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One

But	it’s	a	beautiful	day,	Holly.	It’s	the	most	beautiful	day.
Pastor	Wesley	stands	in	the	river,	frog-green	water	swirling	around	his	thighs.

Sunlight	 ripples	 in	 his	 outstretched	 hands	 and	 across	 the	white	 robes	 of	 those
about	to	be	baptized.
“	…	Nobody	can	carry	these	burdens	on	their	own.	We’ve	all	tried.	All	of	us

have	struggled.”
One	of	the	converts	sobs,	head	hanging	against	his	chest.	Others	lift	their	arms

to	Heaven.
“We’ve	come	to	set	our	burdens	down.	At	long	last.	Knowing	God	will	always

shoulder	them	for	us.”
Tyler	plucks	out	the	opening	hook	on	his	guitar,	and	we	raise	our	voices.	“I’m

gonna	 lay	down	my	heavy	 load,	down	by	 the	 riverside,	 down	by	 the	 riverside,
down	by	the	riverside.	I’m	gonna	lay	down	my	heavy	load	…	”
This	song	is	in	our	bones,	the	song	we	sing	every	Rivercall.	People	clap	or	lift

their	hands.	Bodies	sway	with	the	grass.	Good	church	shoes	churn	up	the	thick
red	Alabama	clay.	Faye,	a	bouncing	ball	of	taffeta,	jumps	around	to	a	rhythm	all
her	own.	You	see	her,	Holly?
“I’m	gonna	 put	 on	my	 long	white	 robe,	 down	by	 the	 riverside,	 down	by	 the

riverside,	down	by	the	riverside	…	”
Pastor	Wesley	takes	the	hand	of	the	first	convert,	 leading	him	into	the	water.

He’s	lowered	into	the	coldness,	down	into	the	dark	and	quiet	of	death.
Just	 for	 a	 second,	 though.	 Then	 he	 rises	 up	 again.	 He	 is	 reborn.	 The	 Spirit

caresses	him	in	tongues	of	holy	flame.	His	struggles	are	over,	and	he	knows	it.	I
can	see	from	his	face	that	he	knows	it.
One	by	one,	men	and	women,	boys	and	girls,	let	who	they	used	to	be	drown.

One	by	one,	the	redeemed	emerge	from	the	river.	Sometimes,	spilling	over	with



new	 life,	 they	 jerk	 and	 buck.	 The	 deacons	 hold	 them	 up,	 under	 their	 armpits,
until	 they	can	walk	to	shore.	They	are	washed	clean	in	the	blood	of	 the	Lamb.
And	this	is	the	most	beautiful	day,	Holly.
But	my	heart	is	shut	to	it	all.	I	can’t	stop	thinking	about	how,	one	month	ago,

you	fell	into	the	river	and	vanished.	No	singers	lending	you	courage,	no	hugging
afterward.	Just	the	cold	and	dark	and	endless	quiet.
Your	pa-paw	stands	on	the	edge	of	the	crowd	wearing	clean	jeans	and	a	bolo

tie.	He	 sees	me	 looking	 and	 smiles.	 I	 smile	 back,	 then	Faye	 slips	 in	 the	dewy
grass.	I	scoop	her	up	before	she	starts	crying.	Whispering	in	her	ear,	I	coax	her	to
sing.
“Well,	I’m	gonna	meet	all	of	my	brethren,	down	by	the	riverside,	down	by	the

riverside,	down	by	the	riverside	…	”
I	sing	as	 loud	as	I	can,	but	I	can’t	feel	 tongues	of	holy	flame.	I’m	just	dizzy

and	wilting	in	the	heat	and	deviled	by	sweat	bees.
Tyler	 stretches	 the	 song	 out	 while	 one	 last	 buzz-cut	 boy	 and	 his	 mom	 get

baptized.	While	they’re	led	off	to	change	into	dry	clothes,	the	congregation	drifts
toward	 the	 picnic	 shelter.	 Fried	 chicken,	 steaming	 hot	 rolls,	 sweet	white	 corn,
and	plenty	more	crowd	the	wooden	tables.	Everybody	starts	filling	their	plates;
everybody	except	your	pa-paw.	He	pushes	against	the	crowd,	going	to	clap	Tyler
on	the	back.
I	need	to	say	hey,	but	not	right	now.	Instead	I	turn	to	Faye,	asking,	“Ready	for

some	chicken?”
Faye	gets	to	carry	the	drinks.	I	load	our	plates	with	food	and	we	sit	with	Mom,

