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        For this she starred her eyes with salt

        And scooped her temples thin,

        Until her face shone pure of fault

        From the forehead to the chin.

      

        

      
        In coldest crucibles of pain

        Her shrinking flesh was fired

        And smoothed into a finer grain

        To make it more desired.

      

        

      
        Pain left her lips more clear than glass;

        It colored and cooled her hand.

        She lay a field of scented grass

        Yielded as pasture land.

      

        

      
        For this her loveliness was curved

        And carved as silver is:

        For this she was brave: but she deserved

        A better grave than this.

      

      

      

      
        
        Elinor Wylie

        “Epitaph”
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      Truly Butcher was nobody’s bitch. Loud? Sure. Obnoxious? Absolutely. Lazy? Uh-huh. But nobody, nobody, took advantage of Truly Butcher. So that’s why she had been, and continued to be, so pissed about her piece of shit boyfriend of the last three years cheating on her for over half of that time. She cranked the car stereo, and scream-sang Miley Cyrus’s “Wrecking Ball” as she sped down route 27. Back to Moss Landing. Back to where she came from.

      The song ended and some RV salesman took over the radio waves. Truly stabbed the power button and grabbed her purse. She pulled out a pack of cigarettes and ripped the cellophane off with her teeth. She lit up and took a long drag, sure as hell whatever burned inside damaged her lungs. Though Truly wasn’t a long-term smoker, only when the shit hit the fan. And that it did, often enough. She knew cancer would get her in the end, no matter what.

      Ever’body gotta die some kinda way, her grammaw used to say.

      And when generations of family spent their whole lives living next to a condemned nuclear processing plant, it was gonna be some kind of cancer-way. Every tenth house in Moss Landing someone died from the Big C. It had been true for Grammaw as well—stomach, guts rotted through to the core. Everyone knew the uranium dust that had been spewed into the atmosphere and now layered throughout the soil and water had done it, but what were a bunch of hillbillies gonna do? They had mortgages to pay and children to feed, certainly not the money it would take to prove a damn government-funded causality.

      Truly dropped the last of her cigarette, tzzz, into the little bit of soda left in her Big Gulp. She sailed past the Moss Landing exit—now boasting two different Cincinnati chili places and a brand-new Taco Bell—toward the turn off where her childhood home sat tucked among a grove of ash trees.

      Gravel popped under her tires as she rode up the long driveway. The house wasn’t much to brag about—old and saggy siding, paint peeling in spots—but it had been home to several generations of Butcher women. And for Truly, it was a place of refuge, a place to go when everything had gone sideways, and all plans had failed. At least, it had been when Grammaw was alive. Now, Truly would be rooming with just her mother and that relationship was…complicated.

      Truly parked and looked around before getting out of her car. She was back. Again. Dumped by some loser her mom had warned her about. Another cheater. Another asshole who wasn’t worth the toilet paper she wiped her ass with.

      Truly got out of the car and walked toward the house, the spongey, wet green of Southeastern Ohio this time of year, springing her feet forward. Elsewhere they called this time of day golden hour, but in these parts of the surrounding woods, the light always stayed a kind of gray-green. Calmness seeped through her skin. Her jaw unclenched, and she lowered her shoulders. No matter what, this was home, and a deep, bone-setting nostalgia did something to the back of her brain.

      A bright red cardinal flitted among the branches encroaching the roof, and Truly thought spotting one might mean good luck. But then she noted all the spindly bareness, an anomaly this time of year. A lot of the trees in the area were dead or dying—had been for years now. Mourning woods, she called it. The larvae of the emerald ash borer ate them alive. Squirmy little fuckers would feed until they all died.

      Her mom could’ve treated the trees, soil drenched the base with insecticide, but they’d already been told by every news outlet it was practically hopeless. The trees would die no matter what they tried, and if cancer didn’t kill her mother, these might fall over and crush the house with her and Truly in it. Neither of them had any interest in calling a specialist to bring them down though. It would feel too much like they were desecrating graves. Let the mourning woods mourn, she thought.

      As Truly made her way up the rickety front porch, she chose her steps carefully, because it sure as hell didn’t seem like the rotting planks could support weight. The smell of browning hamburger wafted through the screen door, along with the chirpy delivery of the evening news.

      Truly didn’t bother knocking. She stepped inside and let the screen door slam behind her.

      “Mom!” she called.

      Beyond the living room, a shadow moved in the kitchen. The metallic clank of pots and pans rang out. A wooden spoon clattered against the counter. Her mother cooked like a maniac, even when it was just those boxed meals with the cartoon glove mascot.

      Truly grabbed the remote off the arm of the worn sofa, noting her mother’s indentations in the cushions, and turned the TV off. She set her backpack near the hall that led upstairs to her old bedroom and walked toward the kitchen.

