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For David


“Great revelations of nature, of course, never fail to impress in one way or another, and I was no stranger to moods of the kind. Mountains overawe and oceans terrify, while the mystery of great forests exercises a spell peculiarly its own. But all these, at one point or another, somewhere link on intimately with human life and human experience. They stir comprehensible, even if alarming, emotions. They tend on the whole to exalt.”

—Algernon Blackwood


PROLOGUE:

Max the Boy

THE WORD CAME from a far-off place where wind is born. It woke the boy. Moonlight glowed through his lone window as shadows of gale-blown hemlock and juniper danced on the floor like deranged demons clawing their way past the veil on a Samhain night. Vision blurry with sleep dust, he glanced at indistinct shapes until locking on to the black sliver between the jamb and closet door. He shivered. Something was in there. Staring back at him with black eyes and malicious intent. The devil’s eyes. But he’d been taught that the devil was male. The sound that had woken him wasn’t like any male he’d ever heard. No male had a voice that seductive and full of sorrow; it sounded like an echo, hollow and distant. Not from the closet or under the bed. He wiped the rheum from his eyes, then gazed at the window. The sound was beyond the log walls of the winter-lashed cabin and hidden somewhere out in that coniferous maze flailing wildly under a full moon. 

Lured out of bed with uncontrollable curiosity, the boy left his fear in the damp sheets and crept out of his tenebrous room, tip-toed down the hallway to the living room, where a sluggish fire glowed, and he eyed his skinny doppelganger in the front door window. The warped pane reflected more like mercury than a mirror, showing not a healthy adolescent, but a disfigured side-show exhibit, pale skin glowing red as if sunburned. He stared at his hideous reflection with odd fascination: his left eye and cheek blending with his forehead, his other eye low near his mouth. He swayed, his shirtless body twisting and dipping and expanding with the slightest motion, how it dimmed and brightened and changed hue in tune with the fire’s mood, surreal art in the flesh. If he turned a certain way, he didn’t have arms, in another way no legs. And yet another showed him with two forearms grown out of one elbow, yet no feet. Then, he saw the fire burning in his lopsided blue eyes. Unnatural. Feral. He shuddered. The game wasn’t fun anymore.

“Max.”

The wind-washed words broke his concentration. Fear had found him again, knees trembling. He grabbed the side of the sofa to balance himself. His eyes darted frantically from item to item in the room: table, door, reflection, recliner, fire, until they settled on another pair of eyes, these dark and lifeless. He knew the sound couldn’t be coming from the moose head above the fireplace, but the animal’s gaze stopped him and seized his attention. For a moment, he felt sorrow for the animal and, to his surprise, felt the sudden urge to weep. Before the lump was able to form in his throat, the fire popped and threw his sights back on the front door and his grotesque image in the warped pane. By some strange mesmeric force he couldn’t explain, the boy unlocked the front door and eased outside shirtless and shoeless into shin-deep snow. Icy wind smacked his bare sweaty flesh, making his muscles tense, but his mind ignored the stinging cold as he trudged toward the blustery forest.

“Max.”

His walk became a jog between tall pines, each rubbery sound of mashed snow underfoot taking him one step closer to the eerie, crying voice, and one step farther from his warm home. Branches overhead groaned and cast craggy shadows along the undisturbed, snowy ground in front of him, but they didn’t slow him down. Almost unconsciously, he zigzagged through the trees, gaining more speed. After nearly a minute of adrenaline-charged pursuit, the boy finally felt the cold, and his sight blurred for a moment. He slowed down as frigid wind hacked its way down his throat. His body heavy as if packed with ice, he hunched over and put his hands on his knees, raggedly sucking in as much air as his frosted lungs could handle. His head throbbed, but his vision improved. Glancing around, he realized that he’d made it to a glade or the top of a frozen lake. At the farthest end, a great moose stood at the tree line, its palmate antlers the largest he’d ever seen. But it wasn’t the antlers that stole his gaze, it was the animal’s fiery eyes veiled behind white puffs of its exhaled breath. His own breath clouded part of his sight, or maybe it was just the blurriness coming back. His mouth fell open and he mashed his eyelids closed. The cold had made him dizzy, and the darkness his closed eyelids afforded him was the only comfort. “It isn’t real,” he said to himself.