Dad,	and	Yuri.	The	wind	is	sweet—smelling	of	grass.	Our	picnic	blanket	flutters,
held	down	with	rocks.	The	fried	chicken	skin	crackles	like	tracing	paper	between
my	teeth.	I	tear	through	it,	and	a	sputter	of	hot	juice	hits	my	tongue.
Know	why	Baptists	make	such	good	fried	chicken,	Holly?	Because	we	have

to.	We	can’t	drink,	gamble,	or	cuss.	That’s	a	lot	of	carnal	urges	that	have	to	be
satisfied	through	chicken.	If	you	took	this	away,	we’d	go	crazy.
“Jane,	you	say	hi	to	Tyler?”	Dad	asks,	cutting	Yuri’s	chicken	into	pieces	with

his	pocketknife.
“I	will.”
“Well,	tell	him	how	great	he	played.”



“Yes,	sir.”	I	tuck	a	napkin	into	the	collar	of	Faye’s	dress.	She’s	got	her	corncob
clutched	in	both	pink	fists,	and	the	niblets	are	flying.	“He	doesn’t	have	to	show
off,	though.	All	those	noodley-noodley	parts	in	the	middle.”
Dad	laughs.	“That’s	just	his	style.	Every	musician	needs	their	own	style.”
Remember	when	 you	 played	 at	 last	 year’s	Rivercall,	Holly?	You	 played	 the

song	 clean.	 You	 knew	 that	 “Down	 by	 the	 Riverside”	 doesn’t	 need	 noodley-
noodley	parts	to	be	beautiful.	It’s	more	beautiful	without	them.
“I’m	just	thankful	he	came,”	Mom	says.	“Go	say	hello.”
“I	will.	Let	me	eat	first.”
“Take	 your	 plate	 with	 you.	 Jane	 …	 ”	 Her	 voice	 drops	 to	 a	 whisper.

“Remember	what	Dr.	Haq	said?	You’re	not	supposed	to	isolate.”
“I’m	not—yes,	ma’am.”	I	have	to	show	that	I’m	keeping	it	together,	so	I	don’t

argue	and	stand	up	to	go	over.	Mom	adds,	“And	tell	Tim	he	better	get	some	food
before	it’s	gone.	I’m	not	fixing	lunch	today.”
My	brother	is	exploring	the	shore	with	his	friends.	I	shout	at	him	to	go	eat,	but

they’re	busy	flipping	over	rocks	and	watching	whatever	scurries	or	slithers	out
from	underneath.	I’m	not	going	to	chase	after	them	if	they’re	having	fun.
Tyler’s	 talking	 to	 Bo	 now.	 Where’s	 your	 pa-paw,	 Holly?	 I	 search	 the

picnickers,	but	 I	guess	he	 left	 already.	Tomorrow,	 I’ll	 stop	by	your	house,	 just
check	 in	on	him.	 I	know,	I	know.	I’ve	been	saying	 that	since	your	 funeral,	but
this	time	I	really	will.	Tomorrow.	No	excuses.
Except	your	house	must	still	smell	like	you.	I	don’t	think	I	can	walk	in	there

without	falling	apart.	But	I’ll	try.	Tomorrow.	I	promise,	promise,	promise.
“Hey,	 Jane!”	Bo	waves	me	over.	 “I	was	 telling	Tyler	 how	 awesome	he	was

today.”
“Yeah,	you	were	great.”	 I	go	 to	hug	Tyler,	but	he	hesitates.	Then	he	reaches

out,	 but	 I	 hesitate,	 one	 arm	 hanging	 in	 the	 air.	 It’s	 like	 we’re	 trying	 to	 reach
around	the	empty	space	where	you	should	be.
Tyler	says,	“I	saw	your	mom	and	dad.	I	was	gonna	go	say	hi.”
“You	should.	They	ask	about	you	a	lot.”
“Sorry	I	haven’t	been	around	lately.	I	just—”
“No,	I	mean,	they’ve	just	been	worried	about	you.”
We	 fall	 into	 stiff	 silence,	 smiles	 frozen	 in	 place.	 I	 say,	 “You	 really	 did	 play

great.”