      Her mother had a stereo going too, playing 1950s oldies, early doo-wap shit. Truly watched as her mother twirled and spun across the linoleum: stirring, tearing open the spice packet, dumping it in a pot and then winging it toward the trash can, little specks of who knew what sprinkling along the floor.

      “Hey, Mom.” Truly knew how her mother would react—the absolute drama of being interrupted—but also, she knew there was no way to avoid the spectacle, no matter how she greeted her mother.

      “Oh! Sweet Jesus!” Her mom jumped like Truly knew she would. The spoon flew from her hand and landed with a schmuck on the counter. “Truly, honey, you scared the crap out of me! Living alone in these woods, I just don’t have company.” She clutched at where her heart should be.

      “Mom, I called.”

      “Yes, but I didn’t know when you’d be here!”

      But Truly noticed the extra food she’d made and the table set for two. This was all part of one of her mother’s performances, and Truly just went with it because why argue over something so stupid, so inconsequential. If her mother wanted to pretend to be frightened, well, who cared? The woman was probably pretty bored, living alone out here in the middle of nowhere.

      What Truly couldn’t ignore though, what stabbed her in the heart every time, was the look on her mother’s face when she first glimpsed Truly. It was only a nano-second, a mere flicker behind the eyes, but it was there. And it was disgust.

      Her mother hated hated hated Truly’s body. It had started around puberty, when Truly’s hips and ass grew wide. At least that’s when Truly pinpointed it and started understanding that her own mother didn’t approve of the way she looked, was embarrassed by her. But maybe it had been there from birth. Maybe she hated Truly’s body for hijacking her own; who knew after this many years?

      “Look at you!” her mother said, holding out her arms for a hug. “You’ve lost weight!”

      “No, I haven’t.” Truly moved forward and hugged her mother, feeling how fragile, how insubstantial her skin and bones felt beneath her palms. “You have though.” Truly regretted the words as soon as they moved past her lips. Her mother could live for weeks on those words alone. She was tiny, nothing more than a pine needle, and she employed all manner of trends to keep herself that way, including barely eating and chain smoking.

      “Oh no! I’m as fat as ever.” But the only thing anyone could have pinched on her was a tad bit of loose and wrinkling neck skin. “Dinner is almost done! And then we can sit and catch up.”

      “Do you need any help?” Truly asked, hoping she could just sit down.

      “No, sit. Pour yourself some tea. Or wine. Whatever you want.”

      Truly chose the tea, not wanting to get tipsy with her mother and say a bunch of shit she really meant. Eloise, Elly for short, completed her little cooking dance and presented Truly with a plate of glorified slop and a side salad of chopped iceberg lettuce. Truly took the plate, resignation over the whole scenario settling over her, and her mom chattered on about whatever town gossip she had fresh in her memory.

      “You remember Tamara Faye, from down the road?”

      Truly nodded. Of course she did. The Fayes had lived “down the road” her whole life. They were a burly bunch, prone to loud summer parties that ended with shotguns being fired into the canopy.

      “Her son Brad—he went to school with you, didn’t he—well, the FBI showed up here looking for him.”

      “The FBI? What for?”

      Elly puckered her lips as if she’d just popped a lemon slice in her mouth. “Some unsavory pictures on his computer.”

      “If it was the FBI, then you mean like, kiddie porn. Jesus, Mom.”

      “Tamara marched right over here and told me he would never do such a thing, but he’s gone. Nobody can find him.”

      “That’s…” But Truly didn’t know how to finish the sentence. It was disgusting to think someone she’d grown up with was straight up evil, but then was it really all that surprising? Brad had always been a fucking creep. When he’d shown up at high school parties, every girl knew to never be alone with him and never accept a drink from him. They’d joke about him being such a loser. But all along, real danger, real malice, had been right there. And they had just laughed.

      “Horrible, Mom. That’s really disgusting.” Truly poked a fork into the mushy noodle mix on her plate.

      “And Susan Parrish, one of my oldest friends. She owns the greenhouse down the way, remember?”

      “Of course I do. She’s basically family.” Truly liked Susan and never really understood why someone so cool liked hanging out with her mother, but they’d grown up together.

      “Cancer.”

      Truly blew out a breath, then scooped more casserole into her mouth and chewed, even though she barely needed to. She could have just pressed the mush up against the roof of her mouth and swallowed. This is what coming home was always like, a constant doomscroll. Only instead of the news feeling distant and nebulous, it came for people Truly was actually familiar with and cared about. It left her feeling hollow and powerless.

      “What kind?” Truly asked.

      “Pancreatic.” Elly’s mouth formed a straight line. Everyone they’d known with pancreatic cancer had been a goner, and quickly.

      “Is there anything good happening?” Truly asked, ignoring how her mother hadn’t eaten anything.

