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1. january
EVERY DAY AT SIX O’ clock the shop on the corner of sixth and Main turned
the open sign. It was after eight now and the morning was light all through, bottomless, though the air still tasted like dark. This is when Edna usually came out
to prop the door open. If Edna were a book, she would be a linen hardcover writ ten for a different decade: the kind you pick up absently in a secondhand store
only to get caught on the fact that someone typed all those words once, thousands
of them, and isn’t it remarkable that at one time they were the new thing. Inside
the shop, all was airy and dim. A line of greyheaded men in flannel coats stood at
the square horseshoe bar. On its far end, a couple teenagers huddled privately
over something in a backpack. Behind the espresso machine was Jimmy, polishing up some glassware off the shelves, and at the window tables, a pack of whitehaired ladies played dominoes.
This was the scene Devyn walked into that morning, drawn by the smell of
coffee from the other side of the street. She was warm. She had been walking for
more than two hours and her muscles were twitching. She had forgot how that
felt. There were those two wrinkled dollars in her wallet, she remembered. They’d
been in there so long they felt like old friends. She was almost sad to see them go.
Jimmy paused across from her, enquiring.
“Coffee?” Devyn said.
He turned to get it. There was always a lively bustle in the place at this hour,
but right now the loudest voice was coming from an old raconteur perched at the
bar a few seats down, like a scarecrow, sitting alone with long, straight grey hair
and blue eyes. “Then he pushes me!” he was saying, “and I’m not gonna take that.
So I throw this guy up against the wall, and then get this—they say I started it.
Me. I got two witnesses, saw what happened, but I’m the one who gets written up
because this guy goes around saying my pants aren’t uniform.”
The rant wasn’t pointed at anyone. It was ignorable, Devyn decided. Her mind
wandered home: this morning had been different from the other mornings. She
had woke with a start. It was the air that woke her, alive on her face; Rob had left
the window open. For long minutes she lay under the duvet looking out the open
window, and the room didn’t seem to suffocate for once, not like sand, not as if
you had to crawl to get across it. The bed felt comfortable and warm, not like
quicksand today. A bird flitted onto a branch outside the window: Devyn watched
it, timeless. It sat with the light glinting off the hairlike feathers around its neck,
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jolting its head this way and that. It had never arrived, and would never go.
It flitted off. She shoved the covers off herself and sat up. She pulled on the
jeans she had left on the floor. She moved through the static house, all dim and
quiet, got on her shoes without breaking stride and walked out the door, combing
out her hair with her fingers as she walked. It felt good to walk: like remembering
something important, a rhyme you used to know, an old phone number, your
own name. Devyn watched her feet calmly and swiftly consuming the space before her. Ten minutes and she was at the beach, forty minutes and she was past
the edge of town, forty minutes more and she was alone in the fog with the waves
rolling up to her and away again, as if to say hello, there you are again, and again.
Jimmy set the coffee on the bar beside her dollar bills. He thought she looked
sad when he took them, which was funny; why would you feel one way or another
about the dollars you were spending—unless you were hard up, but she didn’t
look hard up. She looked blustery, like she’d been out in a wind. He went on clat tering around the bar, and Greyhair went on talking to whomever made the mis take of eye contact; when no one did, he talked to himself, to his coffee, to the
world that had betrayed him, which he read reflected in its ripples. But Jimmy
didn’t mind that. The shop existed for people like Greyhair. It existed for the
domino ladies and the couple of homeless folks who spent a dollar on coffee and
took over a table by the window for a morning at a time. It existed for the kids
who monopolized the couch at the other end of the shop every day after school,
and for the one elderly black man who came in every day to read from his tattered
study Bible for hours with teary eyes. Jimmy had worked in the shop for twelve
years, and he knew his function. He was there to hold space. To facilitate the
space that other people needed, either on their own terms, or from one another.
Eventually Greyhair left to pace the block and suck down some nicotine, and
Devyn tasted her coffee for the first time. “Oh I forgot it’s good,” she said, looking
at Jimmy with surprise. She had stopped drinking coffee a year ago because she
hated throwing out the damp old filters later, because they smelled so bad, like
rubber diapers.
“It almost wasn’t,” he replied.
“What,” she laughed.
“Shipping container fell over. Water got in, twelve bags.”
“What happens when water gets in?”
“Mold,” he said. He gazed at her cup affectionately. “Makes you grateful.”
Devyn looked at the lucky coffee steaming up at her. “What kind of coffee?”
“It’s a washed, small, about forty acres—”
“No it’s not,” Edna’s voice came from the back room.
“Oh, it’s the smaller one.”
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The smaller what, Devyn wondered. “Does it have a name?” she asked.
“The farm does.” He said some Spanish words. She liked the roll of them, the
melody. He greeted someone to her right. He disappeared into the back and
reemerged. He came and went; customers came and went. Devyn sat at the bar
enjoying something for the first time in however long it had been—a year? It was
hard to say when her world had shrunk and dulled the way it had, but here, surrounded by ignorable noise, drinking something that tasted good, having gone
out walking—it was all so thoroughly comforting, like a duvet. It made her feel,
somehow, that she was possible.
Morning: early rush. Jimmy saw Devyn slide onto the same seat as before.
“Coffee?” he asked.
She nodded. She hadn’t planned to come back today. It’s just that on the spur
of a moment, the scent from the sidewalk had drawn her in. There’s something
about the way a smell like that will curl so sweetly into the air, mix with a salt
breeze and lure you closer, that is if someone’s opened the door, which Edna had,
because Edna understood people as well as aromatics.
Jimmy gave Devyn the coffee. Two monsters pushed in through the door then,
shouldered their way across the room through the crowd and bustle of the shop,
and took a seat alongside her at the bar. They were her old friends, the Fomors:
those ancient gods of chaos and despair that younger gods are ever beating back.
“Oh it’s you,” she murmured as if surprised, but she really wasn’t. Her Cyclops
was meaninglessness. Her Medusa was the many-voiced thing that had begun
some years ago to tell her, here and there, in small and ultimately countless ways
that there was no point in pushing back against the gloom, in looking for something to point herself toward, no real occasion for strength or tenacity on her part
at all, because no such thing existed. Not for people like her. Nothing for her at
all, really. Nothing she would want, at least.
“At times I feel the world pressing in on me like ice on a river,” she said under
her breath, “thicker and thicker until people can step right on top of me and not
leave a footprint.”
The Fomors sighed. It was the kind of thing they understood.
Jimmy came back to pick up her money. Devyn drank in silence while the
hum of life whirled surreally around her. She didn’t talk to anyone this time. Just
drank.
Morning, early rush ending. She took the same seat, Jimmy noticed: so she
was going to be a regular, then. “What’s your name?” he asked genially.
Devyn was startled. “What’s yours?”
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“Jimmy.”
“James,” corrected Edna, emerging from the doorway with a broom. “I prefer
James. It has more dignity.”
“This is Edna,” Jimmy explained. “She’s family. Not really, not by blood or pa per.”
“I’m Devyn,” Devyn said. She put her dollars on the counter, and Jimmy
poured her a cup. The noisiest customers moved out the door in a knot, but the
quieter ones remained; there was the clink of ceramic and glass. Jimmy moved
out to take up the remnants they had left behind: cups, ashes, receipts twisted
around idle fingers. “Back again!” he said.
Greyhair was at the door.
“You shouldn’t have more than one,” Jimmy said. “You shouldn’t even have
one.” He moved behind the counter and started pulling shots, two by two, for a
total of six. Then he dispensed the regular brew into a glass and slid the espresso
across its surface. “You see that?” Jimmy asked Devyn, pushing the glass toward
Greyhair. “Every day. Did you see what went into that?”
Greyhair made a sound of confession and stirred in the sugar. “He makes it
special for me,” he said darkly. “Not that I go asking for favors. It’s just once in a
while, you want someone to—”
But Jimmy’s listening ended there. He was banging out the pucks now, rinsing
the portafilters, wiping the baskets dry. Fine and good to make and hold space for
everyone else, but you also have to make and hold your own. He felt a man to the
side of the bar straighten up suddenly, homing in on something Greyhair had
said. He was the sort of man that looked younger than he was, a baby face, a
blond ponytail. He pointed his voice toward the older man: a qualification, a minor disagreement. An agreement now, it turns out, after all. Jimmy wasn’t listening to them exactly, but he tracked the overall shape of their discourse. Greyhair
was wandering over to the blond man now, and the two of them went on ranting
in a general way about religion. Their usual playbook: they began with the flaws
in Mormonism, moved on to the true damnation of the Jehovah’s witnesses, then
on again to the unforgivable inclusiveness of the Unitarian church; casual, urgent
now, regretfully joking with worldly wisdom. All the while Jimmy moved from
back to front, now and then exchanging a word with one customer or another, but
mostly keeping quiet.
Devyn leaned toward him. “Are they always like this?”
He glanced at his newest regular and made a sound. “They have their days.”
He picked up a dry cloth and started cleaning the metal on the machine’s face
while Greyhair and Blondie babbled on, angry twins.
“They’re pretty judgey,” she whispered.
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Jimmy polished on, paying attention to her.
“That’s wrong,” she burst, though still in a whisper. “Jehovah’s witnesses don’t
have a problem with doctors, just transfusions. And Mormons stopped it with
polygamy back in like, 1890.”
Jimmy looked at her. “Are you—?”
“Oh,” she said.
“You’re, into ... ?” he asked.
“What,” she backpedaled. “No, it’s just, in college I ... ”
He was interested. “I love ideas.”
Devyn noticed he had a nice face. She looked down at her coffee cup so she’d
have something else to look at. “As in religion?” she asked him.
“Philosophy,” he said. “Classical. Ethics.”
“I tried a lot of things before I dropped out,” she said ruefully. “Never tried
that, though.”
“Didn’t get me very far, did it,” he answered.
Devyn sat up. The shop seemed like a nice place and Jimmy had an easy ownership of it, but even so, she supposed it could feel like a dead end if you’d been
aiming for something different. “Anyway,” she said. “You ever argue with them?”
“What, those two?” Jimmy looked surprised. “No.” He smoothed his hand
down the counter. “There’s this line. It’s a law of customer service: this bar, it’s
like an invisible line.”
“Is that a line you never cross?” Devyn asked. It came out wrong; not wrong,
just different than she’d meant, flirty. Jimmy was looking at her again. The sight
of Devyn across the bar from him seemed to fill the room, and what was it he saw
in her? Something he couldn’t place—sadness, warmth? or just a girl in a grey
sweater.
“No, I do,” he stuttered. “Sometimes, I leave.” He gestured vaguely at the
street.
“Where do you go?” she asked. Informational questions aren’t flirty.
“Why?” He imagined kissing her.
She shrugged, smiled. “I like running into people.”
“So do I,” he smiled back.
“Oh.” Her cheeks were red. She stood up to go. “So anyway. Have an okay
morning,” she told him preemptively.
“All my mornings are okay,” Jimmy accurately stated.
“Good, I guess,” she said. The bells on the door jingled her exit.
Devyn didn’t come back in for a few days, and Jimmy thought about her once
or twice: there was something about her he liked, though he knew from experi-
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ence it was complicated to flirt across a counter. If either side guessed wrong at
any point, things could get awkward in a very sudden way. He had made that mistake once. Just the thought of it embarrassed him. On the other hand, this customer Devyn was odd in an interesting way, and he liked that. She reappeared
late morning, later that week, the cuffs of her pants damp with mud, a string of
lichen in her hair; she hadn’t noticed the lichen. She looked happy. The air outside was brimming with life.
She took her seat. Jimmy didn’t stop to greet her. He was focused on the shelf
of syrups behind the bar, lost in a meditation, it seemed. All at once he lit on a
bottle, splashed butterscotch into a cup, pulled a shot and poured the milk,
blooming the shape of a tortoise into its surface for the woman who was waiting
in silence at the register. With an expression of mingled worry and hope, the
woman lowered her eyelids and sipped.
Jimmy studied her. “Another failure,” he said.
“No,” she objected. “I don’t know yet. I have to get to the bottom before I
know.”
Devyn smiled. “What’s new?”
Jimmy nodded in the woman’s direction. “We stopped making her favorite a
month back. Replacing a favorite is ... ” He whistled sadly.
“It was honey clove,” the woman told her.
“That sounds good,” Devyn said.
“It was,” they answered in unison.
“Why did you stop making it?”
“Expensive,” explained the woman.
“Technical challenges,” Jimmy said. “Ground cloves ... there were always
clumps.”
“Cloves are pricey,” the woman told her.
“We were losing money,” Jimmy said.
Edna rose from behind the pastry case with a washcloth in her hand. “I’ll take
a hit putting three shots in a sixteen, but cloves are a luxury.”
That was that. The woman pointed her wheelchair to the window wall, finding
her way among the tables with her drink, and Edna disappeared into the back.
