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n early April, our chicken, Floppy, dies. Early one morning I
go to let our chickens out and !nd her there, dead on the coop
"oor. A tangle of grass or some other material had wound itself
into a tight baseball inside her throat and would not pass. I’d
been watching her grow more listless each morning, standing
in the pen with her eyelids at half-mast. An impacted crop, it’s
called. My e#orts to massage her crop proved useless, and the
only other option was to cut her open—something I couldn’t
bring myself to do, didn’t trust myself to do well. And so, I
gather her sti# body and put her in a cardboard box in our
garage.
My three-year-old daughter, Francine, is eating cereal at the
table when I tell her.
Are you joking or being serious? she asks.
I’m not joking. It really happened. Do you want to see her?
She shakes her head. She does not. My husband buries
Floppy in the woods before Francine can change her mind. For
a long time, she refuses to acknowledge that Floppy is dead.
She’s sick, she says over and over. Our chicken Floppy is sick,
she tells friends over FaceTime.
But I’m not sick, she says.
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Some people we know refer to it as the virus for their threeyear-olds. Others call it the germ. In our house, it’s The
Sickness. Maybe that’s a little dramatic, but “sick” is a word
that carries weight, that helps explain itself. Anything else,
however more correct, feels like a euphemism.
Why can’t I go to school?
Because of the sickness. We don’t know who has it and who
doesn’t, and we all need to protect each other.
Do you throw up when you get the sickness?
Some people do, but mostly you get a really bad cough and a fever.
I don’t have a cough.
No, you don’t.

Does Floppy have the sickness?
No, she had an injury. Her sickness was much di!erent.
Can I get an impacted crop?
No, people don’t have crops.
More and more, our conversations revolve around why is the
sickness here and when the sickness is over … .
When the sickness is over we can go to school. When the
sickness is over we can go down slides and play on swings. When
the sickness is over we can hug our friends again.
Once, in the car, she angrily yelled, I want the sickness to
go away! I want everyone to be healthy, healthy, healthy! The
sickness has invaded our lives like a mysterious miasma, an
evil presence, an invisible menace that is always there but
never strikes. Or hasn’t yet.
In sickness and in health, we say. Until death do us part. The
most signi!cant moments of our lives are overshadowed by
death. Maybe that’s what makes them signi!cant. But we
think about it when we marry, or I did, anyway—the thought
of my husband’s body breaking down over time, my avowal to
accompany him through that, him through mine, the youthful
beauty of our !gures, the brightness of our love overlaid with
the image of our bodies as graying, withering shells clinging to
one another. Death has always been the silent partner of love.
We go to the cemetery almost every day. We can walk there
from our house via a trail in the woods. The network of long,
straight roads make it prime for bike riding and strolling.
It’s easy for families to avoid one another as we ramble idly,
watching the Norway maples slowly swell with spring buds,
bluebirds "it about across the !elds. It’s been more crowded
these past few weeks than I’ve ever seen it. A record number of
neighborhood kids learn to ride bikes this spring. People come
to walk their new puppies, attained in a desperate need for
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something to do. It is the perfect place to watch
earthworms "ailing in puddles, bumblebees
nuzzling the dandelions, to watch grass grow.
Families come and wait for the train to pass, the
tracks just across the street from the cemetery,
even though it does not run on a set schedule. The
cemetery has become a place to be in a time when
suddenly no one has any place to be.
Normally, it’s surprisingly easy to look past
the fact that we walk among thousands of bones,
that there are hundreds of bodies that once lived
and are now dead below us. The inviting nature
of cemeteries makes it so easy to forget about
all the bodies, despite that being their reason to
exist. Yet, these days, I feel a cruel regret at this
being our favorite walking place. I wonder if
other parents feel it too, the depressing hum of
our future spread around us on our family walks,
our current reason for being here, and here’s
reason for being here too close. Maybe I feel the
death more than others, who feel just annoyed
that they cannot eat out, cannot work, cannot
travel. For me, the fear of death, whether my
own or loved ones or not loved ones, has come
and perched prominently atop my chest. For the
!rst few weeks of the pandemic I have trouble
falling asleep because of the crushing sensation.
