 
and pained. 

Rene didn’t answer, leading the horse to the tack and saddling 
her. Clipping her to the stall door, Rene glanced at Lilah and 
returned to the house for food and water, wrapping them in a 
blanket. When she got back to the barn, she stuffed everything into 
a saddlebag and slung it over the mare. Lilah was still sitting on the 
stool when Rene led the horse to her and had her stand to get in the 
saddle. 

Rene. 
What? She helped Lilah swing her leg over and get seated. Her 

mother shook her head, and Rene took the reins. 
You’re not riding Holly? She pointed at the white horse. 
No. I don’t trust you to stay in the saddle. Rene led them out of 

the barn, shutting the light off as they passed. 
 
 
 
 

PART TWO 
 

HEY WALKED to the road in the long shadow of the trees, 
and when they broke from them, the moon was just a 

crescent, eaten by the teeth of the woods. They turned south, away 
from town. The road was thin and Rene had to lead the horse onto 
the shoulder. Lilah was already riding limp, hand clamped over her 
face. The river was far. It would be well into the afternoon by the 
time they reached it, and then she didn’t know where to find 
Hanner Johnson. She hoped to meet Melba on the way, walking the 
boy in town, restored. 

Some distance down the road, her mother slumped forward 
onto the mare’s neck, and Rene had to fix her to it by looping the 
trace across her back and tying her to the saddle. The horse stalled, 
and Rene forced her to go on. No traffic passed, only nighthawks 
and owls, the scuffle of underbrush as opossums fled. The land 
south flattened for a time and then came hilly again before 
smoothing for the river. They were in the hills now and the air got 
cool as they passed over a creek, the water gurgling invisible below. 
The sky was paling to the east, and in her exhaustion, Rene saw the 
sun rise like frames in a movie through the trees, their passage sped 
by eyeblinks. When they crested the hill, the trees fell away and the 
sunlight was upon them and Rene looked back at where they’d been 
and it seemed like another place, still night. 

T 
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A truck sounded a hundred yards back, slowed, and paced 
them on the road. Rene pushed the horse further into the weeds and 
wild oats and nudged Lilah to wake her. The man behind the wheel 
was in bib overalls, skin wrinkled and red in veins from long days in 
the wind. 

Where you ladies goin’? 
The river. Rene handed Lilah the reins. She gave a glance to 

her and to the horse and saw the trail of blood wet down its fur, and 
she stepped ahead to block the sight from the man. 

I saw your ride’s wounded. 
She looked back at Lilah. The roof of the truck blocked her 

head from sight but he must have seen the blood on the horse 
already. I pulled a deertick off her a bit ago. 

Oh, don’t do that again. You got to burn ’em off. If you don’t, 
you’re liable to leave the mouth stuck in there. Then, it gets all 
infected. The truck sputtered. Bit strange to take a trip on horseback 
and just one horse. 

Rene couldn’t keep her face calm any longer. It pinched up and 
she felt her eyes sharpen. We can get there how we like. 

The man coughed and looked forward. Enjoy yourselves. 
Bitches. 

The truck rolled on and Rene looked at her mother. She had 
braced herself sideways, a hand on the saddle and one in the horse’s 
mane, and she was swaying with their gait. 

Mom. 
I’m all right. Just feel a little dizzy. 
Rene glanced at the truck shrinking in the distance. She forced 

out a hot breath. Do you need to get down? 
No. Let’s keep going. 
Rene put a hand over Lilah’s at the saddle. Cold and unfamiliar. 
More traffic passed them as the morning went on, cars stopping 

to see who they were and where they were going. She was afraid the 
carpenters would come up this way to the house, but they did not. 

Toward noon, Rene pulled Lilah off the horse and spread the 
blanket out in a clearing by a brook. She let the mare go and handed 
her mother the thermos of water and opened the tin of crackers. 
Lilah was drinking deeply and she pulled the thermos away from 
herself and handed it back. A drop of water slid back from the rim, 
a diluted reddish brown, and the drop thinned. Rene drank. She cut 
a link of summer sausage and wedge of cheese to piece sandwiches 
together from the crackers, and she watched Lilah nibble her way 
through two of them and quit to hold her nose. Rene pulled off her 
boots and massaged the soles of her feet, blisters forming on her 
toes. 
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Your feet. Why don’t you ride for a while? 
Rene stared at her. You can’t walk. 
I can make it. 
She shook her head. She was in wonder at the gulf between 

them. Watching her mother watch her. A pair of bottleflies landed 
on the package of crackers, and she swatted them away and packed 
everything into the blanket. 

They doubled up on the mare and rode on southward. Her 
mother sat in front, Rene holding the reins around her waist, encir-
cling her. Thinner than she thought, her skin cool through her worn 
cotton blouse and a little damp. She was able to see over her 
mother’s head without sitting straight. The hour was late enough 
now that no one questioned their riding, just waved as they passed. 
As time went on, Lilah slid back against her, and she was surprised 
that her nose was still held between thumb and forefinger. 