“Once again, economy over craft,” Jimmy called over his shoulder.
“House-made artisan syrups,” Edna’s voice rebounded, “are not what that
looks like.”
He turned around again to Devyn, his gaze like sunlight sinking into skin,
dancing while it does. Neither of them could think of what else to say just then.
“So, you been hiking or what?” he said.
“Yeah.”

7

“Well, what do you want.”
She ordered a coffee and he poured one for her. But when she put her hands
around the cup, he saw the ring on her finger.
“Thanks,” Devyn smiled into him.
Jimmy straightened, embarrassed. He hesitated, then found an excuse to retreat to the back room, where he spent the next fifteen minutes washing dishes.
Staying out front to chat was political. He didn’t know how to reinvent a vibe on
the fly like that. It was complicated, and he hated complicated.
In any case by the time Devyn came back to the shop next, it was fine, she was
fine; Jimmy had reinvented her a married woman. He was cleaning up around
the bar when she took her seat. The shop was humming all through, a tumble of
voices. “Noisy in here,” she remarked.
“Not in the afternoons.” He looked at her briefly, poised to skip to whomever
else might need him, but readily Devyn met his eyes and it surprised him, that
she looked at him like that—just plainly. She didn’t start talking, but she didn’t
look away. He liked that. Who does that? “You know it’s interesting,” he said,
putting down his washcloth. “Our people have a deep discomfort with stillness.”
“Our people,” she ribbed.
“Society,” he said. “There’s this irrational urge to fill the air, make a bunch of
sounds to hide behind—smile, laugh. Anything to keep from being seen. To let
someone see you. It’s funny how vulnerable it can feel, to just. End a sentence.”
Devyn nodded. She knew what he meant. There was that pressure to smooth
things over, to pretend. But the problem was the other way around for her. No
matter what she did, she couldn’t keep from being invisible.
“Just to, speak your mind,” Jimmy was saying, “and stop talking.”
At least she didn’t have to do any pretending here, though. She liked that. She
drank from her cup. Jimmy refolded his washcloth.
“Especially if the other person doesn’t say anything back,” he pointed out.
The voices in the room droned on.
He sighed and went back to wiping the bar. “Anyway. What have you got going
today?”
“Nothing,” Devyn said bitterly. The afternoon was going to limp uneventfully
till nightfall and run itself into quicksand.
He continued wiping. But the counter was clean. But he didn’t want to find
something else to do somewhere else. Jimmy eyed her half a second; then retreated to the back, ignored the mess of dishes and reemerged with a bottle of cleaning
spray. Ponderously he moved the register off its base and began spritzing the
faint marks underneath. “Most people aren’t listeners,” he went on. “You ever no-
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tice that? They’re presenting.”
“How do you mean?”
“Like that guy who gets the six shots. Everything he says, he’s trying to make
you think he’s had it so tough. It’s a role he plays; he’s a character.” Jimmy was
making no progress on the stain, which would still be there at Armageddon no
matter who scrubbed it. “I don’t get that from you,” he said tentatively.
“Oh!” Devyn studied her cup.
“I don’t think you’re trying to make people think anything about you.”
She glanced at him.
“So ... what’s your secret?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she growled. She wished she hadn’t said it like that: too negative. But before she could backtrack, the bells on the door jingled, and again the
door swung open and shut; the lunch rush was starting and people were pouring
in, like it or not. Devyn got up to go. Jimmy watched her back receding through
the incoming crowd. There was a gravity about her, or something. He couldn’t
put a finger on it, but when she carried that off with her, he couldn’t help but—
“Give me the regular would you,” Greyhair said. “And one of those muffin
things. Been a hell of a day. There I was, minding my own business ... ”
But she was back again the same afternoon. The rush had ended after lunch as
it always did, and now, quiet filled the shop, heavy as lake water. Jimmy reposed
on his stool with a hot cup of sweet and black. The fact that he had made the
espresso added to his enjoyment. Pulling a shot was a ritual no less important for
having to perform it several hundred times a day, and the memory of the making
was in his hands, the knowledge of it. Dosing; distributing, you could feel the caffeine soaking into the underside of your finger through the grit, working on you
through the day while you worked. Leveling, practiced; tamping; then extraction:
hot water pressing sweetly through the puck, twin buds swelling from the spouts,
pale and chocolate stripes rolling into the vessel—precious seconds, then cut the
switch; it’s done.
Jimmy felt no guilt for drinking the company’s coffee on the job. First off, this
was his shop and his coffee, paperwork be damned. Second, obviously, tasting
shots across one’s shift is requisite to keeping it dialed in. Also it was the spirit of
the thing. Don’t muzzle the ox while it treads the grain, Devyn had said. Well she
was right, with or without the antiquated farm analogies.
The bells jingled. He saw her approach the bar, backlit, from the corner of his
eye. “Hello again,” he said without looking up from his book.
“Hi.” She slid onto her stool. There was the ticking of a clock you couldn’t see
but from behind the bar.
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“Where’s Edna?” Devyn asked.
“She doesn’t work past the lunch rush. She’s old.”
“It’s just you and her?”
“And the owner,” Jimmy said.
“I haven’t seen him yet.”
“He doesn’t work here,” he said.
“What happens when you get sick?”
“We don’t open.”
She watched him a moment. “What are you reading?”
“Kierkegaard,” Jimmy murmured. A breeze came in the door.
“What has he got to say?” Devyn asked.
“He says if you don’t look before you leap, you’re not really leaping.”
“He should have said, until you ask your customer what do they want to drink
they’re not really your customer.”
Jimmy closed the book. “What would you like to drink?”
“Water, thanks.”
He found his place again. “Well that’s out of the way.”
She laughed. “Do you want me to get it myself or what?”
He chuckled, pulling a bottle from the undercounter fridge. Devyn put her
dollars on the counter and twisted the cap. “Fear and what else?”
“Trembling.”
“Does the owner get mad at you for reading on the job?”
“I’m self-motivated. If I burn out there’s nothing he can do.”
“He could fire you.”
“He could kill me too, but you don’t see him doing that every day.”
“All it takes is once.” She laughed again despite herself.
“Yeah well, it’s my shop,” Jimmy mused. “Whose music is that in the speakers? Whose posters are in the back? I’ve been here longer than he has. If anyone’s
going to fire me, it’s Edna.”
Devyn smiled and took a pen from the jar by the register. She unfolded a napkin to draw on it. Jimmy turned a page in his book.
“Nice day,” he realized. He was sitting up now, looking at the street.
“It really is.”
“Right? For once. This time of year kills me.”
She was going to commiserate about the grey and cold but couldn’t make it
work. “I love it,” she blurted. She had been walking all morning and was thinking
about walking some more after she left. These days, the air outside was the only
thing that felt right. She had walked through lunch today; she was still warm
from it. She was going to walk some more after she left. Through the last few
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weeks, she had walked every day, most of the day, up the winding hill road along
the tsunami escape route, under the frigid shade of firs and hemlocks, into the
rare shocks of sunlight, down to the rocky creek bed where the ice still clung and
the cold drove under your clothes till you had to get up and keep walking. There
was nothing there for her: nothing to find, no relief at the other end; rather, walking was like breathing—uneventful but life-giving, and only any good for as long
as you were doing it.
“Everybody loves the outdoors,” Jimmy remarked.
“Not everyone.”
“They did before they stopped.”
Devyn leaned back against the counter and looked out the windows on the
other side of the shop. “I guess I should get back,” she said.
“Mm.”
The last effortless show of day was sliding into something else: that other
quality of light when mid-afternoon matures and you remember that it will end.
Jimmy went on reading, unconcerned. Devyn fingered the lip of her bottle as the
discontent emerged in her again, painful and thick. It was good to get outside, she
told herself. It was good to remember that one could—that there was a world
where one could sit at a bar and chat with someone you didn’t really know. It was
better than staying at home in the funk, but it made going home hurt more.
“Thanks for the water,” she said, standing. “It tasted good.”
“Of course it did. Taste of water, very special.”
“See you,” she said. Jimmy glanced up at her. Devyn’s face was round and
open.
“What’s wrong?” he wondered.
She shook her head. “Nothing.”
She brushed past the bells on the door into the light and plunged back down
the long street, drinking in the sight of twigs not yet budding, sidewalk trees with
bark all real and grey, glory of sun on her arm where the warmth set in, breezes,
cooling, the light expanding like a bubble before its inevitable slant into darkness.
A wash of waves roared in her ears. She soaked in the sight of the spray on the
rocks. The sky was closing in over her, deliciously blue, colder now, and the
clouds kept out the stars. At the end of the street her house waited next to three
other houses at the end of the street, all clapboard brown with different colors of
trim. The light in her house’s windows was golden, inevitable.
If only you could stay outside all night. But you couldn’t. It wasn’t practical.
There would be explaining to do. There was going to be an evening, a suffocation
of dinner and dishes and television and bedtime and Rob.
She turned the handle of her door and went inside.
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2. now and then
DEVYN WOKE IN THE DARK. The window was shut, but she could see the
sky outside just starting to change. The quality of dark was different at this time
of morning from the dark of night: not visibly but perceptibly, as if it were
stretching at the edges; or as if, like an animal, it were only holding still, alive all
through.
She felt awake. But it was probably too early to get up. What was she supposed
to do out there in the living room at this hour? Also the habit of sleep was strong.
She told herself she should stay in bed for as long as possible, until Rob got up,
and then for as long as possible after that. She noticed the choice, though. If she
waited too long thinking about whether to get up or not, the lethargy would come
sliding down on top of her, her eyelids would shut under their own weight, and
then she wouldn’t have a choice anymore. She would fall back asleep and wake up
heavy in the unforgiving glare of morning, as if her body were made of mud. Rob
would get up first, but she would have to get up eventually. She would crawl out
of bed unprepared and struggle all morning to find her footing; she hated that. It
was a Sunday, so there was church to be on time for, so Rob would have to nudge
her to get up. She hated that too.
The sky stretched at its edges: still awake, still dark.
Devyn slid stiffly out of bed, disturbing the covers as little as possible. She
picked up the knot of clothes she’d left on the floor and carried them to the living
room to get dressed. She didn’t turn on the light. She sat down at the shadowy
kitchen table, not sure what to do next.
In the gathering morning, the Fomors’ forms became visible beside her: one of
them a hulking monstrous thing; the other, lean but top-heavy. Devyn heard Rob
stirring in the bedroom. He wouldn’t get up until it was light out, but the sound of
another body in the house made the whole place feel smaller. She had the im pulse to stand up and do something; she didn’t know what, but abruptly one of
Medusa’s snakes hissed, “Yes but what would you even do?”
Slowly, Devyn stood up anyway.
She went out the front door. She couldn’t just leave this morning—there was
church, but it seemed better to be outside. It was surprising how much light there
was already. The whole pale world was cold, visible and shivering. Devyn sat on
the concrete step and shivered along with it.
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Medusa and Cyclops filled the entire back seat between them, and the car handled differently under their weight; it cornered differently. Devyn looked out the
passenger window. Of course as soon as she did, Rob asked, “What are you thinking about?”
“Nothing,” she said. “Just looking.”
During the service, when it was time for announcements, the pastor told them
all there were retreats coming up. Man Camp. Also a getaway for ladies. The
men’s retreat was an outdoorsy thing where they would read the Bible all weekend, do an obstacle course and learn to sharpen knives. Iron sharpens iron. The
ladies’ thing would involve flip-flops for some reason, pearls and also fondue.
Strings of pearls, Devyn realized. It was a Bible verse. “You interested in that?”
Rob asked. People were greeting each other now.
“What,” she said. “No.” She smiled at someone who was trying to say hello.
“Men’s retreat looks good,” he said.
“Yeah.” She shook someone’s hand and smiled.
“I think I want to go to that. Do you mind if I’m out that weekend?”
“What? No,” she said. She smiled at someone else.
When the pastor started talking again, Devyn studied the announcement page
in the bulletin more closely. There was flower clipart on the ladies’ insert. Turns
out the flip-flops had to do with faithfulness. Don’t flip-flop. There would be a
pedicure during that portion.
“Are you sure you don’t want to do that retreat?” Rob asked her on the drive
home. “Could be a good opportunity.”
“For what?”
“People get a lot out of these things. Make friends, go deep in the word, get
away from distractions. I think it would be good for you.”
“I have no distractions,” Devyn said heavily. Cyclops murmured something incoherent behind her, but she could tell by his tone that he was backing her up on
this one.
Rob went for a jog that afternoon, and Devyn sat down again at the kitchen table. She could hear the sound of time passing: it was the broken clock; it ticked
but the hands didn’t move. Was she depressed? Is this what it’s like to be de pressed? “Probably,” Cyclops answered. It was kind of comforting, the label. She
pushed her forehead into her palms.