“Thanks.”
More	silence.
Tyler	says,	“I	did	email	you	a	while—”
“Yeah,	I	got	it.	I	just—”
“Don’t	worry	about	it.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t	worry	about	it.	Seriously.”
I	smooth	out	imaginary	wrinkles	in	my	dress.	Why	is	talking	to	him	so	hard?

How	 can	 I	 have	 nothing	 to	 say	 after	 all	 the	 youth	 group	 stuff	 we’ve	 done
together?	After	all	 the	 times	he’s	been	at	my	house,	wrestling	with	Tim	on	 the
living	 room	carpet?	He	was	your	boyfriend,	Holly;	he	 loved	you	as	much	as	 I
did.
But	everything’s	strange	now,	and	everybody’s	a	stranger.	Even	Tyler.
“Okay.	Well,	 I’m	going	 to	 get	 some	 food	before	 it’s	 all	 gone,”	Bo	 says.	He

squeezes	 both	 our	 shoulders,	 telling	 Tyler,	 “You	 have	 a	 real	 gift.	 Thanks	 for
sharing	it.”
“No	problem.”
Bo’s	the	one	who	asked	Tyler	to	play	today,	wasn’t	he?	It’s	exactly	the	sort	of

youth	ministery	thing	he’d	do.	Half	a	dozen	other	musicians	in	the	congregation,
but	Bo	reaches	out	to	the	guy	who	hasn’t	been	to	church	in	weeks.
“And	Tyler,	I’d	really	like	to	talk	about	getting	you	into	the	praise	band,”	Bo

adds.
Tyler	shakes	his	head.	“No.	Thanks,	but	 I	don’t	 really	 think	 I	could	keep	up

with	their	schedule.”
“Well,	maybe	we	could	just	have	you	fill	in	every	once	in	a	while.	Like	I	said,

Tyler,	you	have	an	incredible—”
“I	said	no.”
The	 snap	 in	 Tyler’s	 voice	 startles	 Bo.	He	 laughs	 to	 cover	 it	 up.	 “Okay.	No

problem.	But	still,	thanks	for	coming	out	today.	Jane,	take	care	now.”
He	heads	off,	and	Tyler	says,	“Guess	I	better	get	some	chicken	too,”	trying	to

slip	away	gracefully.
“You	can	have	mine	if	you	want.”	I	offer	him	the	thigh	on	my	plate.	No	matter

how	awkward	this	feels,	I	do	want	him	to	stay.
“I	can’t	steal	your	food.”



“Whatever.	Since	when?”
Tyler	laughs,	and	there’s	a	glimmer	of	what	things	were	like	before.	He	takes

the	chicken	and	my	roll.	We	sit	on	a	driftwood	tree	worn	smooth	as	bone.	Pulling
off	my	 sandals,	 I	 press	my	 toes	 into	 the	water	 and	 sandy	 soil.	 The	Tennessee
River	rushes	across	four	states,	but	here,	behind	Wilson	Dam,	it	slows	down	and
swells	up.	The	river	turns	into	fat,	lazy	Wilson	Lake.	That	makes	it	a	perfect	spot
for	 a	 picnic.	 It	 makes	 it	 the	 perfect	 spot	 to	 talk	 and	 share	 food	 and	 try	 to
reconnect	with	Tyler.
We	chat	about	the	weather	and	how	bad	the	mosquitoes	are.	When	we	run	out

of	easy	 things	 to	 talk	about,	Tyler	picks	up	his	guitar.	He	plays	some	 little	 riff
and	asks,	“So,	you	doing	okay?	Really?”
“Yeah.	I	mean,	it’s	not	like	I’m	not	sad,	but	…	I’ve	been	praying	a	lot.”
Tyler	nods	without	looking	up	from	his	guitar.
“How	about	you?	Doing	okay?”	I	ask.
“Not	really,	no.”	He	starts	into	the	same	song	again,	the	lonely	riff	leading	into

chords	sick	with	reverb.
“I	know	you’re	sad	right	now,	but	…	I	mean,	I	am	too	but	…	when	you’re	at