Between the river and them was a small town grown around 
the highway. It was just a row of houses on either side, a store at the 
main intersection. A teenaged boy had come out before they passed 
and was leaning on the porch railing of the store, the porch itself 
leaning toward the street. The boy had a broom at rest by his arm, 
and as they drew closer, he stood back and took the broom and 
examined the wood planks of the floor and the dust he swept 
around. He glanced at them from under his brow. Rene drew them 
on to the intersection and they stopped. Her mother stirred and sat 
forward on the mare, dropping her hand and immediately returning 
it. 

I feel a little sick. 
Rene looked back toward the boy. He had stopped sweeping 

and had wrapped his arms around the broom to support his weight. 
He smiled. The street was deserted, and Rene pushed them forward. 
A train engine rested on the tracks just beyond the houses. At the 
point where the tracks crossed the road, the horizon was a line of 
trees and beyond it sloped the steep banks of the river. Rene sped 
the mare, and with the first jolt of the canter, Lilah convulsed and 
slumped to the side and vomited a dark clot of blood that splattered 
on the ground but held like a strip of fat. Rene stopped the mare and 
slid from the saddle, wincing at the impact on her feet. She gripped 
Lilah’s shoulder and turned her partway. 

Mom, are you all right? 
She swiveled her head to Rene and her face was wan and her 

nose and mouth looked like a wound ripped open. She nodded, 
eyes full and shining, red-rimmed. Rene thought to pull her down 
but instead pressed her to the mare’s neck and led them trotting 
along the side of the road. When the distance to the trees was 
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halved, Rene felt the skin give on the balls of her feet. Her mother 
was motionless except for the rise and fall of the mare. The blood 
that had crusted on its neck was refreshed and now fell further. 
When they reached the trees, the road ended and the river road 
started east to west. There were no signs. She turned them west. 
The sky had clouded, and soon the road went to dirt and they 
followed it and the smell of the water blown up through the trees. 
The horse nickered. 

Ahead, scattered among the trees, were shotgun shacks, some 
set up above the ground on stilts. Two black men in work jumpsuits 
were walking down the center of the road and an old truck drove up 
behind, splitting them and raising a coach of dust. The two men 
rejoined in the road and they smiled at Rene when they got close, 
one ribbing the other. They composed themselves and nodded 
politely. A middle-aged couple waved at the men and then at Rene 
and Lilah as they passed. Rene lifted her hand and looked after 
them. The shacks came on either side of the road now, and a few of 
the elderly were sitting on the porches, fanning themselves with 
newspaper or pasteboard. Some lifted their chins at them and others 
did nothing, went on fanning. A shack ahead was painted green and 
set back from the road. A woman bent to tend a garden that took up 
the front yard. Rene stopped the horse and waved. 

Excuse me. 
The woman straightened and wiped at her face with the back of 

her hand, the trowel cocked in it. Yeah? 
Could you tell me where to find Hanner Johnson? My mother’s 

sick. She saw the woman’s mouth pinch. Rene looked back herself, 
Lilah turned away, demure, as if she had something to hide. 

On down a ways. A ways out of town. 
Thank you. Rene bowed her head slightly. There was a mo-

ment, and she turned at her hips. Do you know a woman named 
Melba? 

Harmon? She don’t live here no more. 
Rene glanced downward. All right. Thank you. 
The woman dropped her hand from her face. Her sister lives 

just past the bar, there. She pointed with the trowel, and Rene 
watched the sweep of her arm, the dark brown skin sagging on the 
underside. 

Thank you. Rene nodded again and they moved on. 
The bar was just a larger wooden shack with a sign on the roof 

that said: BEER, in red paint. The front door was open, and 
through it, Rene could see the chairs stacked upside down on the 
tables and on out the backdoor into the trees. She had an urge to 
leave the road and horse and her mother and slide down the clay 
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banks to the river. To be swept along it. The house beside the bar 
was vacant, as well. Whitewashed, with the roof tilting to one side, 
tarpaper creased and tearing at the lip. There was a toy tractor on 
the porch and a rocking chair but nothing else. The energy she had 
was leaving her, and her feet felt worn to the bone. 

They continued out of the town and the road came closer still 
to the river until she could hear it running and see the far side 
through the trees. Up ahead, the grass and the road bent to match 
the oxbow of the river. When they reached it, they saw a well-
tended shack painted sweetcorn yellow. There was no willow, and 
the shack was nearer to the road than she had imagined. She 
thought it may be the wrong place. She shook Lilah awake and 
helped her to step down from the horse. There was a thin trail of 
dirt beat into the yard and a circle of it at the door. They stood 
there, and Rene paused before reaching out to the door and rapping 
on it. A minute passed with no sound except the river and the 
breeze, and then the door opened to an old white woman wearing a 
nightgown and her hair down to her waist, the same color as the 
shack. She had an amber stone at her neck, and her eyes were plain 
blue and she was taller than Rene expected, only older than Lilah 
by fifteen years at most. She looked from Rene to Lilah and back. 