She was restless, though. Rob had kept the bulletin from church with the information on it about the camp for men. It was still on the table. There was knife
clipart on it. Her mind wandered: when Devyn was a kid, she’d had this idea that
when she grew up she was going to get a post office box at some one-room post
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office near a wilderness, BLM land probably, and she would figure out how to live
out there, only she would come back once a month to check her mail. Could you
do that? She had wondered how to solve the problems. How would you replenish
your food supply, for example? Could you forage enough to live on?
“What about your period?” Medusa asked.
There was that. Devyn had written to Thomas about it once, kind of joking,
but also kind of not. “It’s a strange thing, friend of mine,” the letter had said, “but
I have no idea where to buy tampons in this city. I guess there are grocery stores
but I have yet to cross one, and let me just say, there’s nothing like finding your self on your first day in a strange place on the first day of your period. If you’re at
a friend’s place, all good. What’s under the bathroom sink is fair game. But this is
the problem with my wish to take a survival course and go into deep wilderness
for years on end: I still can’t think of a natural remedy for the female reproductive
system. Okay this is not polite conversation, but it’s part of the human experience
for several humans, so I think you should know.”
Thomas hadn’t replied directly to that, but she hadn’t needed him to. They’d
been kids together and as such, there was a certain comfort level. Thinking about
it now, Devyn realized that what she had said in the letter was stupid. You can always get by with toilet paper, if you know what to do with it. Maybe she hadn’t
known then. Maybe that was when she had figured it out. But there’s no toilet pa per in the wilderness.
Rob was back from his run: she could hear him on the sidewalk outside the
door, stretching briefly in the brisk air before his plunge into the warmth of the
house. He would come in dripping, his sleeves wet with rain, and make for the
shower. “Don’t just sit there,” one of Medusa’s snakes said. “Be doing something.”
There were dishes in the sink. “Not those,” Cyclops groaned.
“Stand up and look busy,” hissed a snake.
Devyn fell back to the bedroom, disappearing from sight just as Rob turned
the handle on the front door, so that was good, because it wouldn’t appear that
she was trying to avoid anyone. She heard him move across the house to the
shower: twenty additional minutes of time alone. Is that what she wanted? What
was she supposed to do with another twenty minutes? She sat on the edge of the
bed and looked at the wall in front of her. There was a shelf. Some journals, a
vase. A bear from childhood. There was the journal she had been writing in back
when she penned that letter to Thomas, after she had moved across the country
to go to college. Cyclops sat down next to her; the bed creaked under his weight.
“Before you dropped out,” he said.
“Before you got married,” a snake amended. Medusa was leaning silently in
the doorframe in her négligée, staring.
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Devyn hunched on the bed with the journal in her hands and paged through it
like an artifact, a layer in the soil containing evidence of a former version of herself, a different version.
“A better version,” Cyclops whispered.
August 1
The other day I was leaving the mall, and there was this woman standing outside a doorway, a locked door, like in an alley, employees only. She was standing outside it talking on her cell phone, holding one fancy shopping bag, wearing one sandal, one foot bare. What had to happen to lead to this picture? Every
time I come up with a different answer I’m laughing.
August 3
Evening is pale. Cool. Faint breeze. I walked out the screen door down to the
iron gate; the roses have died on the vine. I touched them and they crumbled,
and the odor was gone.
The day stretches on, and the wind has forgotten how to blow.
My heart is like a plug of earth sitting in a saucer of shallow water, waiting
for summer to end.
August 14
Dear Thomas, I see your face in the photo. It’s kind of like a wish. Yesterday I
learned that wishes come from bull thistles. I never knew this before, but after a
while the hairy purple flower opens into all these seed puffs, and those are the
same ones that float across the sky in the summer, that you wish on. Remember
the one we saw way up in the blue, and the other one that caught on the spiderweb. Spider got a wish. Anyway, you were wrong: the bull thistle doesn’t have
thorns because it’s spiteful. It has them because of what it’s protecting. Does everyone ache this much? They say if you get saved, the aching goes away, but it
doesn’t. You hear a chord change, or you come across something you can’t put
your finger on; you glance at the sky, and there it is, there it goes.
I wonder what I’m going to do. I guess I’m going to find out.
September 27
Texas. I have moved to Texas. It’s ugly here and it’s hot, and even though technically it’s fall, it feels like summer still and the air is so sticky, I mean my hair is a
fluffy mess and I can’t tie it down because it’s too short. I need a hat. When does
it get cold around here? And why is everyone such a believer? Everywhere you
go, all these gift-shop signs are saying, “I wasn’t born in TX but I got here as
fast as I could.” Maybe they have to talk it up because it sucks so hard that if
they didn’t, they’d have to leave right away, and maybe they don’t have the
money to do that.

15
I’m on the patio of this place in Deep Ellum they call it, which I guess used to
be just Elm Street before people changed up the name. Janet and her friends
went walking around to see the freaks. I ran into a homeless guy earlier. Someone witnessed to me, too; they came up and said, “If you were crossing the
street and you got hit by a beer truck, what would you say to God at the gates of
heaven?” They said that. They said “beer truck.” Just being relatable. I wish I’d
said, “Same thing as if I’d got hit by a moving van,” but I didn’t. I tried to tell
them I was saved but they weren’t so sure I was the right kind of saved so they
kept pushing for details. Anyway the homeless guy was neat. He hadn’t eaten in
a while and I had a loaf of sweetbread in my backpack, so I gave that to him.
His name is Juan and he doesn’t want to go home and see his father.
I’ve got a cup of hazelnut coffee in my hands. It’s my
Sorry for the interruption. Everyone got back and they wanted to show me
the tattoo places so I could see the art. Flash, they call it. Janet’s friend Takeesha said I should try to sell my pictures to places like that. We walked by this
club, Chumleys, and some kids were playing guitar inside. I listened for a while.
The doors were open. I don’t know, Thomas, I don’t know about a lot of things,
but I don’t ever want to draw flash.

Devyn was a freshman that autumn. She was studying art, kind of. That was
her major. She didn’t know what it was leading to, though. People said, You’ve
got so much time. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. You’re going to do
great things. But time passes, whole lives go by, and great things don’t always
happen. Devyn didn’t know what to aim for, and no one seemed to think that was
a problem. College is about exploration, they said. A lot of people switch majors.
She switched to literature, because art wasn’t something she actually wanted
to study. Then she switched to math, because she liked fractals and Fibonacci sequences; they were the deeper magic behind all the chicken scratch, only it turns
out the chicken scratch is kind of important. She switched to business for one
week on the sudden thought that if she graduated without any marketable skills,
she’d be in a lot of debt with nothing to show for it. But she hated business. So
she switched to religious studies. That was interesting, and familiar to someone
who’d grown up in church, and challenging to someone who’d always believed
that other religions were fundamentally mistaken. The marketable skills question
remained a question.
She met Rob at a ballroom dancing club on campus during her second fall
term. At first glance, Rob was what the average college student would write off as
the Regular Guy: gets good grades, plays on some team or maybe he jogs; he
probably jogs. The one who laughs too loud in the cafeteria, wears preppy clothes,
joins clubs. Then, any college student who had a conversation with Rob would
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find out that he went to a Bible study. There it is, another clean-cut Christian with
a world of things under his skin that weren’t so holy and didn’t get so much air
time—things like the past, like the masturbation habit that never could be conquered or confessed, like the web of assumptions small and great that probably
made him think he understood things he had no authority on—things like sin.
Like righteousness. Like the way these played out in other people’s lives. But the
average college student isn’t the best judge of character. Devyn summed Rob up
at first glance and spent the rest of that year finding out, over and over, that he
wasn’t her first impression.
The ballroom dancing club was a daily thing, and for her, unlike the studying,
this at least made sense. It was the act of moving, the satisfaction of making the
forms you intended to make at the moment you intended to make them. The click
of that, of going into the music, losing hold of the world and finding yourself hid den in a fold of it somewhere: it was beat and color and the sweet smell of fresh
sweat. Every night, Devyn lost the sequence at some point, froze up and blundered. Every night, she floated down the fire escape steps afterward feeling the
euphoric pulse of the entire sky in her veins.
The first time she ran into Rob there, he asked her if they could partner up. He
was good. He must have taken classes. His closet must have been cluttered with
dance club trophies dating all the way back to middle school. Unlike the crowd of
mediocre hopefuls in that room, he could teach her things, she realized. When
she made the same mistake four times in a row, he didn’t mind; he didn’t even
seem to think of it as a mistake. He exuded warmth. He laughed in a way that
made her laugh. He showed up again the next night, and the next, and she started
dancing with almost no one else. She got better, too. The euphoria got better.
They ran into each other in the campus bookstore. “Oh hey!” Devyn said.
“Hi,” Rob laughed. They were standing next to a wall of textbooks, neither one
of them sure what to say next.
“History of western civ?” she asked dorkily. Obviously, that was what these
textbooks were, and what else does one do in the textbook aisle but look for a
textbook. Dead-end question. So he’ll say, Yeah I’m here for a western civ book,
obviously, and then what is she supposed to do? He’s taking western civ, so what.
He smiled, ignored it. “What are doing?”
“I have to buy a binder,” she answered.
“After that.”
“Lunch?” she shrugged.
“Okay,” he smiled.
They strolled across campus to the cafeteria, went through the line together all
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festive like a party and took their paper plates outdoors, where the sun was shining hot and bright. “What have you got this afternoon?” Rob asked.
“Nothing till tonight. I’m killing time, it’s so nice out.”
“What’s tonight?”
“Oh. There’s this Bible study I go to.”
“Oh yeah?” Rob’s eyes lit up. “Awesome, where do you go?”
She told him. It was a campus group. Nothing terribly inspired—the messages
were awkward, because the guy who led the group was awkward, but the people
were nice and the music was amazing. “I mean, not like normal,” she told him.
“Some worship leaders are fine, some are great, but this one. He’s different.”
Rob was nodding. “Yeah. Yeah, we had this worship leader at my old church
and, I don’t know how to describe it.”
“He’s so real,” she said. “He gets up there, just by himself, and it’s like he’s
praying. Like he’s not even aware of the room—or maybe he is, but … it’s like he’s
taking care of everyone inside it.”
Rob was nodding.
“People pray with words all the time, and it’s just words,” she said.
Rob said, “And people play music all the time.”
“But they come together,” she said, “and it’s like dancing. I mean it clicks. Do
you get that? You forget everything. You go in.”
“Is that how you connect with God mostly?” Rob asked. “Through music?”
“Oh, in general?” she said. “I don’t know.” She set her paper plate lightly on
the grass and lay back, lacing her fingers over her head. “What is it for you?”
“I like the music,” Rob shrugged. “I like the sermons. I think the part I connect
to is service, though: helping people, doing things.”
“What about connecting with God?”
“I think I do that through service.”
Devyn closed her eyes. “I think, for me, it’s under my skin.”
“What do you mean?”
“For me, praying is just—walking around.” She tried to think of a way to say
what she meant. The way a breeze could register against her skin as if it were a
reply within a larger conversation. A dry leaf hurrying across the sidewalk could
seem like a living sign, nothing more than itself but also very much more. The
weight of sun on her legs felt like a demonstration of friendship. God was not re ducible to words in those moments: to pray was simply to be wherever you happened to find yourself, at the center of things; to feel the sky whirling around you
in an immeasurable circle so large it felt motionless.
“So you pray while you walk?” Rob said.
“No … ” she replied. “It’s more like, an experience.”
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He was trying to wrap his mind around her. He looked across the lawn, to the
plaza on its other side, where a crowd of exchange students were drifting among
tables, chatting and playing chess.
“So you want to go?” Devyn said presently.
“Where?”
“That Bible study. It’s at seven.”
“Oh yeah, yes I would love to,” he said. “That sounds great.” He lay back in the
grass with his hands behind his head. He looked at the clouds moving slowly
across the arc of blue above them, so high above that they seemed almost not to
move at all.
Night was falling as Rob pushed his way into the darkness of the open mic: a
claustrophobic shuffle of artistic types, the self-absorbed, the innocent, the blackclad dangerous. There was the solo white professor who’d managed to stay hip
into middle age. A couple Muslim students sat at a table against the wall. The
Hare Krishna parade was joyfully drumming by outside; Rob could hear it
through the door. “Sorry,” he cried. A kid with locks was shouldering past him,
eyes rimmed in iridescent eyeliner. In the black light, Rob’s white socks were a
cottony blue. Embarrassed, he milled uncomfortably for fifteen minutes along the
edges of the room, trying not to get in anyone’s way, gazing over a sea of heads toward the stage until, finally, Devyn got up to the mic.