the	end	of	your	rope,	you	just	have	to	tie	a	knot	of	faith	and	hold	on.	I	mean,	we
just	…	we	…	”
Tyler’s	 song	 squeezes	 my	 chest,	 making	 it	 hard	 to	 breathe,	 impossible	 to

speak.	 It	 holds	 me	 trapped,	 watching	 the	 guitar	 strings	 flicker	 like	 dragonfly
wings	under	his	fingers.	There’s	no	noodley-noodley	parts,	no	big	finish.	Tyler
just	drops	his	palm	across	the	strings,	and	the	song	vanishes.
“I	need	to	get	this	stuff	packed	away.”	He	waves	a	hand	toward	the	church’s

battered	amp	and	the	cords	snaking	through	the	grass.	“But	it	was	good	seeing
you.	Say	hi	to	your	mom	and	dad	and	everybody,	okay?”
“You	don’t	want	to—”
“No,	I’m	gonna	get	this	stuff	packed	away	and	head	on	out.	But	good	seeing

you.”
“Yeah,	you	too.”
“Thanks	for	the	chicken.”
“Sure.”	Another	awkward	hug,	and	he	walks	away.
I	 turn	 to	watch	a	barge	cutting	down	the	middle	of	 the	 lake,	heading	 toward

the	dam.	Once	 it	enters	 the	 lock,	dam	operators	will	 lower	 it	 to	 the	other	side,



where	the	river	runs	narrow	and	quick	again—a	hundred	tons	of	steel	and	cargo,
along	with	 a	 couple	 thousand	 gallons	 of	water,	 dropping	 five	 stories	 in	 a	 few
minutes.	 From	 the	 shore,	 though,	 the	 barge	 seems	 to	 drift	 along	 ghost-silent,
wavering	 in	 the	hot	 air.	The	dam’s	groans	 and	 shrieks	of	metal	 have	 a	hollow
quality,	like	they’re	not	quite	real.
After	another	minute,	I	pick	up	my	sandals	and	walk	back.	With	most	people

finished	eating,	Bo	is	getting	some	of	the	kids	together	for	a	water-balloon	toss.	I
edge	around	them	and	return	to	our	family’s	picnic	blanket.
Mom	asks,	“So	how’s	Tyler?”
“Good.”
“I	hope	he	starts	coming	to	church	again.”
He	won’t.	He	was	doing	a	favor	for	Bo	today,	that’s	all.	“He’s	still	pretty	sad.”
“Well,	 of	 course,	 but	 he’s	 got	 to	 stop	 running	 away	 from	God	 and	 let	Him

catch	up.”
Dad	adds,	“Email	him	tonight.	Make	sure	he	knows	he’ll	always	be	welcomed

back.”
I	roll	my	eyes.	“He	knows.”
“Never	hurt	anybody	to	hear	it.”	Dad	rubs	my	back.	“Tyler	needs	God,	honey.

That	means	he	needs	you.”
“Yes,	sir.”
Holly,	I’m	sorry.	I	know	how	bad	Tyler’s	hurting,	but	I	can’t	be	his	shepherd.	I

can	barely	keep	myself	together.
Yuri	 pushes	 his	 plate	 away	 and	 starts	 rocking.	Mom	hasn’t	 shaved	him	 in	 a

couple	days,	and	bits	of	food	stick	to	the	stubble	around	his	lips.	Dabbing	them
off	with	my	napkin,	I	ask,	“You	want	some	pie,	buddy?”
“Pie.”
“Mmm	…	ice	cream	on	top?”
“Ice	cream.”	He	stops	rocking.	“An’	pie.”
I	get	back	up	 to	get	dessert.	Out	on	 the	 river,	 something	breaks	 the	 surface,

catching	my	eye—an	old	Styrofoam	cooler,	slimy	green-black	with	algae.	I	slow
down,	shield	my	eyes	with	my	hand.	A	blossoming	brown	wake	moves	toward
the	bank—sediment	and	trash	tumbling	up	from	the	bottom.	Tim	and	his	friends
are	too	busy	playing	to	notice	the	flip-flop	pop	up	a	few	feet	away.