In a shrill cry, the voice replied, “Max!”

When he flung his lids open, he thought he saw the moose explode into a million snowflakes and charge after him in the midst of a whistling gale that flung his black hair back and made him instinctively wrap his thin arms around himself and scream as loud as his frosted voice box allowed, but the wind’s howl swallowed his cry. In seconds, the gale had circled the glade and had passed. But behind it came another! Heavier. Sharper. Icier. He closed his eyes again and he tightened his grip around his torso. When would it end?

The wind shrieked. It intensified. “Max!”

His heart felt like a jagged chunk of thumping ice. Then, as if the air grew hands, it gripped the boy’s body. His eyes blew open in terror. It wasn’t just wind! It couldn’t be! He tried to scream again, but had no air. He couldn’t move. Without warning, the freezing grip tightened, and the boy saw his bare legs leap out of the snow at lightning speed.


CHAPTER 1:

Shirley Carson Wells

i

THREE DAYS AFTER Shirley Carson Wells was born, her drunk father slapped her mother Penny for the first time. The first time Penny hit him back was about a minute later. She picked up the heavy Holy Bible from her nightstand and slammed the spine of the book against Gary’s head, connecting just under the temple. It knocked his two hundred pounds down to the dirty wooden floor of their home. Gary didn’t fight back. He only lay there gazing up at her for what felt like an hour before closing his eyes and falling asleep. The time was 11:30 p.m. The date, October 30, 1966. The thought of taking little Shirley and leaving crossed Penny’s mind for a moment before she just shook her head and hoped it would be the last time such a thing would happen. Shirley had been asleep when this violence occurred, but she’d read about it fifteen years later after discovering her mother’s journals while trashing her parents’ bedroom. 

Penny Wells hadn’t read much outside of the Holy Bible, but something had snagged her attention one Sunday during her junior year of high school—just two years prior to getting married—while walking with her parents to a restaurant after church. They’d passed Prescott Books, a tiny bookstore that had opened recently in Whittle Springs, a small neighborhood in Knoxville, Tennessee. The cover was simple, but the title intriguing—Silent Spring by Rachel Carson. It was a used copy but in new condition, and the following day, after school, she marched into Prescott Books and bought the copy with some of the money she’d saved from babysitting the neighbor’s sullen children. The shop owner, a hippie woman from San Francisco named Shirley Laurence, slipped a small journal into her bag and touched Penny’s hand.

“Enjoy the book, dear,” Shirley said. “It’s probably the most important book of our time.” Handing Penny the bag, she added, “And use the journal—my little gift to you—to reflect. Because we can’t just read words, we have to ingest them and do something with them.”

And Penny did. She soaked up every word Carson wrote, jotted down her thoughts on her journal’s pages, and began to change, to care about what was going on around her, and to start using terms like organophosphorus, chlorinated hydrocarbon, and phosphates. She’d go back to Prescott Books and have long conversations with Shirley about the environment, about the conflict in Vietnam, and about a myriad of other topics she felt she couldn’t talk about out there in the real world. She started hating neighbors who’d spray poison on weeds or anthills, and she brought up the issues with using DDT and other poisons in her biology class, but she was often overlooked and ignored by Mr. Hess, who also attended her church. While Jesus might have filled her spiritual self, the environment filled everything else. It was Carson’s book that raised awareness, that caused people to start caring a bit more, that caused Penny to start thinking differently, but it didn’t last long. Some classmates started making fun of her, giving her the nickname Penny Dreadful because, as Avery Lauder had put it, “Every time she opens her mouth, she has something bad to say, and I just dread it, man. I fuckin’ dread it.” 