“Freedom,” she read from the page, “is an overused word that people want to
write poems about.” She was one of the innocents. Her face was bare and her
clothes unremarkable, but she didn’t look out of place here, either. Rob became
aware of the fact that no one in the room but himself was wearing Dockers.
“I’ll tell you what freedom is,” she was saying. “It’s coming up from under your
car, covered in dirt. Four hours. Your hands and elbows are bleeding and you’ve
got scum in all your creases. Mostly, though, you’ve got your CV joint in your fist
—brandished like a club, because all you had was a hammer and a couple cheap
tools (not even a ratchet set). You thought it was welded under there like the im possible, but you went down to Hades and hammered the damn thing loose, and
after that? When you stand up? You know something. The bad part was stuck on
with lies, that’s it, and that means that all the crap you’ve ever been through has
turned to grease that you’re gonna be able to scrub off when you go inside, leav ing just your body to deal with: towel-dry and clean. Maybe you don’t know what
you’re doing. But your car is half-fixed, okay? You got the part out.” Devyn looked
up. The room clapped and whistled. Rob clapped and whistled. She started down
from the stage and he craned after her; she caught sight of him, and her face lit
up. She mouthed his name and jumbled through the crowd to him, threw her
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arms around him briefly, the way one does. “What are you doing here? Oh my
gosh are you on the list?”
He shook his head, grinning.
“Do you want to stay? Let’s go outside,” she said.
They broke through the doors into the quiet of the street, a sudden cocoon of
silence after the ring of noise inside. Half a moment’s hesitation—then Devyn
started off down the sidewalk, and Rob fell in step, wondering where to suggest
they go once they found her car. Something to eat probably, but where? Nothing
fancy. Not midnight pancakes either—or maybe yes, midnight pancakes? “That
was a good poem,” he said.
“Thanks. I didn’t think you’d come. I didn’t know it was your scene.”
“It’s not.” He wondered what he would say when she asked why he had decided to show up, in that case, but she didn’t ask. “So are you, a writing major or
something?” Rob said.
“No, religious studies.” She let out a laugh.
“What do you want to do?”
“No idea. Don’t remind me.”
“I’ve never been to one of these things,” he told her.
“Me neither,” she laughed, happily this time. “I mean, not in a long time.”
“Ha. I thought I was the oddball in there.”
“You were,” she flashed him a smile.
The street was warm in the lamplight. Devyn liked the sound of their footfalls.
She liked how still the leaves were, hanging from the trees by one finger; how like
sculptures they seemed: still as stone, though the slightest breeze could have ruffled them all over.
“How far away are you parked?” Rob exclaimed.
“Back at the—I’m not—I wasn’t trying to—” She was dismayed by his surprise.
She had done something weird, she realized. It’s weird to set out walking with no
destination in mind.
“You’re so independent,” Rob said without planning to.
“What does that mean?” she frowned.
He put his hands in his pockets and asked himself the same question. “I don’t
know. I don’t know why I said that.” He was glad they weren’t sitting across a ta ble over pancakes. “It’s just, it never would have crossed my mind to go to one of
those places and read a poem.”
“Uh,” Devyn sighed. “Sometimes you’ve got to do that. Just to show it that you
can. Try to prove it wrong.”
This was a new thought. “Yeah,” Rob frowned. “That’s true, actually. I took
this class last term? People—”
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But Devyn had stopped walking. She turned to him with a strange look. Rob
broke off, concerned. She asked, “Do you want to go back and do something?”
“What, for the open mic?” he said. He didn’t. But he couldn’t get around it
now without coming off like a coward: what, are you scared? Devyn did things
like this all the time, no big deal, and now she was looking at him, half a smile
building on her face and so much energy coming off of her, it was contagious. “To
be honest, no,” he confessed, and his voice broke like a laugh. “So I guess, I kind
of have to? No, no what am I doing?”
Devyn put her hands on his arms, same as where she held him when they
danced, but different this time, more. “You’re okay,” she said. “You could dance!
What do you want to do? Can you sing anything? It doesn’t even have to be good.
Open mics are about getting up there.”
“I don’t do this kind of thing,” he said.
“Come on!” she said. “Don’t walk, you’ll second-guess yourself. Run!”
Their steps were staccato on the sidewalk, their breathing ragged with edges
of laughter. They burst back into the crowded room and Devyn made straight for
the guy with the list. Rob gave him his name. His heart was pounding, from run ning or from fear. It took an endless twenty minutes, though, before his name
was called, so the running wore off, but every time he thought of what he was
about to do, he felt the panic jet through his stomach again like a metallic shot.
He sang. He forgot the words to the second verse. Mortifyingly he almost
broke down at one point, but as he got to the end of the final chorus, his focus
pulled together and lucidly he saw all these people in the room, looking at him,
rooting for him. “This is the first time I’ve ever done anything like this,” he admitted into the mic. They broke out cheering. Rob stepped down from the stage, his
ears ringing, and he could not stop smiling at her.
June 14
Hello again my friend. I had to write to you tonight, and isn’t it strange you
won’t see these words until they’re a week old? But in this “right now” I want
you to know: I met someone. It’s serious. I mean it’s wonderful. I’ve known him
for about a year, and it’s the kind of thing that changes everything, you know?
I will keep my eyes open and let you know if I find it, the answer I’m always
trying to find. You will keep on wishing for the flood you’re always talking
about, the one that could drown the desert. And maybe, who knows? We’ll even
find it.

That year Devyn counted each sunrise as the solstice approached, one by one.
She could feel the turn of the year impending, a point of clarity about to emerge
like a bubble on the surface of a brook. When at last it came, when she reached
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the close of that summer’s longest day, she walked out into the evening alone and
marveled at the illumined world: only three hours till midnight, but all light. A
lawn mower droned somewhere, walking through the dusk. The grass was cool
under her feet. The still forms of spiderweb cloud stretched unmoving above her;
daylight reached its hands into night and Devyn stood still seeing in a place
where, at another time of year, all had been dark.
Twilight fell, and the sky waxed blue, and deep bluer. Devyn shifted like a
shadow; she drifted back inside. “You and I,” the letter on the table called after
her, “are a dolphin in the sand. You and I are a coral reef on the floor of a dry, dry
desert.”
“You and I,” the sky outside whispered back, “are a seed in the earth, not yet
old enough to know about rain or the color green.”
Rob put his diamond on Devyn’s finger that winter. She put her gold on his
the summer after, almost two years from when they had first met. The marital
counseling they got from their church did not prepare Devyn for the magnitude of
her own joy. They had a small outdoor wedding in a public park, whose wide,
white-rock creek bed was rushing with water that morning because there had
been another flash flood—made everyone wonder if the wedding could work—yet
within hours the sun was back out, and they were onto another week of humid
summer heat. Rob looked stunning in his tux. People who had never seen him before were stunned. Devyn wore her joy like a gown and it shone, her shoulders
shone; her sister Janet gave her away.
They drove to Galveston for their honeymoon and spent a couple weeks working down the Gulf toward Mexico. When they got back, they moved into a student
housing complex for young marrieds and started on Rob’s last term of grad
school. Then 9/11 happened. Rob was shaken. Devyn didn’t know how to feel.
They fought; he said he didn’t understand how she could be so calm about this,
and his saying so made her go even calmer. It was an awful start to Rob’s last
term and a confusing way to begin being married, but what do you do; the shock
passed, Rob finished his master’s just before Christmas, and they started their
new chapter with the New Year.
The joy that Devyn had felt marrying Rob settled into happiness. So she didn’t
have to decide on a major after all, she thought wryly. She was ashamed of drop ping out of college, but she told herself this wasn’t a quitting, just a turning. She
got a meaningless secretarial job and Rob found work in his field; they saw each
other mornings and evenings and weekends. They worked days, kept house together and went grocery shopping. One did not have much time alone, but that
was a luxury really, and a novelty. They took walks together in the evenings. They
stayed stocked in birth control.
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As for sex, past the first blush of discovery Devyn stumbled into a total confu sion. Partly this was situational. Ever since the topic had started coming up in
youth group Bible studies, it had been something you weren’t supposed to think
about; instead, you were supposed to focus on God; you were supposed to imagine that you were running, and you were supposed to run toward God, and one
day, when you happened to notice someone else running next to you, in step with
you, you were supposed to marry that person. Then there would be sex. That’s
how the youth pastor had put it. So for years Devyn had ignored this part of herself, but now that she was married, sex was on the map and she wanted to find
out everything about it. She came to Rob eager to find out and expected him to
come to her in the same spirit, and to some extent he did: skin and voice, scent
and warmth. But there were also stops. This was the confusion. Rob had preconceived notions about how sex was supposed to go. He had ideas about what he
liked and what he had imagined for himself. Of course, Rob had been told by
youth pastors to ignore sex too, and he had tried his damnedest, but unlike Devyn
whose sexuality had remained pretty well hidden inside like ovaries and uterus,
Rob had never been able to overlook the existence of his own genitals. He was introducing her to a part of himself that he knew well. She was bringing him to a
place that she herself had never gone.
Maybe this in itself wouldn’t have been a stop if Rob had been more open, but
he had preconceived notions, and he also had the assumption that his notions
weren’t just his own; they were what normal meant. So Devyn would reach for
him in one way, and he would respond as if she’d done something else. She would
start something, and without noticing what he was doing, he would turn it,
change it into something different that he liked better. Missionary position, or
from behind, or her on top—he thought his interests showed a good deal of range,
but Devyn surprised him, and the fact that she could surprise him unnerved him.
Once after seeing a late movie, they crossed the empty parking lot back to their
car, and everything was silent and deserted, so while he was going for his keys she
unzipped his pants and put her mouth on him. Rob was nervous. They got in the
car, drove fifteen minutes, got into bed and tried to pick up where they’d left off.
They ended up in missionary somehow. He wasn’t sure how. Missionary is usually where it ended up when she surprised him. For Rob, the return to familiarity
was reassuring, but for Devyn it was bizarre, as if some things were fine, and other equally interesting things were not—like the time she wanted him to watch her
make herself come. Judging by his reaction, she got the sense that this wasn’t just
a matter of fine and not fine. Some things were okay and others, actually sort of
bad.
But anyway they were figuring it out. The first layer of novelty fell away—vir -
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gin sex and rings on fingers—and the second layer set in: playing house and wife
and husband. Spring moved into summer and all hints of rain disappeared. The
temperature climbed from one afternoon to the next, falling back a little less each
evening like the incoming tide of some heavy ocean. Rob and Devyn were tired.
They spent their time together as if they were each alone, because the power bill
was higher than expected and sometimes when it’s muggy, it’s easier not to talk.
With the return of autumn came an elusive cool breeze, then the first flash
flood. The sky dove black in mid-afternoon, winds sprang up from some long-secret hidden cask, the trees danced as if they faced their death, and then the rain—
With the first flash flood came hope. Devyn remembered happiness, disturbed
that she hadn’t noticed its going. She remembered Rob, her husband, her friend.
In the late light of evening they would lie in bed and she would trace the lines of
his body with her hands, the way his hips transitioned into his back, the roll of
muscle on either side of his spine. She would tell him stories: the lady at the mall
in the doorway of a closed store wearing only one shoe. Rob would roll over and
look up at his wife, marveling at how curious and open and giving she was. Some times it embarrassed him, to be honest. Sometimes he wondered if he’d be able to
match her, let alone lead. In the middle of the night she would kiss him awake.
She would put his hands on her in the shower. Sometimes, most times, they
would make love and all would be well, but other times Rob would laugh nervously and look at her as if something were off. “You like sex a lot,” he said once.
She glanced at him, off balance. “Don’t you?”
“Do you have to ask?” he answered quickly, wrapping her in his arms and kissing her. But there was that nervous laugh.
That winter a second layer of novelty wore through. Underneath was a third
layer that didn’t feel like novelty, though they would call it that later: the novelty
of realism. Fairytale ideals took wing and there came a gratifying sense of hardship, in which one works hard because hard work is the stuff of life, and trials are
met with the self-abandonment of a hero. At the time it felt more mundane than
that, but the mundane was part of the grit: another testament to the fairies’ flight.
Devyn thought about the classes she hadn’t taken, the stupid job that she had, the
questions she had set aside. Then one night on a winter evening, she noticed a
shape in a shadowy corner of the room, more of a shape than a shadow. It took
her a while to figure it out—but with some investigation she discovered that it was
in fact a Cyclops.
Summer came again; the heat drained the life out of them, and they had spats:
Rob was frustrated because Devyn said the aimlessness was killing her, but at the
same time, she wouldn’t do anything about it no matter what he said. There were
things she could have done, a thousand things the women’s ministry was doing at
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church that she could have got involved with, for example. They didn’t have much
time alone, and at this point that was neither a luxury nor a novelty. Most of the
time, sex was less a pleasure for Devyn than a routine, something people do because they’re supposed to, like mowing the lawn. Then, one afternoon she went to
the closet looking for the missing vacuum attachment and stumbled on a Medusa
hiding in there. The monster had been living in the closet for some time, she real ized, which was a shock, sure, though to be honest it wasn’t as surprising as Devyn might have expected. “There are a thousand things you could be doing,” one
of the snakes told her.