      Elly brightened, puffing a constant stream of cigarettes. She was well into her second glass of wine. “Well, yeah! Did ya see we got a Taco Bell?”

      “Yeah, Mom. I saw it when I drove past the exit.”

      “You wouldn’t even recognize downtown!”

      Truly licked a speck of creamy hamburger off her back molar. Downtown hadn’t ever been more than a strip of road that led to the high school, pig farms, and that defunct nuclear processing plant. They’d had a single pizza joint, a grocery store, and an antique “mall” but times, they were a’changing, even in Moss Landing.

      “There’s a flea market tomorrow. Wanna go?” Elly asked.

      “Sure,” Truly agreed. What else was she going to do? She scooped the last of her dinner into her mouth and offered to clean up.

      “Are you gonna tell me what happened this time?” Elly asked.

      Truly set her plate in the sink with a heavy clink. Her shoulders sagged. “It just didn’t work out, Mom.”

      “Never does with you.” Elly paused, took a long drag off her cigarette, then added, “I don’t know why you think you’ll ever keep a man, looking like ya do.”

      “There it is.”

      Her mother’s words acted like a sugar spoon, scooping out tiny pieces of Truly’s heart, her confidence, herself. Truly gripped the counter, gritting her teeth. Her mother’s disdain wasn’t usually vocalized until glass three of wine, but when she turned, she saw Elly pouring herself that third glass.

      “Oh, don’t look at me like that.” Elly rolled her eyes. “I’m just being honest. That Phil was an asshole.”

      “I won’t disagree with you about him.”

      “At the same time, it wouldn’t kill ya to lose a little weight.”

      “And it wouldn’t kill you to lay off the wine.” Truly swiped the bottle from the table and headed out the back door.

      “Hey! Bring that back!”

      Outside, on the back porch, Truly heard her mom’s chair scrape against the linoleum. She swigged from the bottle. The too-sweet punch on her tongue left her wanting nothing but water.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Her mother’s silhouette filled the screen door. Such a tiny fragile thing she was, who wielded way too much power over Truly.

      “Just getting the hell away from you, Mom,” Truly mumbled and turned away from her mother. She pounded down the porch steps that led to an overgrown garden and shed, then beyond to a trail into the woods.

      “Don’t be so sensitive,” her mother growled. With the click of a lighter and the whoosh of her mom’s breath of smoke, like some sentinel gust of wind, Truly was pushed further away.

      She’d given up on the two of them having a Gilmore Girls-esque mother/daughter relationship a long-ass time ago. Still, Truly headed for the woods to clear her head. She hated being in the position of needing something from Elly. But what were her choices? She’d sold off her belongings and moved in with Phil early in their relationship. She had nothing now. He’d told her to quit her job and stay home to take care of the house, which she’d happily done, only to find out her cleaning was never good enough and her cooking was subpar. He asked her to change her hair color to blond and she’d obliged, the too-light strands falling in her eyes as she marched through the woods. She had to face it—she’d absolutely been his bitch. Phil had spotted her as an easy mark because that’s exactly what she was. Truly wasn’t as strong as she liked to think herself to be. Not as burly or non-conforming. She’d turned into an easy-bake Suzy Bundtcake without even questioning it.

      When Truly stopped walking and looked up at the sky, evening had begun to fall in earnest and darkness spread under the canopy. Lightning bugs flickered all around, twinkling lights flashing green and yellow.

      The mourning woods had always been a sanctuary for Truly, always been a place to get away from her mother, so she wasn’t worried about getting lost. She could sleepwalk her way back, the muscle memory of those steps still strong. She let herself sink to the ground, and leaned against a tree trunk to watch the fireflies do their thing. She put her hands in the pockets of her hoodie and her fingers hit something slim and hard.

      Yes! She pulled out her vape, set the mouthpiece on her lips and pressed the power button, hoping it was charged, hoping it had enough of something in there for one hit. It did. She inhaled, held her breath a few seconds, then blew it out. Just the ritual of the act brought calm.

      She set her gaze toward the higher tree limbs and glimpsed the first twinkle of stars, knowing instinctively where they’d show up in the sky this time of year.

      Home, somehow, felt both familiar and strange at the same time.

      The black of night began to crowd her, and goosebumps broke out along her arms. Something, she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what, felt unsafe. A twinge in the air, some bit of electricity or pheromone. The wanted neighbor could be out here, watching her, and her breath hitched in her throat at the thought. She poured out the rest of the wine, upturning the bottle. It would make a weapon if needed. It wasn’t nothing.

      The moss on which she sat began to glow a deep shade of teal, a darker, cooler shade than the lightning bugs. A tendril of what she thought might be a fern, hoped and begged was a fern, tickled her wrist.

      “Fuck this,” she spat the word and scrambled to a standing position. She shook her head, disbelieving what she’d felt, determined to stop scaring herself. Marching back toward her mother’s house, she ditched her weed pen in the yard waste bin near the shed, then looked back at the forest.