A	loud	wet	smack	makes	one	of	the	boys	yelp,	and	every	head	whips	around.
The	boys	scramble	backward.	Tyler	runs	toward	the	bank,	and	I’m	on	his	heels.
“C’mon,	guys.	Keep	away	from	it.”	Tyler	steers	the	kids	behind	him.	But	Tim

is	crouched	down,	reaching	toward	the	catfish.	Before	I	can	shout,	Tyler	catches
his	wrist.	“Watch	it.	Don’t	want	to	catch	one	of	those	spines.”	He	scoops	Tim	up
and	passes	him	over	to	me.
“Jane,	see	it?”	Tim	asks.
I	 nod,	 squeezing	my	 brother	 against	me.	 The	 catfish	 probably	weighs	more

than	Tim.	It’s	the	size	of	a	Rottweiler.	Fleshy	whiskers	taste	the	air.	Too-human
eyes—pupils	 and	 irises	 surrounded	 by	white—have	 shrunk	 to	 pinpoints	 in	 the
sudden	sunlight.
Gruh	 …	 Gruh	 …	 The	 thing’s	 croak	 sounds	 like	 old	 bones	 splintering.	 Its

mouth	 is	a	 lipless	gash,	dripping	wads	of	mud.	The	 thing	already	smells	dead.
It’s	carried	the	rotten	smell	of	the	lake	bottom	up	with	it.	It	still	thrashes,	though,
driving	itself	higher	up	onto	the	rocks.
Gruh	…
“Whoa.”	Adults	crowd	around	us.	 I	 feel	 a	hand	on	my	shoulder.	 “Jane,	 take

your	brother	and	…	man,	that	girl’s	gotta	be	a	hundred	pounds.”
“Check	out	the	hook	scars;	she’s	been	around	awhile.”
“Wonder	why	she	beached	herself	like	that.”
“Must	be	sick.	Fish’ll	do	that	sometimes	if	they’re	sick	and	dying.”
The	 fish	 slaps	 its	 tail	 against	 the	 mud.	 People	 jump	 back.	 There’s	 more

nervous	laughter,	then	someone	says,	“Let’s	get	these	kids	out	of	here.	Come	on,
kids,	let’s	get	some	pie.”
They	herd	Tim	and	 the	 other	 boys	 back	 to	 the	 picnic	 shelter.	None	of	 them

notice	the	giant	catfish	cough	something	up.	A	ring.
Gruh	…	Gruh	…
Tyler	asks,	“Jane?	You	okay?”
I	step	closer	to	the	beast—raw	pink	gills	pumping	as	it	suffocates—and	snatch

the	treasure	from	the	mud.
“Jane,	what—”
“It’s	Holly’s	ring.”	I	rub	away	the	grime.	“Tyler,	it’s	the	ring	you	gave	her.	It’s

…	Tyler,	it’s	…	”



Tyler	 takes	 it	 with	 shaking	 hands.	 He	 turns	 it	 over—the	 simple	 silver	 band
with	a	cut-out	cross—lost	to	the	depths,	now	returned.
Grace	fills	me.	I	laugh	out	loud,	then	want	to	cry.	Thank	you,	Holly,	thank	you

for	this	miracle.	I	couldn’t	have	kept	going	much	longer.	I	love	you,	I	love	you.
“What	…	?	Jane,	look.”	Letters	are	scratched	thin	and	bright	into	the	tarnished

silver.	Tyler	cleans	the	ring	with	his	shirttail.	It	reads,	HELP.



Two

Memories	 flow	 together.	Things	 sink	 to	 the	 sunless	bottom.	But	 the	day	 I	met
you	 always	 bobs	 close	 to	 the	 surface,	Holly.	My	mouth	 still	 goes	 dry	when	 I
think	about	it.	I’d	never	met	a	kid	whose	parents	were	dead.
Mom	 let	me	wear	my	 new	 ladybug	 dress;	 I	was	 so	 excited	 about	 that.	 She

waited	until	we	were	in	the	car	before	telling	me	your	parents	had	passed	away.
You	lived	with	your	grandparents	now,	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Alton	from	church.
“How’d	they	die?”
Mom	shook	her	 head.	 “It’s	 not	 important.	Listen.	She	might	 be	 sad	 and	not