“I don’t want to do those things,” Devyn said.
“Those are your things,” the snake replied.
When at last the elusive cool breeze returned at summer’s end to taunt Rob
and Devyn with too-early whispers of a too-late autumn, they had a talk. We
don’t like living here. We aren’t built for these summers. We don’t like what it’s
doing to our marriage. Let’s move home; let’s give this a fresh start.
So a month after their second anniversary, they left the south. They went out
for an early breakfast, came back to say goodbye to the empty apartment and
ended up on the floor together. They drove out of town through the season’s first
flash flood, and with the rain calling after them from the rearview mirror, it did
feel a little sad to be leaving that behind. But they were on their way home now,
driving north and west to the conifer rainforests floored in ferns where they
would never have to wish for rain again. Rob had found a tech job with a compa ny that offered him a choice on where to live, and there was a location on the
coast right near where he’d grown up, so they rented a house on a little street off
the highway, set up strange rooms with familiar furniture, and found a church
where they agreed to feel at home. One of Rob’s high school friends went there.
One of Rob’s friends was just about everywhere they went, now: at the grocery
store, at the diner. Sort of an instant community. They reconnected with these
friends over dinner, at the odd local event, by meeting up for a hike. Rob and Devyn went out shopping for spades and gloves and seeds, laughed in the garden
store aisles, kissed in the car before tromping back inside. So with a new layer of
novelty to carry them a little way forward, they left their spats behind.
Fall played itself out. Then came winter, raining, raining. Devyn stood in the
ankle-deep grass of the front lawn, eyes closed, feeling it sweetly ping her face in
a thousand points. She went inside and showered. She thought of Rob and wanted him, thought of calling him in to her—but then, just like a switch, her wanting
turned off. Flowers were coming up everywhere outside; the landlord had planted
lots and lots of bulbs. The fragrance of daffodils was everywhere. Devyn brought
handfuls of them inside, set vases of them on the nightstand and lay on the bed in
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the cool dark of a raining afternoon, thinking of the sweetness of skin. When Rob
wandered in to kiss her, she could see in his face that he wanted her—but not her
skin. He wanted a feeling, an act; she didn’t believe he wanted her at all. “You
don’t seem interested,” he said to her part way through.
“I’m not,” she answered.
“Why not?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. Their last, thinnest layer of novelty cracked like paint
on a shifting wall. Devyn felt lost. She went to bed early every night and did not
wake up for Rob when he joined her there. She got up late every morning after
Rob had left for work, sat in the dark house while the rain fell, and couldn’t think
of what to do. She hadn’t made any friends. There was no one around to make
friends with, except for Rob’s friends. She hadn’t found another job since the
move; the old job was stupid anyway, and they didn’t need the money. Also, Rob
had said that he loved providing for her, coming home to her at the end of the
day, knowing that no matter what he had to put up with at work, she was there,
free to be just who God had made her to be. Every once in a while he would say
something about what it would be like once they had a baby. Devyn recognized
this was sweet: the fact that he wanted a baby was sweet. Her heart went out to
him on one level. But on another level, the room got smaller every time he said it.
“Yes but if not that, what?” Medusa said once.
The monster didn’t always speak in words. Mostly she was just there: in the
hallway, her face behind Devyn’s in the mirror, reflected in the dishwater, slowly
turning her to stone.
She was there now, the gorgon. Devyn lay on the bed with the journal in her
hands, while Medusa sat in the chair across the room with a cigarette holder
hanging from her fingers, watching her.
Devyn closed the book and rubbed her cheek bones. The sound of the television cavorted in from the living room like squawking geese. Rob was laughing at
something. The noise of it was grating. He had always had a loud laugh. She
pushed the journal away and rolled her face into the covers.
Behind her she heard Cyclops get to his feet. The floor creaked under his
weight. The monster laid his hand on her shoulder, warm, and Devyn’s heartbeat
picked up speed. Slowly, he sat on the small of her back. She wondered how fast it
was possible for her heart to beat, because it was going like wild now and she
wasn’t even moving. Then, slowly, the Cyclops lay down upon her, his weight
pushing her deeper into the duvet until Devyn couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t
breathe, she couldn’t breathe.
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3. february spring
MAN CAMP WAS GOING TO last for three days and two nights. Rob and Devyn got up in the dark to have breakfast together before he left. He was feeling
sentimental. “This will be our first night apart since we got married,” he said.
Devyn smiled, touched his arm. Her wedding ring glinted in the lamplight.
The kitchen was dim in the winter dark. There was a light rain falling; she could
hear it from where she sat, but barely.
Rob finished his toast and stood up, cleared his plate. He went to the sink and
did the mountain of dishes quickly, with grace and efficiency. It was nice of him.
He disappeared into their bedroom to finish packing. Then he came out again,
and Devyn was standing up to kiss him goodbye, and she was sitting down again,
and the door was closing after him, and he was gone.
She sat at the kitchen table a long time, listening to the broken clock.
Eventually, she wandered into the bedroom and lay down on the duvet. It
wasn’t hard to drift off.
When she woke up around eleven, she chose to go back to sleep.
In the early afternoon she got groggily out of bed and made herself a can of
soup. Afterward she sat on the floor, surrounded by the living room.
She went back to bed.
She woke at three in the afternoon. She woke again at four.
At five o’ clock, Devyn woke to see the evening light filtering in through the
window, and sat up. She stood in the shower under a spray of hot water. Then she
walked outside in her pajama pants and a T-shirt. The sidewalk was cool and wet
on the soles of her feet, and a light rain was falling. It felt good. It was warm for
winter. The wind ruffled her hair, her clothes.
She looked back at the house. It was probably time to go back in, she knew,
but she didn’t want to go in. The problem was, she always had to go back inside in
the end.
Except not this time. Not tonight, she didn’t.
Devyn went back inside and got dressed. She put on rain pants, an undershirt,
a sweater, and a rain jacket. She got her keys, locked the door behind her and
started walking. She followed the nearest road into the hills. It was dark by now,
and she had to walk well off the shoulder whenever a car came so as not to get hit,
and the shoulder was steep and crumbling so sometimes she couldn’t keep walk-
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ing at all in those moments. She had to stand and wait for it to go by.
At some point she left the road for the trees. She struggled uphill among them
for some time, sensing the obstacles more than seeing them, because it was hard
to see anything in the woods on a night like that. It was strange though, you could
sort of feel where they were if you opened all the doors of your mind, your senses.
You could feel their blackness. The dirt underfoot was soft and thick, releasing
smells of rain and moss. Devyn struggled on for a long time, tripping on under growth and glancing off trunks, before it occurred to her to wonder what she
thought she was doing.
She came to a stop, listening to the rain hit her jacket, feeling protected by her
shell. She considered what she would do if there were a cougar.
She decided she would do her best.
She started on again, tuning her senses now not for the openings between
trees, but for the trees themselves. It didn’t take long to find what she was looking
for: a conifer thick enough to cast a shadow of dryness all around its base. Devyn
made a seat in the soft needle bed and leaned back against the trunk. It was comfortably slanted, as if it had grown that way on purpose. She discovered that she
was comfortable. She grew very still. She folded her arms against the mild chill,
feeling warm enough, almost cozy. She rested her head against the bark and al lowed her eyes to see what they could see. She listened: rain falling, ferns bending, rain.
After a long time, she drifted off.
She woke abruptly sometime in the night. Then she drifted off again. She
woke, went back to sleep, woke again. All night it was like that. When morning
came, she felt damp all over, or was it cold? An eerie grey had touched the world.
There was a ringing hollowness to things, a loneliness.
Devyn got stiffly to her feet. Her tree was a western hemlock, surrounded by
hemlocks. She stood beneath it, looking up at it for a long time.
Then she started off downhill.
“Thanks,” she said, sheltering the hot cup between cold hands.
“You look cold,” Edna told her. “You warm up now.”
She was just getting up to leave when Jimmy got in. He disappeared into the
back, then came out with his apron on. “Early hike?” he asked, noticing the damp.
“Late. Late hike,” she smiled with an uncommon feeling under her ribs: a
warmth humming, triumph.
“Camping?” he asked. The café was a clatter all around them.
“Not officially,” she said.
It was still early when she got back to the house: it was amazing how early it
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was, considering how long she’d already been awake. The first thing she did was
turn off the thermostat and open all the windows. Then she took off her jacket
and pants and tore through the pile of laundry, folding everything and putting it
away because she hated it. Then she scrubbed the kitchen counters because she
hated them too. Then she switched the dirty laundry over and made eternal loops
from room to room, putting things away. She took a hot shower and, when that
was done, she lay down naked on the living room floor feeling the entire house
stand in peace for once around her.
By then she was hungry. She put on some clothes and closed the windows, but
left the heater off. The house was dim as ever, but clean and cold inside now, like
peace. Devyn went back out. She walked up the road to the only Chinese restaurant in town and ordered a hot and sour soup.
She went to the only bookstore in town and stood around in the aisles, looking
at the outdoor books. You’re supposed to have a compass if you go into the
wilderness. It occurred to her that not having an endless supply of toilet paper isn’t just a woman’s problem, because people don’t just need toilet paper when they
bleed; mostly they need it when they poop; and let’s face it, shit happens a lot
more often than menstruation does. Medusa, who was always standing around
somewhere nearby, looked surprised and peeved to hear it.
“You’re back,” Jimmy said. It was getting toward evening as Devyn sat down
at the bar with a book about backpacking in her hands. She hadn’t felt rich
enough to buy anything at the store, so she had stopped at the library on her way
here. It was amazing how you could just, go places.
“More camping?” he asked.
“Maybe,” she said.
He let her be while he swept the floor, wiped the counters, emptied the creamer pitcher, did the dishes. The hour was approaching and it looked like she wasn’t
going to leave on her own before he closed. Well anyway, she could hang around,
he decided. Eventually he locked the door and flushed the espresso machine,
counted the till. Devyn went on reading intently. She was surprised to find that
apparently, there are people who just walk all day, camp, and then walk all day
again, for miles, over mountains even. They don’t have to go home every night.
It’s not that she didn’t know that. Of course people do things like that. People,
some other category of people, not regular people like herself. They say you’re
supposed to bring a water filtration system. They say you should stay away from
the long dry stretches until you’re really experienced. Devyn wondered what kind
of food people pack on trips like that, and how much, and how heavy it is.
“You ready?” Jimmy said. He was standing at the door where the light switches were, holding a bag of garbage.
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“Oh.” Devyn closed her book. She followed him outside, then stood for a moment on the sidewalk while he found his keys.
“What have you got going tonight?” he asked, locking up.
“Nothing,” she laughed.
There was something in that laugh. “I’m meeting a friend later,” Jimmy heard
himself saying, “but I’m not doing anything right now. You want to get a drink or
something?”
Devyn ran her hands through her hair, realizing she wanted to cry. “Yeah
sure,” she said, her voice breaking. But it was just another laugh.
Jimmy smiled at her. “What’s open? I guess the restaurant at the resort. Kind
of pricey though.”
“Okay,” she said, and they started walking.
Now if Medusa were around for this, her snakes would have been falling all
over each other telling Devyn she shouldn’t be doing this, it was fraught somehow, against the rules. But Medusa wasn’t around. Anyway, Devyn ran through
the mental list of things that were and weren’t all right, and this didn’t seem to
deserve special mention. It wasn’t a date. She was married; did that make it inappropriate? She didn’t think it was inappropriate. They walked. The air was clean
and cold. The evening sky was a wrinkled grey, and Devyn filled her lungs with it,
each breath good like a glass of water.
They asked the waitstaff if they could sit on the patio in the back, though twilight was moving in fast. The wind moved between the legs of the table, cold. De vyn leaned back in her chair, secure in her coat, happy to watch the ocean throbbing up the rocks beyond the balcony. Jimmy leaned back in his chair too. When
the server came, he ordered a hot toddy. Devyn did the same, and a little while
later they had their glasses in their hands, wildly sweet and warm. She realized
she was glad to be there, outside in the wind and the failing light, with a hot
drink, with Jimmy. “This was a good idea,” she said.
“Yeah. I usually go home after work. Nothing happens around here after five.”
“Sometimes there’s live music at that place on the drag,” she said.
“Oh yeah, do you go?”
“No,” she said.
There was a pause. “You know I get the idea you’ve got stories?” Jimmy said.
Devyn met his eyes.
“You’re what, 22?” he asked.
“Twenty-four.”
“I get the impression,” he said, “might even put money on it, that you’d al ready been married and divorced.”