And then her pastor, Phillip-Lee Youngblood, talked to her and her parents a few months later after church service about the destructive behavior Penny had been displaying. “‘Let a woman learn in silence with all submission. And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in silence’.” He said that it wasn’t Christian for a young girl to journey down the path of activism, that she needed to stay on the path of the Lord. If there was a message she wanted to spread, then they had missionary work and she could “‘Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature . . . In My name they will cast out demons; they will speak with new tongues; they will take up serpents; and if they drink anything deadly it will by no means hurt them; they will lay hands on the sick, and they will recover’.” 

After the discussion (well, not discussion . . . more like a monologue filled with quotes that mostly chastised her), Penny declined the missionary work and told Pastor Youngblood and her parents that she was sorry and would do what God wanted her to do. She kept her mouth shut at school, especially in her science classes (she knew Mr. Hess had been whispering to the pastor), feeling like they were all spying on her, treating her like she was a communist or something. Though they quickly became satisfied because she kept it all inside, hidden. It stayed there, growing inside her. And shortly after she had turned eighteen, she married Gary Wells, a good Christian boy that lived over on Maxwell Street and whose parents were close friends with Penny’s mother and father. It seemed like the final element to appease her parents and pastor, so she went along with it. Penny was pregnant three months later. And when her daughter was born, she named her Shirley, after the bookstore owner, the woman who had accepted and guided her toward her true desire and passion, who hadn’t judged her. And she had given her the middle name Carson, for Rachel, the woman whose writing had opened her eyes and had given her true desire for her kind to reach the greater good . . . far more than anything she’d read in the Holy Bible or that had come out of Pastor Youngblood’s mouth on a Sunday morning. Her worldview, her desires and dreams, and her passions, they were all sealed up in her mind . . . and her journals.

Gary had stopped attending church once Penny had gotten pregnant, choosing to read and interpret the holy book on his own and quote convenient and out-of-context passages when he needed to manipulate Penny and bend her to his will. Through the nine months and two weeks of the pregnancy, he had steadily upped his intake of Jack Daniels from one drink per night to half a bottle. He said that it would be the last drink he’d take after the night he’d hit Penny the first time, and the book that he’d tried to interpret on his own came crashing below his temple.

According to the journals, however, Shirley calculated that it went on to happen once a month, and she saw it firsthand just before she became a teenager. Although horrified, she kept it to herself.

Gary was tall and thin, a dark beard covering his acne scars, and deep-set brown eyes that never seemed to exist without dark half-moons underneath. He’d had several jobs in those fifteen years, starting with landscaping, then railroad work, and had finally taken a position at the Knoxville Zoo, which, after many ups and downs, had finally gotten proper funding and attendance to get it modernized and secure by 1972. He’d worked there taking care of the grounds, then would come home to drink the local spirits and smoke and preach and argue until he passed out, only to wake and do it all over again the next day. He died in 1987 from liver cancer, specifically hepatocellular carcinoma. Penny lasted a few more years until succumbing to carbon monoxide poisoning from a leaky gas line to the stove. Shirley hadn’t attended either funeral.

When Shirley had turned fifteen amid the increasing violence in her home, a young sophomore at Fulton High School, something changed inside her. It started when her parents had gone to Gatlinburg for the weekend, and Shirley’s curiosity had gotten the best of her. She had grown resentful of her father for his drinking and for his violence toward her mother, but she admired her mother, a mere bantamweight, for always fighting back. Somehow, it seemed to make the fights much shorter than they would have been. However, it left her mother quiet most of the time. Shirley had rarely had a conversation with the woman, but it was what she yearned for as she began coming of age. So, when her parents were gone that weekend, only one week into the school year, that something inside her pulled her out through the front door of their brick ranch-style house and to the sidewalk. She looked to her right toward Valley View Baptist Church, then left toward Christ the Rock. If she gazed forward and could see beyond the houses no more than a hundred yards, she’d find Foster Chapel Baptist Church. She was surrounded by God, by Jesus, by churchgoers and holy people, but, within the confines of her home, she was in Hell. Her mother would tell her robotically “‘that older women . . . admonish the young women to love their husbands, to love their children, to be discreet, chaste, homemakers, good, obedient to their own husbands, that the word of God may not be blasphemed’” and to “‘obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. Honor your father and mother, which is the first commandment with promise . . . ’” That she and Shirley must attend church every Sunday morning and Wednesday night and repent for any wrongdoing. Penny would insist this with such fervor that Shirley suspected her mother’s mind to be full of devilish and vengeful thoughts because, aside from defending herself, the woman did nothing wrong. Her father would say the prayer just before dinner each night, quote select scripture like “Wives, submit to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife” and “Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you” when he felt that Penny had started talking about something he didn’t want her talking about while they sat trying to have a family discussion, and then he let the devil slip inside him after his last bite of dinner and first sip of Jack.