Who was here first? 
It’s my mother. She’s had this nosebleed. Are you Hanner 

Johnson? 
Yeah. Come in here. Take off your boots. She shuffled away 

from the door and disappeared into the shack. 
Rene helped her mother in and stooped to take off her shoes. 
Just you, girl, not her. Hanner had pulled a chair out and was 

standing by it. She was wearing slippers. 
Rene peered around a corner, into what looked like the dining 

room. Okay. She took her own boots off, closing her eyes. When 
Rene stood again, she had to breathe a long sigh through her teeth 
and she followed her mother. 

The dining room was cramped with chairs and the table, a pearl 
tablecloth on it and a small oil lamp in the middle. There were 
shelves of dark wood filled with curios and, behind Hanner, a cedar 
chest from which she took out a few slim jars. 

Sit. 
They both sat. Hanner stood with her back to Rene and pulled 

Lilah’s hand from her face and examined it, the multiple rims of 
blood stained and dried in layers from old to new, like petals. She 
tilted Lilah’s face to one side and then the other. Blood darkened 
the left nostril and welled there before sliding over her lip. Though 
she couldn’t see, Rene thought Hanner had closed her eyes. She 
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placed her hands on Lilah’s cheeks and held them there. After a 
minute, she rose up and put the web of her thumb under Lilah’s 
nose and wiped away the blood, and nothing more flowed. She 
stepped away and went out of the room and they heard water 
spilling and Hanner came back wiping her hand with a rag. Rene 
had leaned forward in her chair and was nearly touching Lilah’s 
face. 

How did you do that? 
Hanner shook her head bemusedly. Don’t really know, myself. 

She inhaled and topped the breath with a snort. She pulled out the 
chair at the head of the table and took a seat, silent, watching them. 

Rene looked from Lilah to Hanner to the middle of the table, 
then back to Hanner. We’ve had a long trip. Do you think we could 
rest here for a little while? 

Rene. 
She turned to Lilah. You think you’ll make it back right now? 
Hanner tilted her head, and her eyes narrowed. Sure. Rest. 
Thank you. Rene smiled and eased back in the chair, lifting her 

feet. 
They were quiet and nearly motionless, Lilah brushing her 

upper lip with her thumb. The longer they sat, the more Hanner 
seemed entertained, and eventually, she stood and walked into the 
kitchen. Dishes clattered. 

Can I help you with anything, Ms. Johnson? 
She appeared in the doorway. Oh, yes. Come on over here. 
Rene pushed her chair back and stood, wincing. 
Hanner smiled. Sit down. You’re both stubborn as mules. She 

took the two glass jars from the cedar chest and set them on the 
table while Rene sat back down. Hanner pulled a chair over to her 
and jutted her chin up. Take off your socks. 

All right. Rene hiked up her knees and unrolled the socks from 
her ankles, letting them drop by the legs of the chair. 

Hanner uncorked both of the jars, and she propped Rene’s right 
foot on her own knee and dripped a greasy-looking liquid from one 
of the bottles into her hand. This medikin is for the pain. She looked 
cockeyed at Rene, rubbing her hands together and then massaging 
the raised foot. 

Lilah leaned onto the table to see. Rene! Why didn’t you say 
anything? 

Rene shrugged. The ministrations hurt but were quickly easing, 
and she felt her foot go cold. When Hanner motioned for her to 
raise her other foot, she did. Hanner repeated the process and then 
shook out from the other bottle something like petroleum jelly that 
smelled of mint and warmed it between her hands, as before. 
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This medikin seals up the sores. 
Okay. Rene exchanged a glance with her mother. 
When Hanner finished, she rose and set the backs of her hands 

on her hips. There. Now. She looked at Lilah. No bleeding? 
No. Lilah shook her head. 
Hanner pursed her lips. She rounded the table with the two 

bottles and put them away in the chest. She went into the kitchen 
and came back with two bowls and two spoons, and she set a bowl 
before Rene and one in front of Lilah. It was a thin broth, onion 
floating in it and steam rising thick from the bowl. 

Eat it hot. 
They thanked her and began sipping at the broth. They both 

had to blow on their spoons before drinking it. Hanner returned to 
her seat at the head of the table and she watched them quietly for a 
time, then leaned her elbows on the table. 

You two are ripe with ailment. 
Lilah laughed briefly. I guess so. 
When are we going to talk about what’s really wrong? 
Lilah and Rene looked at each other, then at Hanner. Lilah 

leaned closer. What do you mean? 
 
 
 
 

PART THREE 
 

ANNER POINTED at Rene. I’ve never seen a curse, but 
what’s on this one is as close as they come. 

Excuse me? Lilah cocked her head. 
She stared straight at Lilah. You put a weight on her. Wanted 

her to be the child she ain’t. 
Lilah went pale. Rene stared at her, but she wouldn’t look up. 

The room stilled, and a cricket sang from outside. 
Hanner put her hands on the table. It’s a heavy weight to put 

on someone, expect a person to be another. Grudge them for not 
being who you want. 