She looked at him, surprised. Some tiny thing inside her chest kind of popped.
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She looked at the gathering grey ocean and her eyes filled with tears; she blinked
them down. “Yeah,” she said steadily. “Not divorced, though.”
“Oh.” Jimmy hesitated. “What ... ?”
“Ugh,” she shook her head. “How can—what ... ”
He said, “What an ass am I, that I must unpack my heart with words.”
“What is that?” she asked.
“Never mind.” He raised his glass.
Devyn took a drink as well. “My husband’s on a retreat,” she admitted.
“Work thing?”
“Church.”
“Ah.” Jimmy paused, unsure.
“It’s like a cloud’s lifted,” Devyn said suddenly. She swirled her cup, her
thoughts. “He’s been away two days and I can’t believe how good it feels, not having anyone—I don’t know. I keep thinking, what’s wrong with me. I mean, what’s
wrong. Why does he have to go out of town before I can feel good again. It’s not
like. I mean, I love him. I’m sorry, this is—”
Jimmy shrugged amiably.
“Just I’ve been in a fog, and suddenly I remember who I am. God! I just want
to be what I am.” There were the tears again: she brought them back under. “I’m
sorry,” she said again.
“Don’t say sorry,” he said.
“Well it’s just not any fun.”
“Ah, so what.”
She exhaled. “Anyway. What are you reading these days?”
“Still Kierkegaard,” he said.
They looked out at the ocean. It was dark, but you could see the waves. Devyn
tapped the underside of her ring against the toddy cup, a faint tinging sound.
“What I can’t figure out is where I went,” she said. “I used to be trying all the
time. Looking for something, or ... ”
Medusa had found them at last. She was leaning on the door behind Jimmy,
her arms folded, judging.
“Just to be,” Devyn said. “That’s not too much to ask, is it? To be on the outside everything I am on the inside. To not have two Devyns running around: the
one people expect, and the other one that’s just what I am.” She shook her head.
“You know what the guys are doing at this retreat they’re on?”
“What.”
“Sharpening knives. You know what they’re doing on the ladies’ retreat?”
“Hm.”
“Making fondue.”
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“Mm, fondue,” Jimmy said.
“Mm, not the point.”
He laughed. “What’s the point?”
“The point is,” she sighed, “I don’t care about that type of thing. Apparently
I’m supposed to care. Maybe it doesn’t matter, whether anyone sees me or not,
but it’s like there’s nowhere to put it—there’s no room. There’s no room for me.”
She pushed the edge of the toddy glass against her mouth and didn’t go on.
For a while, the waves rolled up and back.
“What do you do when he gets back?” Jimmy asked then.
“I don’t know.” Devyn set the cup on the table. “I’ll be okay.”
“This is what okay looks like?” he smiled.
“Well it’s not like I’m about to jump off a bridge.”
“That’s kind of a low bar though.”
She laughed. “Okay, let’s change the subject. What’s wrong with you?”
“I’m 28 and working at a coffee shop I’ll probably never leave.”
“Why not? You’re smart, you could, I don’t know. Teach or something.”
“Not my racket. Believe me, I’ve thought it through and there’s nothing on the
horizon. I’m just a ... slowly aging barista.”
“You’re not even thirty,” she told him.
“One year at a time.” He said it matter-of-factly, but he meant it.
Devyn shook her head. “Let’s walk.”
They paid and left. Jimmy had to stop at home before going out again to meet
the friend, so they walked to his apartment on the other side of town. On the sidewalk, she thanked him. “I’d say we should do it again but that probably won’t
happen,” she said.
“No worries,” he shrugged. “See you at the shop.”
He went inside and the door closed after him.
The shrubs by his door looked like shadows. There was no sound except the
waves a ways off, and sometimes a car on the road. After a moment, Devyn
walked down to the beach in the dark, and when she got there, she kept walking.
Rob came home the next afternoon. He was happy to see Devyn again, happy
to tell her about his trip, happy to see how happy she was. “The house is so
clean,” he said. “Wow, it’s cold. Is the heat on?”
They went out for burgers and chowder, then came home and sat on the front
porch. When the conversation came to a lull, Devyn said, “You know—I’ve been
thinking, I should go out more.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah, like maybe I should—I don’t know, go backpacking.”
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“Oh yeah? We could do that. There are some trails in the Siuslaw we used to
do every summer when I was kid. When the weather gets—”
“No, I don’t mean day hikes. I mean backpacking. And I mean ... by myself.”
“Oh.” There was a silence. “Where?” Rob said. “PCT? Three Sisters? How long,
like a weekend?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I’d want to work up to it, but. I’ve always wanted to
just ... go. For days.”
Rob looked troubled. “Well. I mean. I don’t know, you’ve never done anything
like that before. I guess it depends, but. People get lost.”
“I know, I wouldn’t ... ”
“It’s just—”
“It’s something to think about,” Devyn said.
“Yeah,” he shrugged.
She inhaled slowly. The sky was clear today. It was cold, but the light was vivid
in the grass and flower beds. “I’ve been thinking about getting a job,” she said.
“Huh,” Rob said.
“I just, I can’t—”
“What’s wrong?” He was looking at her.
She closed her eyes. “I’ve been thinking. Here’s the thing. I’m really glad to
have you home again, Rob. Really glad. But when you were gone, I remembered
something. I haven’t been myself for a long time, a really—and I miss—I need to
get that back.”
Rob was looking at his hands, rocking steadily in the rocking chair.
“I need to figure this out, or nothing else works,” Devyn said. “I can’t pretend
to be someone else anymore.”
“What do you mean someone else,” he frowned.
“I don’t know the right words,” Devyn said. “I have to figure out how to be myself, and be free, and be with you, and be here, at the same time.”
Rob’s face was furrowed.
“Hey, it’s not,” she said. “Don’t worry. It’s okay.”
“I don’t know what that means,” he said.
“I know. Never mind. I just had to say that. I’ve said it. So. That’s what I need ed.” She paused. “Thanks ... for listening.”
Before she went to bed, Devyn opened the old journal again, this time to write
in it. Cyclops was surprised. But unlike Medusa, he always seemed sort of pleased
whenever Devyn proved him wrong. She left a blank page between the last entry
and this new one, a memorial of empty space to all the days that had passed between. She smoothed her hand over the new page and poised the pen.
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“I wish I knew what I need to hear,” she wrote, “the words that would cut in
and tear away all the clouds, make me see that all the darkness and the weight are
lies. I don’t mean that they’re not real, but that their power doesn’t have to be.
But all I’ve got is this little whispering idea in my head that there’s hope, and
what is that worth by itself? Pipe dreams. I believe it, though. I’m in my midtwenties now so maybe I’m scared I’m wasting my life. Really I’ve always been
scared of that. But you prove yourself right if you don’t try. That’s sure. One year
at a time. One wasted minute at a time.”
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4. late february
DEVYN APPLIED TO A JOB the next day at the elementary school up the
street. If she got it, she’d be a before-and-after-school-care assistant. She also applied at the bookstore and the library. And she applied at the resort, in the restaurant.
When Rob got home from work that evening, he was practically shining. “I’ve
been thinking about what you said yesterday,” he told her as he came through the
door.
Devyn looked up from the couch, the library book in her hands.
Rob put down his work bag and went to the kitchen, poured himself a glass of
milk. “I was thinking, how is this going to happen. You know, because you don’t
have any experience with this, so how are you actually going to do this and, not
die,” he laughed. Medusa, from the hall doorway, laughed too, though it was clear
she didn’t know yet what he was talking about. “I was driving home, and it came
to me,” Rob said. “Let’s do this. Let’s get you ready.”
Devyn looked at him blankly.
“You can do this.” Rob drained the glass and poured himself another. “Backpacking!” he explained.
“He gave you permission,” a snake noticed.
“He’s going to help,” said another.
“So you’ll be able to go hiking after all,” said a third snake.
Rob sat down on the couch. “I’m thinking we’ll pick a route. We’ll figure it out,
what the hazards are. We’ll drive to the outdoor store this weekend, get lunch,
walk around the beach up there. Come home with some gear. I mean, a sleeping
bag obviously, but also like, a water filter. You’ll need that. You have to replenish
your water supply, because you drink a lot when you’re hiking. You use water for
cooking, too.”
Devyn blinked. Rob went on. “You have to learn a lot first,” he said. “So I was
thinking we’ll start with some smaller trips, work up to it. And you can be the one
to do the stove, set up the tent, all that. Then, once we’ve done, like a three- or
four-day trip together, you can go somewhere by yourself. We’ll pick a route and
you can just go, like you said. For days. Like, maybe a four-day weekend.”
The air in the room was getting fuzzy. The walls were all too close. Medusa
strolled across and stood in the corner of Devyn’s eye, a little too near. “Uh okay,”
Devyn said.
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“We can use some of my vacation days for the big one,” Rob told her.
“Right. Right,” Devyn said. “I applied for some jobs today.”
“What?”
“So I guess—”
He said, “Oh.”
“By the way,” she added.
“Wait, what did you apply for?” he asked. “That’s sudden.”
“Bookstore. Library. Elementary school. The restaurant at the resort.”
“Oh,” Rob said. He sat there a moment.
“The restaurant would be kind of fun, I think,” she said. It was a change of
subject, she realized. She probably should have given it a moment, found a way to
flow more naturally, expressed some appreciation for what he’d been saying. But
there wasn’t really a way to backtrack. “I think I’d get to see a lot of life happening
in there. If I get the school job, I could help with the kids and that would be interesting I guess. But I’m kind of hoping for the bookstore.”
Rob got up and went to the kitchen to put his glass in the sink. “Yeah,” he said.
“I hope you get the bookstore. That would suck, if you had to work nights at a
bar.”
“Not as much as it would suck not to work anywhere,” she said.
“Just seems kind of random.” He opened the dishwasher, closed it again. “I
thought you were all about backpacking.”
“I don’t know what I’m all about,” Devyn said, looking at the cover of the
book. “I’m just trying.”
She hadn’t heard back from any of the jobs by the time Saturday rolled
around. They got in the car mid-afternoon and drove up the coast to the next
town, the one with the outdoor store; on the way, Rob talked about how to use a
compass and why it matters. In the store, he set out for the sleeping bags, paged
through the display models hanging on the wall rack, talked about rating and
time of year and pack weight. He had been a Boy Scout. When a salesperson
stopped by to answer questions, the two of them got into a conversation about
which bag would be a good fit for Devyn what with the trip she was planning;
then they realized they had gone to school together back in fourth grade, which
was hilarious. Devyn edged away.
She was looking at the camp stoves when a different salesperson stopped by to
answer questions. He gave her a rundown of the brands in front of her, but it was
all a wash. They were each completely different and exactly the same. She didn’t
like that you couldn’t refill the fuel canisters. That was stupid. “Well there is one,”
the salesperson said. “You could fill this with anything. You could fill it at a gas
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station if you wanted.”
She weighed the canister in her hands. This seemed more practical. Because
otherwise, if you were going to be out for weeks, you’d need a donkey to haul all
the fuel. Unless you assumed you were just going to happen on an outdoor store
the moment you needed to buy more. Even if you did, what if they didn’t have
your brand? What if you were traveling in another country? “No, you’re right,”
the salesperson said, “Europe doesn’t have most of these. Where are you going?”
“Oh, uh. I’m just looking,” she said.
Rob stopped by. “Hey I found your bag,” he told her. Devyn put the fuel canister back and followed him across the store.
“Look,” he said. “Wide in the hips, narrow in the shoulder. See, it’s 30 degrees
comfort rating.”
“I don’t want to be limited to 30 degrees,” Devyn said.
“That’s just the women’s rating. For men it’s 19 degrees.”
“What?”
“This bag has a comfort rating of 30 degrees,” Rob explained. “That means in
30 degree weather, a woman will sleep comfortable. A man will be able to sleep
all night in this down to 19 degrees.”
“It’s the same bag. How can it have two limits?”
“It’s comfort rating versus lower limit, Devyn,” Rob said. “It’s a European rating. The lower limit for a man is lower than the comfort limit for a woman. It’s
like—”
“Because men can take more,” hissed a snake. Medusa was standing in the
next aisle, looking at headlamps.
“Is that true?” Devyn asked.
“Yeah,” Rob laughed. “It’s the most objective rating system in the world.
Women sleep colder than men, so it—”
“Is that—but I don’t,” she said. “You’re the one who always wants to close the
window.”
He was confused. “You’re comparing a heated house to the outdoors,” he said.
“Look. Do you like the bag?”
She shook her head. The edges of her gut felt acidic.
“What’s wrong?”
She stumbled, “This isn’t how—”
“Devyn.” Rob shifted his weight. “Don’t rule it out because you’re upset about
the way they rate it. This bag is good for 19 to 30 degrees; that’s a good range.”