These distant and recent memories built up inside her like water and steam inside a geyser, her eruption a tear-filled scream that bellowed out there to the neighborhood: “Hypocrites!” But there was no one outside to hear. More importantly, it wasn’t for others to hear. It was her metamorphosis, her peeling back the veil, her exiting the cocoon whose comforting and moral qualities had turned to poison.

She’d heard stories about the pastor. She knew of terrible deeds and gossip among the congregation. She’d been to friends’ houses and witnessed blasphemy and sin with every flap of each person’s tongue. It was all bullshit! And it hit her hard . . . so hard that she wanted to fall to her knees right there on that sidewalk and weep. But, she remained strong. She turned around, wiped her eyes, and saw clearly for the first time as she made her way slowly back inside. What sparked the rebellion and the need to tear apart her parents’ room had always remained a mystery to her. She opened the small closet and threw all the clothes onto the floor. On the closet shelf were three boxes that she pulled down, opened, and tore through. Nothing of interest. Trophies and plaques from her father’s basketball playing days in high school. Yearbooks. Stacks of photos that she didn’t care about. Paperwork. Two bibles. Several crucifixes and other church items. One box was full of wedding junk that they had probably forgotten about. It all ended up in piles on the floor.

Exhausted, Shirley lay back on the green shag carpet feeling defeated. That undefined urge to find something had only led her to creating a mess. When she exhaled a deep breath, her gaze shifted from the ceiling to the bed, that line of shadow between the bed skirt and carpet seeming to tug at her. Rolling onto her side, she reached out and lifted the bed skirt, the sunlight revealing something under her mother’s side. Inching closer, Shirley thrust her arm under the bed, the skirt falling and causing her to search blindly for whatever was hidden back there. Then she felt it. Not it . . . them. A small stack of notebooks, the kind she used in high school. There were six of them, and she pulled them out into the light. Each had a year printed on the cover: 1981, 1980, 1979, 1978, 1977, and 1976. There had to be more, so she lifted the bed skirt again and flattened her body on the floor. A slight musty odor filled her sinuses followed by a visible cloud of dust that made her sneeze and her eyes water. It made her think of an old person’s room that hadn’t been vacuumed in years. After wiping her eyes, she noticed more stacks of notebooks pushed midway where the light barely reached. With just a hint of straining, Shirley reached them with her fingertips, grabbed for them, and after inching them toward her the first three tries, finally gripped the bottom of the first stack and pulled them to her. When she’d made sure all of them were out from under the bed, she saw that they went all the way back to 1963. And there was a dusty first edition of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, several pages dogeared, next to the last stack as well. She gathered them all together greedily like a pirate does his booty and took them to her bedroom.

Shirley began reading the notebooks. As the sun dropped down behind the Smoky Mountains, she stayed awake, reading and reading some more. She learned about her mother, about how she’d started down the path of independence, the path of free thinking, the path she wanted to go down, and how the neighborhood, the pastor, her church, her parents, and even her own teacher—weren’t teachers supposed to support this sort of thinking?—stood in her way and blocked her in. Penny had faltered and fallen into what they demanded of her. How Shirley wished Prescott Books was still open and the owner, Shirley, was still there so she could venture in and talk about anything. How she could ask what kind of person her mother used to be. There was still a spark, but it was dulled by conformity. It gave Shirley an immense feeling of sadness, but she didn’t let it stop her from reading on. And she did so until noon on Sunday. She realized that she’d missed church and vowed to never attend again. Not feeling exhausted after nearly twenty-seven hours of reading, Shirley put the notebooks back under the bed and knew that she’d have to give it time to sink in, all those years of experiences, intimate thoughts, regrets . . . oh, the regrets. However, for her, the breach of privacy would never be a regret because she knew truths that would not, could not, have been passed on to her. She was smart enough to know how flawed memories could be, smart enough to know that those journals were as close to reality as possible. Now she really knew her mother and knew what parts seemed to have been passed on to her. She finally knew all the things that her mother had wanted to say to her, how her mother had wanted to raise her, and how much pain she had been in until, as far as Shirley could interpret, she had let most of herself die . . . the only bit of life remaining in her fighting back when Gary got violent.