I need to— Her mother stood, chair skidding and sticking 
against the floor. I need some air. She braced up on the chairback, 
and her free hand held her face and she ambled out the door. 

Rene stared at the table, then at Hanner. I’m cursed? 
There’s hardly such a thing as a real curse. But your momma. 

She put something awful heavy on you. She’s been looking at you 
wrong all your life. You might’a never known it, but you feel it. 

H 
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Rene let her eyes wander. There was the lock of hair, and the 
fire. How do you know? 

Just do. You got a sickness; I see it. See it floating around you. 
The dark I see on you looks the spittin’ image of what I used to see 
in my own mirror. 

Rene dug under her fingernails. There was grime there, though 
she kept them short. Blood and dirt and a sliver of wood stuck in 
her thumb from the rough handle of the ax and she’d only now 
noticed. 

It was my family for me, too. My husband. Hanner stood. I 
married him soon as he come back from the war, quit working to 
raise kids that never got born. My own momma and brother 
shunned me for leaving them. She left the room and came back with 
a glass of water and a thick earthenware mug of tea. She passed the 
tea over to Rene and nodded at the chair beside her. Put your feet 
up. 

Rene swung them up onto the chair. 
He raised his hand to me one night, and I blattered him with a 

fire poker. I up and left the next day. 
Rene winced a smile. 
One of the biggest sicknesses this world has is expectation. We 

all expect other people to be a certain way or to do a certain thing. 
Most folks, they spend their whole lives under the wants of other 
people. I was lucky he came at me that night. If he hadn’t, I might 
have never known what all this is like. 

And you came out here? 
Hanner laughed. You could say that. I was here at the river 

before there was much else. Couple of those shacks. Most folks 
lived a few miles downriver; then they got washed out. She dragged 
her fingers down the tabletop and looked at Rene. It’s a choice. 
That’s what a weight is. Every day you choose ‘pick up the weight?’ 
or you leave it set. 

She tilted her head back. She imagined her mother out with the 
horse, or on the stoop, hands covering her face. She’s my choice? 

Uh huh. 
What’ll happen if I choose wrong?  
Hanner stood by her chair. There is no wrong or right. You just 

got happy and unhappy and the mess left in the middle. 
But it’s not just me. It’s her, too. 
Her lips thinned. Is she happy? 
She paused. I don’t know. I think she’s afraid. 
Hanner nodded. And what’s she got to be afraid of? 
She swallowed. Me. 
Looks like you got it figured out, then. She pointed toward 
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Rene’s feet. You need to rest them a while. Can you two share a 
saddle all the way home? 

Yeah. 
Rene put on her socks and started to rise and Hanner came 

around the table to help her. Her feet were still numb, and standing 
on them gave her a sensation of floating. Hanner brought her to the 
door and opened it slowly. Lilah was near the road and turned 
toward the sound, her face scrubbed red and raw. The horse was 
grazing by the trees at the side of the house. Rene eased herself to 
the dirt below the doorway and Hanner held her shoes out. 

Thank you. 
You’re welcome. She produced the two bottles of ointment and 

pushed them toward Rene. I imagine I can’t tell you to stay off your 
feet. 

Rene smiled and took the bottles. Probably not. How should I 
pay you? 

Hanner raised an eyebrow. Money, like you’d pay anyone else. 
Oh. I just thought. She looked at Lilah. 
That’s civilization, honey. Hanner pointed down the road 

toward town. You might not think it, but they use cash, too. I don’t 
get paid in chickens often. 

Okay. Rene looked down, reaching into her pocket. She came 
up with a small wallet and pulled out a number of bills. Will this 
do? 

Hanner took the money and fanned it before putting it away. 
Sure will. 

Lilah was bringing the horse over and Rene took a ginger step 
back toward them. Thank you for everything. 

Hanner smiled. Rene boosted Lilah onto the mare and got up 
herself. The mare stamped and stepped forward and Rene looked at 
Hanner. She waved, and Hanner nodded and closed the door. 

They joined the road and headed back the way they came. 
Rene felt the distance from before gaping between them and the 
silence stretched taut across it. The clouds had broken and bands of 
gold caught their eyes, glinting off the river through the trees. It felt 
odd to her not to go down to it while she was here. Like she hadn’t 
quite made the journey. 

She died right after she was born. 
Rene jolted. Her arms tightened around her mother. Don’t. 
I should tell you this. 
Wait until we get through town. 
The sun was gone by the time they reached the first shacks. The 

sky beside them turned purple and pink over the trees. There were a 
number of people on their porches, children playing near the road. 
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A woman was leaning on the railing of the shack beside the bar, her 
back to them. Someone was shouting from inside, laughing. As they 
came near, a man brought out a bucket and slung a reddish-gray 
slop over the railing and it splashed into the dirt in front of them. 
Rene stopped the horse. 

The man wrung out a mop and he grinned. Sorry ma’am. 
Ma’am. He touched a finger to an invisible cap. Just finished with a 
fight is all. He turned to the black woman on her porch. Happens 
sometimes, don’t it? 