“I want to pick my own bag,” Devyn told him.
“You’re so whiny,” said a snake.
“I want to pick my own!” a snake sing-songed.
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“All bags use this system,” Rob answered.
“He already found the right bag,” said a snake.
“Don’t make a big selfish deal out of this,” said another.
Devyn put her hands on top of her head and shut her eyes.
“I already looked at them all,” Rob cried. “Look, this one? Too cold. This? Really warm, but way too heavy. This, the zipper’s weird. This—”
“Rob.”
“Okay, you want to be the one? Here are the ones you could pick. This ... these
two ... and this other one, I guess.”
She stood there looking at the rack, her ears thrumming like bees in a tangle
of yarn.
“Fine,” Rob threw up his hands. “What’s the point.”
“I’m done. I don’t want to do this,” Devyn said. She made for the door. He fol lowed her, exasperated. They didn’t go out to dinner or to the beach that evening.
They drove twenty minutes home, arguing. Rob was arguing; Devyn was quiet,
because the only words that would consent to form in her mind were too fraught,
sure to offend, not quite true, so she never did say them. When they got into the
house, it turned into an argument about sex, because they hadn’t had any for
eleven days. “At a certain point,” Rob was saying.
“I never want to think about sex like an obligation,” Devyn erupted. She said it
with grief, an inward testament to the part of herself that craved contact. It’s not
an obligation, Rob told her angrily. But a man has needs, they both knew, and at
the end of the day Rob’s need for frequency and position trumped Devyn’s need
for God knows what: they had never found out. “I don’t like our sex life either,”
she cried. “My needs aren’t getting met either.”
“I don’t get it,” he said. “We go on dates, we talk, I help out around the house.
I provide, I cover all the bases. And you are so free to do anything you want. You
could do anything.”
“Could I? Because I don’t feel like I could just go backpacking.”
“What did we just do?” Rob threw his hands up. “What did we do, just today?”
“I don’t want ... ”
“I do everything I possibly can for you,” he told her.
“That’s the point,” she broke, starting to cry. “There’s no room. There’s no
room for me.”
“What?”
But she pulled herself together. She didn’t want to cry. For a minute they sat
without saying anything more. Devyn noticed the room around her: most of the
daylight had faded, and they hadn’t turned on any lights inside the house yet, so
it was the weird in-between, when the quiet and dim remake the room you
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thought you knew.
Finally Rob said, “I don’t know what that means.”
“I just want to figure this out by myself,” she told him.
He laughed. “Right, and get lost? Get hypothermia? I love you too much, De vyn. I’m sorry but this isn’t low stakes. Some of these decisions are actually life or
death. There’s a lady last fall, got swept down a river off Mount Hood, lost her
life. And she was experienced.”
“He’s right,” said a snake. “Low stakes are one thing, but ... ”
“You really can’t do this one yourself,” said another snake.
“Even experienced women can’t really do it,” the first said.
“What were you thinking,” whispered a third.
Devyn closed her eyes. “I don’t even care about that.”
Rob stared at her.
“Not the lady. I’m sorry about her,” Devyn said quickly. “It’s not about backpacking. I don’t want to go backpacking if this is what it’s like.”
“Well what do you want?”
“I don’t know,” she groaned.
They kept arguing. It was a long night. By the end of it Devyn was as confused
as she was weary; she half agreed with him. She was being ridiculous about all of
this. Why did she need to be so picky about her gear? What were they even argu ing about?
Rob said, “You don’t want to have sex, you don’t want to go backpacking, you
don’t want to try. I don’t know, Devyn. It’s like you don’t want to do anything.”
“I do want something,” she said woodenly. “I don’t know what. I don’t know
how to describe it for you. I don’t need you to lead me to it. I have a compass; I
just need to feel my own way, and I can’t do that with you—being a leader all the
time.” She saw the hurt take shape in his face. “That’s not what I mean,” she
rushed.
They sat for a minute more.
“It’s hard to believe you about that, when you keep saying you don’t know
what you want or how to get there,” he told her.
He was right. That made no sense.
Rob looked at his watch. He got up, turned the switch in the kitchen. The electric light made everything in the room seem tired.
Devyn closed her eyes. “Maybe we should just go to bed.”
“It’s not a good idea to go to bed angry,” he sighed.
She rested her forehead in her hands.
“Don’t let the sun go down on your anger,” Rob said.
“I don’t want to argue all night,” she murmured.
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The clock with the broken hands ticked and ticked.
“Yeah I don’t think anything good is going to come of that,” he relented.
They were both pretty ruined at church the next morning. You could see they
hadn’t slept well. Rob’s eyes were red, but it was more than that; it was the space
between them when they stood side-by-side and how they didn’t look at each other. For her part, Devyn was okay with the feeling that everything was wrong. She
was used to that type of discomfort. But Rob looked pretty ruined.
The sermon that day was on First Corinthians; of course it was. The head of
every man is Christ, the head of the wife is the husband, the head of Christ is God.
Cascading umbrellas. Devyn felt claustrophobic. She had never liked the image of
her body fused to Rob’s head, as if there were no room for her face now that she’d
got married, as if somehow, his own body had evaporated and he needed hers in
order to do anything with himself. “It’s truth, though,” hissed a serpent. Medusa
was in the pew behind Devyn, leaning forward as if in a position of prayer, which
put the snakes close enough to tap Devyn’s back if they wanted.
Headship though, the pastor was saying, isn’t about domineering. Men and
women are spiritually equal, whatever that means. It’s just they have different
jobs. His job is to steer. Hers is to support.
“It’s not your ship,” said a snake.
“You’re just not ever going to steer in this life,” said another.
And this is hard, the pastor said. The responsibility of headship is heavy.
There’s a weight to it, ladies. “Be grateful,” said a snake.
Devyn had heard all this before; it was one of the sermons that cycled through
the repertoire every few months or years, and she knew how it went, all the way
back to the garden of Eden. Normally she wouldn’t have spent much energy on it
—there’s a difference between what pastors say sometimes and how things really
work—but today a spark was firing out of time in her mind, dividing her atten tion, and every time he said something that brought her back to the room, it
made the machine run hotter.
“How did the serpent decide to go for Eve instead of Adam,” he was joking
now. “Flipped a coin? Nah, he knew who to talk to, because he knew that men
and women are different.”
“Women are gullible,” said a snake.
“Adam wouldn’t have been tricked,” said another.
Devyn leaned forward, her elbows on her knees, head bowed. It was the easiest way to sit when the sermon got long. She hated this kind of sermon, where the
pastor talked about women. She felt uncomfortably warm, but it wasn’t her skin;
it was something further down, boiling in her gut like the earth at her core.
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“It makes sense, right?” she heard him saying. “Men are able to withstand certain things that women just can’t. You know what I mean, guys. Does she ever get
upset about something that didn’t even cross your radar?”
Everyone chuckled good-naturedly, but Devyn’s mind was churning. Discerning what the man was saying from what she knew in her skin was like sorting
wheat from chaff and spinning it into gold, Rumpelstiltskin not provided. “Women are programmed to seek connection, to nurture,” the pastor was saying.
Clouds ushered in a restlessness, a tornado’s green sky. “Men,” he said, “are pro grammed to look for adventure—something to sink their teeth into.”
And then, just like that, the spark went damp. Devyn felt all the angst drain
out of her. She sat up, her face relaxing into numbness, and there he was: Cyclops
of course, slowly stumbling past the people in her pew, sitting down beside her
now, squeezing his bulk between her and the person one space away.
“When a man loves his wife,” the pastor said, “and a woman submits to her
husband, there’s harmony. It’s beautiful.”
The room was throbbing. The pastor was finishing up. He was moving on to a
special announcement: Man Camp. He was asking one of the men from Man
Camp to come to the pulpit. He was saying Rob’s name. Rob was getting up,
walking up the aisle. He would tell them about the trip, everyone would enjoy the
talk, nothing would matter.
But as he took the mic, Devyn realized something was wrong.
Rob looked terrible. His eyes were still red from the night before. He started
talking, and normally he would have done very well; he was good at giving presentations, but now his voice was breaking up. Devyn inched away from Cyclops
and sat on the pew’s edge, watching Rob try. He was going on about what a great
experience it had been, and he was near tears, so everyone was going to think he
was emotional about the trip. But Devyn knew better. Suddenly all she wanted
was get them out of there, both of them, out of the sanctuary door to the hallway
where no one was, then out of the building, to somewhere she could wrap him up
in herself like a blanket and tell him it was okay.
They drove home in silence.
She touched his thigh. “That was rough,” she said.
He didn’t answer. Later that night when they went to bed, she pulled him
close and kissed him until he started kissing her back. They played the usual
moves from there, and the thought formed in Devyn’s mind that sex could be a
sort of self-sacrifice. It wasn’t about what she wanted or didn’t want. It didn’t
matter. It was just sex, and she could do it for him.
She didn’t go outside the next day. Instead she sat at the table with Cyclops. It
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was Monday already, but none of the jobs had returned her follow-up calls. None
of them were important jobs. What if they didn’t call back? What if she couldn’t
even get an unimportant job?
She didn’t go outside on Tuesday either.
On Wednesday she walked to the bookstore to see what the Christian marriage section had to say. On the topic of sex, the books were self-admittedly tasteful; this was their word, tasteful, which meant they were vague and kind of flowery but basically the message boiled down to some variation of: sex is holy, a man
has needs, and a woman should do her part. If she doesn’t want sex, she should
do her part by figuring out how to want it. Then he’ll be inspired to care for her
heart and help out around the house, and she’ll be happy. This will work. None of
the books allowed for the possibility that it might not work, except for this: if a
woman can’t make herself want sex, she should figure out how to give it anyway.
Not out of obligation. Christ never forces the church to do anything. No one was
saying she had to. But let’s be honest, she does have to, because a man has needs
and after all, they’re married.
So Devyn kept at it. That night, the next night, and again on Friday night, she
kept initiating sex, kept trying to enjoy it, kept feeling kind of used when all was
said and done, like a failure and a sinner. Rob didn’t seem that happy either, to
tell the truth.
On Saturday night, Rob’s friend Matt invited them over. They arrived late afternoon, and Matt’s wife Abigail was still on the home stretch of making dinner,
so Matt passed around a couple beers and they chatted about the weather while
she finished up. The food was good. Pastrami sandwiches with some sort of
cheese melted on top. Matt and Rob talked about workplace politics and how to
repair a furnace when it breaks; then Abigail brought out some chocolate and
pears for dessert. That’s when the conversation got interesting. It turned out Matt
had done a significant stretch on the Pacific Crest Trail, among other things.
“How much food do you pack on a trip like that?” Devyn asked. “I mean how
do you carry it all, if you’re out for weeks?”
“You mail it ahead,” Matt said. “Or you get people to drop it off for you at trailheads, meet up with them. But yeah, you can’t carry it all.”
“Devyn’s thinking about going backpacking,” Rob said jovially.
“Oh yeah?” Matt said. “Where to?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I kind of just want to ... go.”
Matt flashed Rob a smile. “You on the couch, dude?” They laughed. Abigail
was gathering plates. Rob and Matt were standing up, carrying their dishes into
the kitchen. Devyn brought her plate in too. “Thanks,” Abigail said to her. “Hey,
would you rinse those?”
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Matt asked Rob if he wanted to see the shed out back where he’d been working on a few small things with some old-school hand tools that his grandfather
had passed on to him recently. They picked up their beers and swung out the
back door. Devyn was standing at the sink with a stack of dishes. Abigail was
putting the clean ones away. “Boys,” she smiled.
There wasn’t much to say to that.
“So. Uh,” Devyn said. “Any plans for tomorrow?”
“Um ... ” Abigail was struggling to get the big colander into the small cabinet.
“After church? Well, we forgot to mow the lawn.”
There wasn’t much to say to that either. Eventually the dishes were rinsed, the
dishwasher loaded. Rob and Matt came bursting back in a bubble of laughter and
noise. Some friend had almost killed a guy duck-hunting when some other guy almost killed his friend, until it turned out the friend hadn’t been killed at all.
“Well,” Rob said when the laughter subsided. “Thanks for having us. This was
great.” He looked at Devyn. “You ready?”
“Yeah,” she said.
She stayed home from church the next day. She told Rob she was sick. Rob
didn’t like missing church. Devyn insisted that he go without her.
After the door had closed behind him and the house settled into stillness
again, she got slowly out of bed and sat on the couch.
Then she folded herself down onto the floor and spent the next hour crying as
hard as her body could cry, begging God to do something.
After that, she went back to bed.
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5. march
ON MONDAY, THE SCHOOL CALLED back. “I’m sorry we took so long to
get back to you. We got your messages. It’s just, it’s crazy here,” the program person said. “Are you still available? Do you want to interview? We have to do a
background check, so the sooner the better.”