feel	like	playing.	She	might	even	start	crying.	But	you	have	to	be	nice	no	matter
what.	Can	you	do	that?	You	need	to	be	like	the	Good	Samaritan.”
“But	were	they	sick?”
“I	told	you	it	doesn’t	matter.	Don’t	ask.	Don’t	even	mention	it	to	her.”
So	 I	didn’t	know	about	 the	car	wreck	yet,	 the	shriek	of	metal	and	glass	 that

killed	two	grown-ups	and	left	a	seven-year-old	without	a	scratch.	I	didn’t	know
you	were	a	miracle	in	the	flesh.	All	I	knew	was	my	stomach	suddenly	hurt	and	I
wanted	to	go	home.
We	pulled	up	 to	 that	prim	brick	house	skirted	with	 impatiens.	Your	me-maw

came	 out	 to	 the	 porch	 as	 we	 walked	 up.	 “Oh,	 look	 at	 all	 the	 ladybugs!	 So
summery!”
I	tried	to	stick	close	to	Mom,	but	she	nudged	me	out	into	the	backyard.	And

there	you	were—crouching	under	the	hydrangeas,	mostly	knees	and	elbows	and
bits	of	leaf	stuck	in	your	hair.
You	would	always	be	mostly	knees	and	elbows,	Holly.
When	 I	walked	 over,	 you	 turned	 away.	 Picking	 cream-colored	 blossoms	 off

the	bushes,	you	pretended	not	to	notice	me.	“Hi.	I’m	Jane.”	I	held	my	scrubbed
pink	hand	out	for	your	grubby	one.	You	wouldn’t	look	up.



“Want	to	have	a	wedding?	You	can	be	the	bride	if	you	want.”
You	shook	your	head.	Busy,	busy,	busy,	sorting	the	flower	petals	into	piles.
I	walked	back	to	the	sliding	glass	door.	Mom	and	your	me-maw	chatted	in	the

kitchen.	Looking	over	your	me-maw’s	shoulder,	Mom	hit	me	with	a	hard	glare.	I
knew	better	than	to	try	going	back	inside.
Instead,	 I	 sat	 on	 the	 concrete	 steps,	 tearing	 blades	 of	 grass	 to	 bits.	 I	 kept

having	to	move	away	from	the	bees	murmuring	through	the	clover.	I	was	getting
hot	 and	 mad,	 and	 this	 place	 was	 boring,	 and	 I	 couldn’t	 be	 like	 the	 Good
Samaritan	because	you	wouldn’t	even	talk	to	me.
You	pulled	off	one	of	the	hydrangea’s	powder-puff	flower	clusters,	studying	it

carefully.	Squinting	 against	 the	 sun,	 you	 studied	me.	Finally	you	walked	over,
holding	the	cluster	in	your	hand.	You	spoke	in	a	hoarse	whisper.	“This	can	be	my
bouquet.”
“Okay.	But	you	have	to	throw	it	and	let	me	catch	it.”
“Okay.	Then	you	can	get	married.”
We	 played	 wedding	 all	 morning.	 I	 didn’t	 ask	 about	 your	 parents,	 and	 you

didn’t	mention	them.	I	wasn’t	afraid	anymore,	though.
Days,	months,	 and	years	 flow	 together	after	 that.	Growing	up,	we	 lived	 like

swallows	 of	 the	 air	who	 neither	 sow	 nor	 reap.	We	 roamed	 a	 backyard	 full	 of
castles	and	zoos,	then	helped	your	pa-paw	dig	up	the	hydrangeas	to	make	space
for	 the	 sunporch.	 That	 old	 dry-erase	 board	 became	 our	 classroom,	 and	 you
always	 got	 to	 be	 the	 teacher	 because	 you	went	 to	 real	 school.	No	matter	 how
much	it	pleased	God	to	see	me	home-schooled,	I	wanted	to	eat	in	a	cafeteria	so
bad.
And	 have	 a	 food	 fight.	 Just	 one	 good	 food	 fight,	 and	 my	 life	 would	 be

complete.
Dad	 took	us	out	 in	 the	boat	 and	 taught	us	 to	water-ski	on	Wilson	Lake.	We