Leaving the mess of the closet contents on the floor and taking Silent Spring with her, Shirley pushed open the back door, walked through the backyard, and kicked open the fence door that separated their property from the forest behind their home. She’d never wandered into that dark forest in all of her fifteen years. There was something about its mystery that kept her away, something about how the mist always seemed to linger there longer than anywhere else. It reminded her of the forest Young Goodman Brown ventured into, that Nathaniel Hawthorne short story she’d read in her freshman English course last year. He’d gone into the forest, met the devil, lost his faith . . . lost his Faith, and it damaged him forevermore. Sure, it could have all been a nightmare full of witches and a black mass, a nightmare that was so profound it caused his life to change, but those kinds of things didn’t give her fear and dread . . . It was the idea that everything you thought to be true suddenly becomes false, that all of your friends are your enemies, that all of your morals and virtues are immoral and flawed, and that the person you’ve chosen to take life’s journey with turns out to be untrustworthy, secretive, and in league with all those things that you oppose while keeping you oblivious with surface-level niceties. No one wants to have to question everything, to scrutinize every detail while searching for some grain of truth. No. They want to know and trust that they’ve chosen a good person, a person who has their best interests at heart. Was that something that had happened to her mother? Had Penny been beguiled by Gary? Was he really some sort of demon, some incubus sucking away all her energy and will? As Shirley blew past the gate, she didn’t care anymore. Her father was a tyrant, her mother beaten down and brainwashed, both slaves to the Baptist ministry in their own way. She would have none of it anymore. Into the forest, no worries, no dread. She would not give in like she felt her mother had. She would return enlightened like Young Goodman Brown, and damn any consequences that might await her upon that return.

The Tennessee heat bore down on her until she reached the shade of the trees—a mixture of pine, oak, walnut, and several others that she couldn’t identify. It didn’t take long to find a comfortable nook among an oak tree surrounded by a tightly knit group of pine trees, the acidic needles coating the ground and preventing anything from growing. While it wasn’t quite the perfect circle, the pines surrounded her and her oak almost as if by design, like some natural place of worship. As she sat against the large trunk, Shirley felt a warm and tingly wave pass through her body, as if the oak had shared some of its deep-rooted energy with her, as if it had welcomed her to read to her captivated audience. And she accepted, taking in a deep breath and opening the book. The spine of the tome creaked and cracked like something out of a horror film, but it didn’t dissuade her. Past the publication information and table of contents, Shirley read . . . A Fable for Tomorrow . . .

ii

A sliver of ivory moon lingered in the sky as Shirley returned from the woods. She spied her parents through the back windows, and they didn’t seem worried, just angry. Gary, with his hands on his hips and pointing toward the bedroom. Penny sitting and listening. But neither said anything to her as she charged inside, slung open the refrigerator door, grabbed a soda, and disappeared into her bedroom. She had gotten through half the book out there in the woods. Exhaustion hit suddenly, so she’d made her way back home. When Shirley stood next to her mattress, her body lost all its strength to stay upright. With the overhead light still burning, she collapsed onto the bed, legs off the side of the mattress, and fell into a deep sleep, the cold can of Pepsi beginning to sweat in her hand.