Oh, yes. The woman looked down at the two on horseback and 
her movement was languorous and sure. She squinted. Say, you 
that lady caught my boy yesterday? 

Yeah. Rene raised her hand. How is he? 
Fine, just fine. Old witch fixed him right up. Was you out here 

to see her? 
Yeah. 
She fix you up? 
Rene smiled sheepishly. I think so. Lilah flinched in her arms, 

and Rene glanced at her, then from the woman to the man with the 
mop. We need to get on. It’s a long ride back home. 

I’ll say. The man dropped the mop into the bucket with a wet 
smack, then dragged the bucket clanging back inside. 

The woman stood up from the porch railing. She looked in the 
open door of her shack and turned to Rene and Lilah. I got to look 
in on him. I’m glad you’re doing better. 

Thank you. Rene lifted her hand in goodbye and set the mare 
forward. 

Passing the bar, she could see a few men sitting, elbows 
crooked. They rode on, watched by the people on porches and 
looking through windows. It was getting dark, and they were riding 
toward the night, the air going cool and the damp gone out of it. 
She thought of the woman, of her presence. There was no time she 
could recall when Lilah had taken that shape, and she wondered if, 
after all, it was she who had broken her mother, and not the con-
verse. 

When they were some distance out of town, Rene twisted in the 
saddle to look back and in the dark, shacks were coming out of the 
green like a row of ghosts in step. Righting, she squeezed her 
elbows to prompt Lilah. 

Now, you can talk. 
Lilah’s head was down. It was a moment before she started. I 

got pregnant right after I met your father. We married quick and he 
got it in his head the baby was a boy. He got all excited, bought all 
kinds of things we couldn’t afford. Wanted to name him Ronnie. 
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When it came time to go to the hospital, he was pushing me out the 
door. It was the middle of the night and still so hot; I was soaked all 
over with sweat. The doctors were worried I was dehydrated. I 
wasn’t in much pain, but I was scared, and you could tell the doctor 
knew something was wrong, but I thought maybe it was a normal 
sort of wrong, like the baby was breach, and they were going to cut 
it out of me. 

Rene had slackened in the saddle, the horse walking of its own 
accord. There was a convoluted sickness that seemed to be racing 
through her insides. 

She came out small, and I thought I still had more to go, so I 
was pushing and pushing when the doctor took her away. He told 
me it was a she, and I didn’t even hear it until I saw Joseph there 
beside me and I said, ‘It’s a girl, Joe,’ and he run back out. I didn’t 
see him again until morning, until they’d already taken her away for 
good. I had them cut off a little of her hair—She had the thickest 
hair you ever saw on a baby, even thicker than yours. He took the 
hair, and come to find out later he’d put a ribbon on it and kept it, 
slipped it in that book. Lilah broke off. 

We had a real hard time after that. When I told him I was 
pregnant with you, I thought he’d get excited again but he didn’t. 
He was scared from day one. The day you were born, he took you 
from the doctor and held you, but he wasn’t happy, didn’t seem 
happy. I told him I wanted to name you Rene as a sort of tribute, 
and he didn’t say a word. When we got you home, it was the same. 
You probably wouldn’t remember him acting strange because it was 
all you were used to, but it was like someone sleepwalking all day 
long. He’d take you and hold you, teach you things, and I give him 
credit since he didn’t drink, but. 

Rene wanted to stop her. She was picturing everything as 
though it were a memory, threading what Lilah said and what she 
remembered together. From outside her eyes, watching from over 
her father’s shoulder while he boosted her onto a horse, while she 
watched him working in the barn. It occurred to her that she had 
been playing his son. She shook her head. The idea closed in 
around her. What about you? 

What? 
Hanner was talking about you. She didn’t mention Dad. 
Well, I. 
She said it was you that treated me like … like I was Roni. She 

finished the name and her mouth clapped shut, as if she had spilled 
something from it. 

I don’t know about that. I treated you the only way I knew 
how. 
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They reached the first fork in the road, and the mare stepped 
unsteadily from the dirt to the macadam in the dark. 

Why did you keep everything a secret from me? 
I didn’t know how to tell you. Eventually, it seemed like a silly 

thing to do. Pass you a cup of coffee one morning and say, ‘Rene, 
you had a sister’? 

You couldn’t just say it once I saw those books? 
I was dopey, Rene. I’d been bleeding for two days straight. 
You burned them. You got up in the middle of the night, and 

you burned them. 
I didn’t know what I was doing. 
You’ve burned things before. 
She fell silent. Rene realized the mare had thrown a shoe. They 

were quiet for a long time, until the mosquitoes found them and 
Lilah smacked at her shoulders and arms, cursing. Rene pulled the 
blanket from the saddlebag and wrapped her in it. 