caught	 fish	 and	 cleaned	 them	 ourselves.	 Sometimes	 summer	 storms	 caught	 us
out	on	the	water.	Saw-toothed	waves	the	color	of	iron	gnashed	at	the	boat.	The
wind	howled.	But	we	tipped	our	faces	to	the	stinging	rain	and	howled	right	back,
thrilled	by	all	of	lashing	creation.
We	heard	stories	about	 the	giant	catfish	 living	in	 the	deep	black	water	at	 the

lake	bottom,	squeezed	down	between	the	roots	of	submerged	trees	and	under	the
foundations	 of	 flooded	 sharecropper	 cabins.	Ancient	 scavenger-demons	 full	 of



bile	 and	 spines,	 they	 were	 half-mythical	 beasts.	 But	 every	 once	 in	 a	 while,	 a
fisherman	wrestled	one	of	the	massive	channel	cats	up	into	the	sunlight.	It	would
get	in	the	newspaper	then,	with	photos	for	everybody	to	gape	at.
We	dove	off	Swallow’s	Nest	Bluff	a	thousand	times.
The	bluff	is	one	of	those	secret	children’s	places.	Grown-ups	can’t	find	it.	The

first	 time	 anyone	 goes,	 they	 need	 a	 cousin	 or	 older	 neighborhood	 kid	 to	 lead
them	past	 the	No	Trespassing	 signs	and	down	into	 the	wild	 land	 the	city	owns
but	 has	 forgotten	 about.	 The	 path	 is	 just	 a	 line	 of	 dirt	 stomped	 out	 between
blackberry	bushes.	Near	 the	bluff,	 the	 thorny	vines	curl	 into	circles	and	weave
themselves	together	to	mimic	Jesus’s	crown.	Berries	dangle	from	the	crowns,	as
dark	and	glossy	as	blood	drops.	They’re	the	most	delicious	fruit	I’ve	ever	tasted.
I’ve	eaten	 them	until	 juice	 stained	my	chin	and	 ran	down	my	arms,	 and	 I	 still
wanted	more.
Push	 past	 the	 bushes,	 and	 there’s	 Swallow’s	 Nest	 Bluff,	 a	 wedge	 of	 red

limestone	shoving	out	into	Wilson	Lake	like	the	prow	of	a	ship.	And	there’s	the
squat	pine	tree	sending	wrist-thick	roots	over	the	edge	of	the	bluff.	And	there’s
the	tire	swing,	its	rubber	cracked	from	the	sun.
When	we	were	 little,	 it	 took	all	our	courage	 just	 to	swing	out	over	 the	 lake,

watching	the	land	drop	away,	watching	the	swallows	that	built	their	nests	on	the
bluff’s	 tilting	 face	 dart	 and	 wheel	 below	 us.	 But	 soon	 enough,	 we	 trusted
ourselves	enough	to	jump.	We	waited	until	the	tire	reached	the	vertex	of	its	arc
over	the	water,	then	kicked	away,	tumbling,	flipping,	jackknifing,	cannonballing,
and	swan-diving	into	the	water	again	and	again.
When	 I	 told	my	 cousin	 I’d	 finally	 jumped	 off	 Swallow’s	Nest	 Bluff,	 I	 was

swelling	with	pride.	But	she	didn’t	know	what	I	was	talking	about.	She’d	already
grown	up	too	much	and	couldn’t	remember	the	bluff.	It	became	our	place	then,
Holly.	 It	became	our	wilderness	 to	 scurry	 through—to	 test	ourselves	against—
dirty,	wet,	and	laughing	our	heads	off.	I	remember	the	sunlight	filtering	through
the	pines,	touching	the	fine	hair	on	your	arms,	legs,	and	the	back	of	your	neck.
The	light	made	them	burn	like	filaments.
We	had	bad	times.	We	had	arguments	and	weeks	when	we	were	too	busy	for

each	other.	And	your	raw-nerve	days,	scratching	lyrics	into	the	dry	skin	of	your
arm	with	a	pen	cap	or	whatever.	But	when	 I	 try	 to	 think	about	 them,	all	 I	 can



remember	is	you	doing	a	hair-whipping	backflip	into	the	water,	a	miracle	in	the
flesh.
We	dove	off	 the	bluff	a	 thousand	 times	and	never	got	hurt.	Nobody	dies	 the

thousand-and-first	time	they	do	something.	It’s	stupid,	Holly.	It’s	not	fair.
It’s	just	not	fair.
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