Screaming woke her . . . her own screaming! She’d never had such a vivid nightmare before. Her skin was gooseflesh, her chest like a vise. Shirley was so cold, but the room was so warm and humid. She sat up, her damp clothes clinging to her skin. Gathering her wits, she breathed in deeply and out again several times until her heartbeat eased and her body temperature was back to normal. She felt the rebellious spirit of her mother within her and knew that she would have to take the reins and run with it, beginning with her words. Shirley ripped a piece of paper out of her science notebook and wrote all the details of her dream that she could remember—a cabin, a moose head above a fireplace, going out into a snowstorm, running, and then . . . what? How did it end? She couldn’t remember . . .

iii

At school that day, Shirley wondered if the teachers would react similarly to the new Shirley as they had her mother nearly two decades ago. Not only had she changed over that rebellious weekend, but, unlike her mother, she refused to retreat even one step. It didn’t take long to learn that her demeanor was not welcome by most, but the shifts and waves the country had been embracing left her with a safety net of classmates that welcomed a free thinker. One among the group was her crush from gym class—Richard Simpson. He had been tall and lanky during freshman year, thick braces keeping him from smiling much, and his brown hair often looked unwashed with specks of dandruff sprinkled where his hair parted down the center of his head. But just before sophomore year had begun, the braces came off, and he began to understand the importance of good personal hygiene. He’d grown into his height so that he wasn’t so lanky anymore, a growth spurt that allowed his body to fit into his much more fashionable older brother’s hand-me-downs. So, with a rush of confidence, the trait that was most attractive to Shirley, he grabbed her attention, along with several other girls’, even juniors. Rather than continuing to keep her feelings inside and letting her mind run wild with desirable scenarios, she simply approached him that Monday in the hallway while he was rummaging through his locker and tried out the new Shirley.

“I have a crush on you, Richard Simpson,” she said. “I want to know what your lips feel like against mine.”

Richard froze for a moment, then he looked at her, a cocky smile spreading across his face. He smiled much more often now that his braces were off and his teeth straight. “That can happen anytime you’d like.”

Even though he attended church as often as her mother, he was also miles from perfect. And, so, the following evening, they met in those devilish woods, made out, and ended up making love for nearly three unremarkable sticky minutes. When it was over, the crush that she’d had simply disappeared like finding out the answer to a benign riddle . . .  “I have towns but no houses, forests but no trees, rivers but no fish . . . ” Once figured out, “okay,” and then you move on, “Hardly aware of her departed lover; Her brain allows one half-formed thought to pass: ‘Well now that’s done: and I’m glad it’s over’.” 

The following day, Shirley made it clear that they were not a pair, not a couple, and that, as long as he was okay with that, they could go for “hikes” in the woods behind her house whenever they wanted to, with the hope that it would get better each time. It was those words that made Richard fall in love with her that year in high school. She let this happen, figuring that it was easier to let him imagine she was interested in him for more than hikes. Besides, he did what she needed him to do, all the things a good Southern boyfriend should do—open doors, carry her books, hold her hand, take her to dances, take her on dates at one of the nearby cheap restaurants. She never said that she loved him or made herself vulnerable emotionally, keeping enough distance so that he wouldn’t have too much pain when she moved on. And the occasional lovemaking, the “hiking,” did get better, but it wasn’t something that Shirley craved, and certainly not something that seemed so sinful as her former pastor consistently spouted from his pulpit every chance he had to get people to conform: “Marriage is honorable among all, and the bed undefiled; but fornicators and adulterers God will judge.” 

Shirley wasn’t surprised when neither of her parents seemed to notice that she would venture into the woods alone most afternoons when school let out or for long periods of time on weekend days. When she was alone and surrounded by those trees, she never had a supernatural experience, never felt anything but energy around her, natural energy. Earth was alive, and she felt thankful to be allowed to exist upon its flesh, to admire the trees, which she imagined to be strands of its hair. Would that make her nothing more than a louse, scurrying through the hair and dandruff of a being so much larger and sophisticated than her own? Some parasite feeding off its host, not giving it anything in return, just taking and taking and taking some more? Yes, that was it. That was the revelation that came to her about a month after losing her virginity, a few weeks after finishing Silent Spring. Humans were parasites feeding off the earth. Jesus Christ! Was she to be one of those ultra-left-wing environmental extremists? That’s what she had felt like when this epiphany ignited in her mind, but she dismissed it quickly, knowing that she just had a deep understanding of the human role in it all, that a single human on Earth was insignificant, that a single human in the grand scheme of the universe was more insignificant to the universe than a grain of sand to the Earth . . . as a single atom to the Earth.