Last thing I need is to lose more blood. 
She didn’t reply. The town and intersection were coming up 

and they could hear a truck from some distance off, then see the 
lights, and then the air brakes deafening beside them. They were 
caught in the welter of the truck’s wake and exhaust, and the horse 
reared up. It fell back onto its forelegs and slipped from the shoulder 
to the ditch, and Rene shucked her boots from the stirrups just as 
the horse threw out its back legs. She felt Lilah lift off, and then 
another jolt as the horse bucked again and she was crushed and wet 
in the ditch with grass in her ear and eyes and mouth and the horse 
galloping off. 

Rene? 
She blinked, held her eyes open. A gnat crawled across a weed 

and took flight. 
Rene? 
I’m all right. She sat up. Her shoulder ached and felt as though 

it were shoved against her chest. Are you okay? 
Yeah. Lilah appeared above her. I didn’t have far to fall. 
She wiped at her face and clambered out of the ditch. She stood 

there, looking back and forth down the road. The horse was gone. 
Lilah checked her over and they walked as far as the store in the 
town ahead and sat awkwardly on the short porch steps. The town 
was asleep. Rene took off her shoes and examined her feet in the 
low light. 

I don’t know what to do, now. 
We could call Ollie. 
Rene put her shoes back on. I’m about sick of asking people for 

help. 
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If you can think of some other way out of this, you let me 
know. 

They sat there, Lilah swatting at mosquitoes with the dirty 
blanket. The ointment Hanner Johnson had given them was in the 
saddlebags, now probably shattered and soaking into the leather. 
Rene slouched against the top step and held her breath at the sound 
of an engine. Headlights appeared at the end of town and grew, the 
frame and winch and another truck being towed behind it. Rene 
saw the blur of letters on the passenger door and the black man 
behind the wheel and the truck rolled on, on through the intersec-
tion. 

I think that was Melba’s husband. 
Who? 
The woman who gave me the nickel. The black woman. 
Oh. 
She thought to run out into the road, try to wave him back, but 

she sat unmoving on the step. Warm air blew off the pavement in 
front of them. Everything was still and dark, and she felt like lying 
in the sparse grass beside the steps and sleeping, or just stretching 
out, resting. She looked over at her mother and back to the road and 
then slipped off the step like she might dip into a pool. The grass 
scratched at her neck and her arms, but the dirt cradled her and she 
broke and fought a tight smile. Her eyes were closed. 

It was cooler on the ground and she woke shivering, Lilah 
standing over her and the tow truck in the road beside them. She 
blinked and sat up, careful to ease onto her feet. A black man was 
leaning out the open window with his hand to his face, holding a 
cigarette. 

Seen you sittin’ here before. 
Are you Melba’s husband? Thomas? 
You need a ride to town? 
We could use one, yes. 
Get on up here. He reached across the cab and opened the 

passenger-side door. 
Rene took several steps forward, sore, and looked at Lilah and 

to Thomas. We’ve got a horse. 
Thomas shook his head. Can’t exactly tow him. I can bring you 

back in the daytime, though. 
Okay. Come on. Rene nodded toward the truck door and she 

guided Lilah on. 
Thomas dipped his head to her when she passed around the 

front and climbed in, and Rene followed. Thomas flicked his 
cigarette past the windshield. He started the truck and they drove 
off, his eyes on the mirrors until they were well on. Rene dozed 
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almost immediately. They were passing landmarks, then in town, 
and in her sleep, she was angry at the engine for doing the work so 
easily and without complaint. Turning onto Old Springfield, she 
forced herself awake, and they weren’t long on the road before 
Thomas pulled up to a small house standing in the plain, a garage 
behind it larger than the house itself. The Townsman sat off to one 
side of the building, and Thomas parked the truck beside it. 

I need to get some gas. I keep about fifty gallons on hand in 
case I got late work. He opened the door and pointed at the 
Townsman. Your car, ain’t it? 

Yeah. 
What was you doing out there so late? 
We went to see Hanner Johnson. 
Went to see the witch, huh? He smiled and got down, holding 

the door for Rene while Lilah slipped out the other side and came 
around. 

I had this heck of a nosebleed nobody seemed to be able to fix. 
And Hanner did? 
Just like that. She offered up a weak snap of her fingers. A 

papery sound. 
Thomas smiled. Legend has it she cured me of stones when I 

was a boy. He shut the truck door and pointed toward the side of 
the house. Get you some water or somethin’? 

Rene nodded, looking at the door, the black window. 
This was back when we was still afraid of her. People thought 

she was dangerous crazy; now, she’s just story crazy. He got the 
door and Rene and Lilah filed into a dark mudroom. Thomas began 
whispering and found the light. I was a little boy. Few days straight 
I started crying, Ma doesn’t know what to do. I was out on the 
riverbank playin’ and she sees me standin’ there—Hanner does—
sees me, well, make water, and I’m cryin’ and it’s all bloody. 

He was taking off his boots and careful to avoid their eyes for 
the moment. Rene sat against a small applecrate and pried her 
shoes from her feet and she stayed there, letting the sores breathe. 