      The glow remained.
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          MOSS LANDING, 1943

        

      

    

    
      Paulette “Paulie” Duhn was what the old folks around Moss Landing liked to call a “firecracker.” She figured they referred to her in such a way ‘cause she was big and loud and annoying to them most of the time.

      It ’bout killed Paulie to sit still each morning while Ms. Jones talked letter sounds and sums and geography. Every day she’d perch on the edge of her wooden seat, waiting for that big bell out front of the schoolhouse to clang, so she could move freely in the wide, open world.

      Today would be different though. She and Beau Butcher, who’d been makin’ eyes at her all morning, had been going off to the little pond behind the schoolhouse at lunch break for weeks. There’d be no kissin’ this afternoon. She wouldn’t let him set a finger on her, even though his touch ’bout set that good kind of fire throughout her body every time. No, not today. Because today she had to tell Beau Butcher he was ’bout to be a daddy.

      Clang-clang-clang. The school bell rang and everyone stood to leave. The little kids made a beeline for the door, never forgetting their lunches their mamas packed carefully for them, even if it was just a piece of bread or a half-wrinkled apple from the cellar. None of them would ever forget how hungry they used to be, that great gnawing right at the center of a body, as if there were some kind of hole that needed fillin’; it would never go away—scarcity always being right around the corner.

      Paulie felt a buzzing unpleasantness in her chest, nerves, her mama called it. Beau crossed the school room and made his way toward her. A mischievous twinkle in his blue-green eyes. He had black hair that he kept long on top, so it tended to fall perfectly around his face. He pushed it back constantly, and it just kept fallin’ right back. A beautiful dance, Paulie thought.

      “You wanna go have lunch together?” he asked.

      “You already know I do, Beau Butcher.” She liked to call him by his full name, loved the way it felt in her mouth and the rhythmic way it hit her ears. She hoped after she told him ’bout the baby, sometime soon his name would be part of hers.

      They walked together outside, him not taking her hand until they were well out of view of Ms. Jones. Weeds grew tall out back, ’cept for the little trail of folded and stomped over grass that led to the pond. The older kids had a spot back here where they liked to eat, throw rocks in the water, and complain about their lessons and their lives, all the work that needed doin’ once they got home. They didn’t have much time to be idle, in fact these twenty minutes for lunch were ’bout it.

      Beau led Paulie past the group; Nancy Ross lookin’ scandalized the whole time. She donned the same pinched mouth and raised eyebrows she’d had since the first time Beau asked Paulie to walk with him ’round the other side of the pond. Well, Paulie didn’t care. She wanted this time with Beau as much as he did. It was a kind of fun nobody’d ever told her ’bout. They’d only warned her how bad it was, how it would hurt. But that was only true that first time, and the fire that built up inside her when Beau slid his thumb over certain spots she hadn’t even known about, well, that was worth any bit of pain. She loved him for that fire. And while she trailed behind him, she worried what he might say—how all this could go away. Maybe Beau didn’t want to have a family yet, maybe he had bigger plans. Maybe he’d take his magic fire fingers and use’em on some other girl, and she’d be left alone with a screaming, crying baby. Either way, everything was bound to change.

      When they reached their usual corner, he turned to her, pulling her close. “You okay?”

      She nodded, the inside of her mouth suddenly as dry and tough as jerky.

      “Come on, don’t lie to me.” He pressed his lips to her forehead, and she wrapped her arms around his waist. She breathed in his smell, like a freshly toiled garden, one last time before she altered their lives forever.

      “Beau Butcher, we made us a baby.” Hugged against him, she wasn’t sure he heard her until he stopped massaging her back. His whole body stiffened. Oh he’d heard. She tilted her head, chin resting on his firm chest, and watched his jaw clench. “Well? What do we do now?”

      “Guess we better ask your daddy if you can marry me.”

      A flood of feeling rushed through Paulie. She could’ve jumped up and down, but she was afraid she would’ve floated off into the blue sky, so she held on to Beau instead. “We don’t need to ask my daddy nothin’. I can marry you if I want. And I say yes.”

      He laughed at that. “It’s proper. And state law, I think.”

      “To hell with proper and law. Let’s go tell the preacher now. He’d do it, I bet.”

      Beau smoothed Paulie’s hair back from her face. “No, we done some part of this backward already. So we’re gonna do it right, okay?”

      Paulie bit her lip but couldn’t hold back her smile. “Okay,” she agreed.

      “You’re gonna be my wife, Paulette Duhn, even if they ship me off to Europe next spring?”

      “Butcher. Paulie Butcher. Sounds almost as good as yours.”

      He kissed her then, long and deep. Somewhere in the distance the school bell rang again, warning that their time together was almost over.
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