She couldn’t see the stars from her hideaway; if it wasn’t the trees hiding them in the summer, it was the clouds keeping the tiny spots up there hidden. The rare occasion when the stars were present depressed her, reminding her that nothing really mattered in the grand scheme. It was an internal battle, this existential crisis of trying to live her life in a way that made her happy while wrestling with the knowledge that, no matter what she did or didn’t do, none of it really mattered.

It was those kinds of moments that caused Shirley to get long-winded in her journal entries. She would go on, page after page, about how she couldn’t understand the meaning of human life on Earth. It also made her more observant, to question more. When she would get under those trees, soaking up energy from her aged oak, there were ants, mosquitos, caterpillars, gnats, flies and butterflies, and, when she dug, worms, other hidden life down there under the dead leaves and a few thin layers of soil. What was the point in it all? It was thinking like this that made it seem as though she would kill herself, but it didn’t last very long. It took such a small creature doing an extraordinary task to shift her dark thinking. Sitting against the trunk of her oak tree, her gaze shifted as if the bark itself had whispered in her ear to look down, where a small black ant carried a chunk of leaf nearly the ant’s full size toward the entrance of its colony. The implanted image of Christ hauling the cross flashed in her mind for only a split-second. The ant tried to move in a straight line, but the weight of the leaf made it sway, throwing it off course, but it always got back to the scent path and trudged toward the entrance. When it got there, the struggle worsened. It couldn’t get the bit of leaf into the hole, but it didn’t give up. It kept forcing that shard forward until another ant (Barabbas, she thought) emerged to help, using their mandibles to cut the leaf shard in half, then each took a half into the colony. That the ant hauled such a large leaf to the entrance was remarkable. It succeeded and never gave up. It accepted help. Both were working to help the colony, not allowing themselves one moment’s rest until they had completed their task, no matter how small or insignificant. Witnessing this sparked Shirley to begin her own path. It wasn’t enough to have a sanctuary a few hundred yards from her house; she had to get out of the county, the state, the entire region. She wrote in her journal that an ant carrying a leaf to its ant hole made her an atheist, made her plan to leave Tennessee forever, and made her accept her own insignificance on Earth and in the universe. It was followed by “haha,” but that didn’t take away the importance of the experience. She went on to write three pages explaining what she meant, that she wouldn’t let her own insignificance prevent her from experiencing joy and satisfaction, almost sensing that she needed to further explain herself, that there would be a reader of her journals that shouldn’t be kept in the dark.

iv

Once Autumn had set in, Shirley had, like she had every day, wandered to her oak tree surrounded by the pines. The crackle of fallen leaves underfoot mixed with the hint of chill that had finally broken the heat leftover from summer left Shirley feeling liberated. There was something about the hot and humid air that weighed her down, made each breath seem labored, and left her feeling oppressed. This air, she thought, had traveled all the way down from northern Canada and had finally entered her lungs, cooling her warm body and unlocking the manacles of summer. It had the power to make her smile, and she did when she was here alone. It was more difficult when Richard was with her. He didn’t understand the importance of Nature, of this sacred space. She knew that, for him, it was just a place to meet his “girlfriend,” a place where the pastor, the school, and the parents couldn’t see them, so that they could do whatever they wanted to do without others knowing. And, despite his ignorance, Shirley kept him around. There was something nice about knowing that she was in control of it all. If she didn’t want to see him one day, then he didn’t push it. When she didn’t want sex, he backed off quickly, as if to keep moving forward and trying to pressure her would make the whole sin known to his congregation. She knew that he didn’t want any of that attention, but she also knew that if their deeds became known she’d be the one blamed for leading him astray, the Jezebel of Knox County.
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