The program person’s name was Jess. The program had an acronym: BAA, for
before and after. It was sheep-themed. If she got the job, Devyn would be a BAA
assistant, helping out with the kids morning and afternoon with a few hours off in
the middle of the day. It was about 28 hours a week. There might even be bene fits. Not that she needed them—she was covered under Rob. Still, a good feeling.
Walking through the doors of the school was like entering a different world.
There was kids’ art all over the wall across from the office. You could feel the culture of the place right away, as if the air inside the building were different. You
could feel the structure and thought that went into what the teachers were trying
to do and why; mostly you could feel the life, the innocent scribbling energy of
kids going about their daily business.
Devyn checked in at the office. Jess was there to greet her. She rattled off
some questions, gave Devyn a tour of the school and explained the program. Parents dropped kids off as early as 6:30am and picked them up after school as late
as 5:30. In the meantime, kids played, did homework, unwound. Facilitators
guided activities to some extent but mostly, it was up to the kids. “Tell me if you
have any special interests,” Jess said. “Like juggling or something. You could
teach them.”
Devyn laughed. She walked home in the cold; the weather had turned back to
winter, and the air was biting again. When she told Rob that evening, he was excited to hear the news, except for the part where Devyn would be gone every
morning before he got up and not home again until after dinner. “I’m never going
to see you anymore,” he said.
“Yeah,” Devyn shrugged. “We’ll see each other nights, though. And weekends.
It’s not that different.”
Apparently the interview was a good one, because Jess called back a week later to tell Devyn the background check had checked out and she could start as
soon as she was ready. “You’ll learn as you go,” she said. “You’ll be shadowing me,
so don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it.”
Devyn got up at five the next morning and slipped out of the house by 5:30. It
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was way too early, but she was too excited to stay inside. She walked down to the
beach and tried to make out the shape of the waves in the dark for as long as she
could stand the cold. Then she stopped by the shop for something hot to drink.
“To go?” Edna complained.
“I got a job,” she laughed.
The work was a blur of structure and chaos. The kids were pretty low-key right
at first, but the amperage rose steadily as the school hour approached. Devyn
mostly just observed, but she tried to make herself useful, saying hi to the parents
and mirroring Jess. When the morning shift was over, she hiked as far up the hill
to the east as she cared to go, sat down on the grass in the light and fell asleep for
an hour. Then she hiked back down, got some soup and went back to work. The
kids in the afternoon were all kinds of wild, but the sun was still shining, so they
spent a while bundled up on the playground before the light went away. Then
there was reading. Then there were parents.
Devyn got home full of energy. Rob was putting away the dishes. He kissed
her and smiled. “I’m glad it went well,” he said. “Let’s watch a show. I’m shot.”
He sat on the couch and turned the television on. But Devyn didn’t want to
watch a show. She heated some leftovers and sat eating at the table, her mind
pleasantly open. She took a shower and exulted in the pelting of water on skin.
Then she went to bed, touched herself until she came, and fell quickly asleep.
During the next weeks, the world made the turning from winter to spring. The
feeling changed. Devyn got up early every morning, worked with the kids, walked
and walked, and when she got tired of walking, cleaned the house or tried to learn
to juggle or drank coffee across the counter from Jimmy. Then she worked with
the kids again, came home, kissed Rob, chatted a bit and eventually went to bed.
The sex still wasn’t great; Devyn realized it wasn’t for lack of desire, though.
She had plenty of that. The trouble was her lack of desire for Rob. It was as if
something had thrown the breaker and she didn’t know how to reset it, although
she loved him, and it would have made things so much easier on them both if she
just could have wanted him, too. Sometimes it was a long time between times.
Other times, she made a point of making love with him and watched herself wait ing for it to come to an end, miserable, bewildered, trying to figure out why the
circuit had tripped and how to fix it.
Cyclops had made himself scarce ever since the job had started, but Medusa
was still everywhere and nowhere, her snakes hissing things now and then like,
It’s a good job for you, looking after children, or, Maybe you really are more of
a nurturer than an adventurer. But Medusa never came into the school. When
Devyn was at school there was only the challenge of finding activities to interest
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the kids, helping them navigate their own fleeting storms of tears and anger,
teaching them things they didn’t know, finding out who they each were. What
they were interested in. How to help them chase it. And as long as the monsters
were staying silent for most of every day, Devyn decided, she had to be on the
right track. Maybe it was the sort of problem you just have to fix one broken part
at a time. Maybe it would keep getting better from here. Who knows, in six
months maybe everything would look completely different.
Then one evening Rob asked her to quit.
“Devyn, I know you’re having fun with this job,” he said. It was Friday and he
was dog-tired. For once, the television wasn’t on. “I just don’t think it’s so good
for us.”
“What?” It had been another night of microwave dinners. Devyn was standing
in the kitchen, having got up to put her empty tray in the garbage.
“It’s rough, Devyn. It’s rough on me. It’s rough on us.”
“Wait, what do you mean?”
“I’m not saying don’t have a job,” he said. “Just maybe not this job, with the
crazy hours.”
There was a silence.
“None of the other jobs called me back,” Devyn told him.
“You could find a job. There are other jobs, Devyn.”
She didn’t answer.
“I mean it’s not like you got this job because you were passionate about af ter-school programs,” he said. “You were just applying for jobs everywhere and
this one happened to work out.”
“Yeah but,” she started, “I’m passionate about it now.” Her mind was starting
to blur. Don’t blur now, she told herself. Stay in it.
“Can’t you feel that way about something else?” he said. “I’m just saying, think
about it. If it’s not a good fit we should come up with something else. That’s all
I’m saying.”
“None of the other jobs called me back.”
“There are other jobs,” Rob sighed. “Look, let’s just think about it.” This was
the end of the conversation. After a pause, he put his tray away and turned on the
show he liked.
Devyn sat next to him while it aired, her eyes on the edge of the screen.
Then she got up, put on her good coat, the heavy one, and went out the front
door. She could feel Rob’s surprise in the room behind her as she left. He was
wondering what she was doing, leaving in the dark for no reason he could think.
She walked for a while without knowing where she was going, the icy wind
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streaming like clarity over her cheeks. Eventually she found her way down to the
beach. She sat on a log and buried her hands into her sleeves. She looked at the
ocean. She realized her heart was beating pretty fast. She slowed down her
breathing, but she realized her heart was beating pretty fast. There was something wrong with her body. She didn’t know what was happening. She got up so
she’d have something else to think about, something not fluttering and beating
against the inside of her like that. She walked faster, faster still, sucked down air
like long draughts of water. She kept thinking she should turn back, but she kept
not turning back.
Rob was asleep when she got home.
When they woke in the morning to the light, he rolled over and looked at her.
“Hey,” he said softly. “I was worried about you. Where did you go?”
Devyn met his eyes in the pleasant blankness of waking, that weightless first
moment of consciousness when for a little while there is no past or future, and
she wished he hadn’t asked her that, because now she was remembering the
weight and panic from the night before, and just like that, the room was darken ing by degrees.
It was Saturday, so they had breakfast at the diner, where Rob broached the
subject again. “So, this job,” he said. “Can we talk about it?”
Devyn focused on her French toast. She had prepared for this last night while
she was walking. She had decided, as the miles slipped by, that she had to make
him understand what this job meant to her. She would give him a before and after. She would tell him how it had made Medusa and Cyclops so much easier to
live with. She didn’t know how to explain Medusa or Cyclops to him, but she
would have to try. She was going to say—
Rob reached for her hand. “It feels like we’re not even married anymore.”
She looked at him, surprised.
“I wake up and you’re gone,” he said. “I come home and the house is empty. I
feel like I’m single. Like I’m putting in all this work, and for what. For who.” He
paused. “I guess I count on knowing you’re gonna be there for me. It’s like, whatever happens at work, it doesn’t matter, because you’re there when I get home.”
Devyn said, “I really need some freedom.”
It occurred to her to wonder what else she might be doing with her life right
now if Rob weren’t in it. But that was an unthinkable thought. The promises she
had made to him weren’t breakable promises. She twisted her ring, sliding it
around her finger; it felt oversized.
“Well I need an anchor.” Rob looked down. “I know it hasn’t been easy for
you. Especially lately.”
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Devyn stared at him. So he knew about Cyclops after all. Of course he did. Cyclops was pretty obvious, so she wouldn’t have to explain that part to him. For a
moment, her eyes watered up with the feeling that he saw her, that maybe they
could work through this, that there was a solution somewhere in it after all.
“When you started being gone all the time, it really hit me,” Rob went on. “It
shouldn’t be this hard. I just want to go back to what works.”
Devyn snorted, a laugh. Rob returned her smile, relieved, but the lump of
hope that she’d just discovered crumbled in that moment like sandstone. She
looked out the window, couldn’t think what to say. To go back to what works—
They walked down to the beach after breakfast. They held hands, strolling
through the deep, dry sand at the top of the beach: it was a walk, but it felt like a
climb. “I was thinking you could reapply at some of those places, like the bookstore,” Rob said, “and maybe the desk at the resort? If you got a day shift, that
would be fine. Or even, isn’t there a coffee shop in town?”
“Yeah.” Devyn laughed at that thought.
“Yeah,” he shrugged, a sort of casual decision. She heard it take effect in his
voice. She hadn’t agreed, but it sounded like she had. “So maybe on Monday you
could give your notice,” Rob said, “and then you’d have a couple weeks to find
something else before your job ends.”
Devyn felt her eyes close, walking by feel. Just like that, they had decided.
“I think it would be really fun to work in a bookstore,” Rob went on. “You’d
probably find all kinds of books you never would have come across. Coffee shop,
too, I bet you’d like that. I mean I know you don’t like coffee, but you don’t have
to drink it. Just being there: the conversations, people-watching. It’s fun.”
They turned for home. Devyn didn’t feel anything, she observed. Cyclops was
walking behind her; he had been there all along. Heavily, with warmth, he put his
arm around her shoulder: life would go on, she knew. The whole world seemed to
be drawing downward. Life would go on, just like normal. The sand grew deeper
and softer under her feet.
On Sunday, she sat in church expressionless. People tried to say hi to her during the greeting time, and Devyn tried to respond, or at least she thought she was
trying, but she didn’t manage to make eye contact.
“You’ll have to look at them,” a snake said. “You’ll have to smile.”
“You’re going to need to pretend,” said another.
At home, she lay unmoving in bed, trying to decide if she were actually unable
to move, or if not moving were just a game she was playing with her muscles. Cyclops was sitting on her waist. Medusa was lying next to her, the snakes hissing
quietly all the time, nothing coherent. Devyn was going to give her notice the next
morning. There wouldn’t be another job after this. Not as good as this one; maybe
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not at all. In a coast town? It’s not like there are a lot of jobs. No one else had
called her back. There was going to be a string of days all grey and swollen, and
she was going to smother in them.
Maybe in another life, she would get to live—
But that was stupid. There would be no other life.
Monday came, dark and cold. Devyn got up, feeling nothing. She dressed for
work and walked up the street to the school. There was one moment as she
pushed through the door, a sort of sob clawed at her throat—but then there were
the parents, and the kids, and the sleepy early morning energy, and the snacks,
and the steady climb to the scuffling before-school energy. Her heart hurt, she re alized. She didn’t tell Jess she was quitting.
After the bell rang, she walked out of the building and stood for a long time on
the sidewalk, watching the morning busses drive away, the stragglers pull in.
She walked around to the side of the building under the fire escape where no
one went. She sat against the brick with her arms around her knees and laid her
head on her arms.
In the afternoon, she went to back to work. There were the kids, the brave
weirdos with their annoying antics and their perfect goodness. She didn’t tell Jess
she was quitting.
After the parents came and the last child had gone home, Devyn and Jess
cleaned the room, all quiet now. It was the moment to do it.
But then they were saying goodbye, thanks, see you in the morning.
Devyn was standing outside the school again, on the sidewalk, in the losing
light. She was supposed to walk home now. She was supposed to walk away from
this place and forget the kids, forget how it felt when the monsters were silent.
She was supposed to tell Rob she had done it—that she had given her notice. She
hadn’t. But she was supposed to have.
This is when Devyn made a choice. She chose to walk to the chowder place
and have some dinner. She chose to walk around town in the mounting dark. She
chose to go back to the school then, to the fire escape, to the leeward side of the
building where the wind did not bite so cold, and she chose to lean her head
against the wall in the almost-shelter that it made.
She chose not to go home.
It wasn’t a temporary decision. You couldn’t solve this one by sleeping out of
doors once and going home the next day. Rather it was the same choice a coyote
makes when, horrified desperate, it realizes that the steel biting into its leg will
not come off by mere shaking.

Read the rest!
Get the full book for $20.00 USD.

Email elisabeth.mccumber@gmail.com
to request a digital copy.