Hanner picks me right up, forgettin’ her laundry. He held out a 
finger and drew it across the mudroom. Dress goes floatin’ by. She 
picks me up and shakes me. Shakes me and my head goes floppin’ 
this way and that, and I was cryin’ before, but now I’m really cryin’. 
Lady up on the street is yelling for my momma; Hanner’s still shak-
ing me. Lady comes down running and slaps Hanner upside the 
head. He peered up at the two women and shrugged. Another hour, 
I passed two stones looked like bits of cornflake. 

Lilah looked to Rene. Beyond the mudroom they could hear 
someone coming and Thomas leaned toward the doorway. 
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That you, baby? 
It is. You bring company? Melba stepped into the doorway, 

face puffy from sleep, hair bound back with a lavender bandana. 
Oh, well. Hi, Rene. 

Rene gave a weak smile and turned to Lilah. This is my 
mother. She saw her nod and Rene looked at Melba, who seemed 
to be working it out. 

Are you feeling better, ma’am? 
I am. Thank you. 
She backed away from the door. Come on in here. Tom ain’t 

got the manners of a man born in a barn. She waved them on and 
Thomas leaned to kiss her cheek. They were in a tiny kitchen and 
dining room and Melba turned to them at the sink, patting her legs. 
Can I get you all some coffee? 

Rene shook her head and Lilah was looking around, making 
herself small. No, thank you. 

You want a beer, Tom? 
Nah. I’ma refill the tank and get these girls home. He smiled at 

Rene and Lilah and stopped to kiss Melba again. 
This late? Why don’t you two just stay here? 
Lilah looked at Rene. I don’t think— 
Rene nodded. That’d be great. Thank you. 
Well, all right. Thomas smiled. In that case, I’m turnin’ in. He 

waved and Rene thanked him before he slipped into the dark of 
another doorway. 

Melba glanced around the room as if searching, and she patted 
her legs again. We’ve got a couch and a couple nice chairs for you 
to sleep in. Let me get some blankets. 

She went off into the hall and came back a few minutes later 
with two patchwork quilts. She showed the guests to the living 
room and gave the quilts over. Rene let Lilah have the couch, and 
she followed Melba back into the kitchen and asked for a glass of 
water. Waiting at the tap, Rene watched Melba in her nightgown 
and robe and she took the glass from her and stood sipping at it. 
They were quiet and floating there in the stillness, and Rene set the 
glass down. 

You used to live by the river, right? 
Mhm. Just moved here a couple years ago. 
Did you like it? 
As much as anything. I’ve got family there, but I only miss 

them every so often. Mostly when the man’s driving me crazy. 
Rene looked at her glass. 
Melba tilted her face closer. Can I get you anything else? Do 

you want that coffee? 
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No, thank you. She thinned her lips and pushed the glass 
toward the sink. 

I’m going to go on, then. Holler if either of you need some-
thing. Melba patted the counter and turned and was gone. 

Rene stood there, abiding, a door opening and shutting, open-
ing again down the hall. Outside, she could hear quiet sounds, 
insects. Fewer animals outside of the woods. She went toward the 
living room and tried to memorize the placement of the furniture so 
that she could shut off the light, then wound up feeling along the 
walls until she came to her chair in the dark. The quilt was cool and 
a little musty. Before she fell asleep, she heard the soft moaning 
from the bedroom, a wall or more away. Shuffling so quiet she 
could only guess she’d heard it. A sigh from her mother, long 
enough in the night now they both could feign the other asleep. 

They turned down breakfast in the morning, and Melba saw 
them off at the door. She could look neither of them quite in the 
eye. Thomas drove them home, and when they arrived, he got out 
of the truck to let Lilah slip by. She peered into the window and 
began to speak but stopped, then looked at Thomas. 

Thank you for the ride. 
You’re welcome, ma’am. Have that Townsman back to you 

soon. 
Lilah smiled a little sadly and looked at Rene. You’re coming 

straight back? 
She nodded. As quick as I can. 
Lilah stepped away from the truck, and Thomas backed it out 

of the drive. Rene watched her, watching them. 
Thomas pulled onto the road and lit a cigarette. Want one? 
No. She shook her head. 
Thomas held it between the tips of his fore and middle finger 

on his right hand, palm to the wheel and his left arm out the 
window. It was hot already and the sun bright gold through the 
trees. A buzzard hopped from a flattened rabbit at their passing, 
waddling to the shoulder. Thomas pushed up the sleeves of his 
shirt, and she saw the blurred blue tattoo on his forearm. She turned 
back to her window and saw herself in the glass. She wondered if 
she looked like her sister would have. They might have looked 
exactly the same. Been the same. 

Melba said you caught my nephew at the hospital. 
That’s right. 
He spun the wheel for a curve. I appreciate that. 
She nodded and looked out the window. Halfway there. They 

were quiet the rest of the trip. They neared the town, and Thomas 
slowly pressed himself toward the door. He’d thrown the cigarette 
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away and his face had set. They stopped at the intersection, and 
Rene looked toward the store and the porch where they’d waited. 
Thomas was facing straight forward. They went on until he pointed 
into a fallow field and parked the truck. The mare was at the edge of 
a property, cribbing at the top plank of a wooden fence. Thomas 
opened the truck door and jumped out and Rene slid down. They 
both looked back toward town. 

Can you get her yourself? 
I imagine. 
I’ll wait here ’til you do. 
She nodded and started across the road. She stepped down into 

the ditch and up again and through the thick, dry foxtails at the 
edge of the field. The mare had stopped gnawing at the fence and 
was eying her. When she closed in, the mare began walking at an 
angle past her and Rene grabbed for the lead. The horse stopped 
until Rene pushed the saddle straight on its back, and then it shied 
and cut a quick sidestep away and threw its head. Rene backed off 
and spoke to it, whispering. She followed it closer to the road, and 
when she reached again, it shoved her back with its muzzle. 
Thomas came toward them, long steps, leaping the ditch. 

Hold on a sec, miss. Let me get around front of her. 
Rene waited until he’d come in front of the mare, and he held 

his hands waist high. Rene reached for the lead again and held it 
firmly and the mare let out a slow sigh. Thomas didn’t move. The 
mare was still, its eyes wide and dark. Rene pulled the cinch and 
put her foot into the stirrup and stood into it, throwing her leg over 
the horse’s back. The mare stomped in place and Rene saw Thomas 
drop his hands. 

You got it? 
Think so. She took up the reins in both hands. Thank you. 
You’re welcome. I’ll have the Chevy out to you like I said. 
She nodded. Thomas had backed twice and turned and walked 

across the field. She saw him stop, looking toward town. Two men 
on the store’s porch. He started walking again, and Rene watched 
him get in the truck and start it and drive on, away from town. 
When the sound of the truck died, she pushed the mare toward the 
road. Riding past the men on the porch, Rene saw their shadows 
thrown back onto the wall behind them. 

A tired passage back home. She thought about her father and 
the few full and good memories she had. If the membrane between 
them had been what Lilah had said. Or if they had been about Lilah 
herself. Ollie’s truck was in the drive, and the carpenters were busy 
at work on the framing next door. Coming around the fence, Rene 
saw Lilah on the porch, Ollie beside her, and the carpenter boy, Bo, 
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off to one side with the dogs. She felt so tired. Lilah’s hands were 
over her face and at the sight of the horse, she stood, her eyes thick 
with tears, and she went through the screen door and started for-
ward at a shamble. 

Rene. 
She swung and dropped from the horse, closing her eyes and 

breathing smoothly through the pain in her feet. Her mother opened 
her hands to reveal the familiar course of blood, dark, and her 
hands dark. Rene took her mother’s wrists at first to clutch them to 
her chest and then there was a break, a severing of the few inches 
between them and she realized and threw her wrists away. 

The blood. It’s a different color. 
What? What are you talking about? 
It’s a different color. You did that yourself. 
Ollie and the boy were coming, and Ollie stepped between 

them. Now what’s going on here? I came down to check on you 
since you didn’t come around for work, and your ma says you’re off 
fetching a horse with a colored boy. 

Rene stood still. The dogs circled around her, wanting to bark, 
afraid to. She smiled down at them, taut, and looked at Ollie. It’s 
good that you came. I’m glad. 

No one spoke. Rene was looking at her mother, and the smile 
warmed and became sad. Lilah kept her hands where she’d caught 
them against her breast. Her face was still but framed for weeping, 
and Rene felt the moment stretch. Whosever’s fault it was, she had 
never been her sister, but she had been the weight. Rene reached 
back for the reins and she stepped into the saddle. Ollie had put his 
arm around Lilah, and Bo stood gaping on. She turned the horse 
around, and when Ollie reached for the reins, she took them aside. 
She didn’t look back nor turn her head to see the house from the 
road, but she knew they were there, the truck and the framing and 
the three of them, the ax, the wood, Horn pacing the yard. 

She took the road toward the river and the wind was light, and 
it seemed to blow layers from her. At the crossroads of the little 
town, she tied the mare to the railing of the store and climbed the 
steps. Behind the counter was the boy clerk and he watched her pick 
out the makings for sandwiches and he bagged everything, looking 
at her in a way that would have pressed on her before. She paid and 
took the paper sack from him and, as she walked to the steps, the 
door opened behind her. 

I heard about you. I heard about you. 
Her feet were in the air as if she’d levitated over the first few 

steps, and then she fell to the ground. The boy swore and he began 
to stomp her groceries into the dirt while she gathered herself up. 
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When he came toward her, she reached into the saddlebag at the 
mare’s rump and found a wedge of glass from the shattered oint-
ment jar and held it out. The boy stopped and she watched his face 
curl and redden. He was still, as though he might coil and strike at 
her. Rene loosed the mare and mounted it and turned for the road. 
A rock flew past. She pushed the horse on. Ahead, the sun was 
darkening and quartered by the treetops and she thought of riding it 
down. She thought of the river and the town and Hanner Johnson, 
and she knew that she would stop for none of them. 
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