Like someone sitting on my chest, the saying goes.
And that’s exactly how it feels, someone come to
rest upon my clavicles like a crouching gargoyle,
preventing me from taking a deep breath. For a
while, I wonder if I have the sickness because of
the chest pressure. When I tell my husband, he
says that is exactly how his mother described
anxiety to him. And it’s exactly how my father
has described pneumonia to me, I reply. Over the
course of a few weeks, the feeling lifts, but I still
feel marked by a$iction. Tender. Raw.
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Francine has started to notice the graves.
They become objects of interest as opposed
to background scenery. Perhaps she’s always
noticed them, but never had the language to ask
about them and now suddenly does. Her question
asking is able to get at the heart of what it is she
really wants to know these days.
Why are these stones here?
Each stone represents a person who lived or a
family who lived.
And they’re not alive anymore?
No.
Where are they?
Well, their bodies are here. Buried beneath the
ground. Like Floppy’s body.
Under here? She points at the rock.
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Well, more like under here. I point under our feet.
Down here? She pokes her !ngers against
the grass. I nod. And here? She pokes the grass
nearby. I nod again.
They died?
I nod.
Why?
Mostly because they were old.
Now on our walks, she likes to run through the
rows, stopping at stones that strike her fancy for
whatever reason: the one shaped like a slice of
bread, the ones with statues of Mary with her
arms outstretched, the little ones with weathered
lambs. Look at this big, big one! And, Who died
here? I’ve given up trying to explain that the people
didn’t actually die here, but that their bodies were
put here. I resign myself to this new game, and list
out the last names etched in each stone. Muzyk.
Who died here?
Tarnawa.
Who died here?
McCarthy.
Ley, Baldyga, Spadaccini, Wiesnewski. The ones
I cannot pronounce. The ones I pronounce with
Italian "are. Each name a little piece of this little
community, this once industrial mill town turned
quaint family neighborhood. My own grandparents
are here: Harold and Alice Love. Harold died when
he was !fty-six, when my mother was just sixteen.
Alice lived to be eighty-four. The length one spouse
had to live after the other died has become the
information I calculate as I now spend more time
reading gravestones than ever before. Almost
always, the wife outlives the husband, and I become
obsessed with the di#erences, the span of years
that one spouse lived with a spouse-shaped hole in
the world before death !nally came for them too.
Sometimes we go and sit in the place in the woods
where Floppy’s body is buried. A large rock marks
the grave, but with the dead leaves scattered back
over top, the fact that the earth was turned over
here is almost imperceptible.
Can Floppy sleep when she’s dead?
No, she can’t.
Can she eat?
No.
I think she’s sleeping.
Do you? That’s interesting.
What will happen to her under there?
Nothing. Her body will slowly start to turn into the
earth. She’ll become the woods—the soil, the plants,
the mushrooms, the trees.
In April and into May, we read Little House on
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the Prairie out loud as a family. It seems a bit
advanced for a three-year-old, and sometimes
she loses attention during long descriptions
of house building or prairie scenery. But her
ability to retain details is remarkable. Sometimes
I think she is not listening, then later she’ll
summarize whole passages, recalling details
even I’d forgotten hours later. Remember when
Laura and Mary get tin cups, peppermint candy,
heart-shaped
cakes, and a penny
for Christmas in
their stockings?
The book is our
participation in
the new American
pastime: likening
ourselves
and current situation to pioneer families. Of
reminding ourselves of harder, leaner, riskier
times. And we do !nd solace in the dramatic
details, the struggle, the bleakness of the prairie,
a place that, at !rst glance, you’d think would
bore one to death. But exciting things hide in
plain sight. And the threat of death is what keeps
it interesting. The slow-motion unfolding of how
to survive is surprisingly fascinating, from Pa
dragging logs from the creek bed to build their
house to Ma roasting a prairie chicken over a !re,
rationing out the last few scoops of cornmeal and
bit of lard, making it last until Pa’s next trip to
Independence. Their whole existence is the toil of
survival, but a toil they !nd deep meaning in.
The vastness of the prairie is what our comfy
little neighborhood has become: a dearth of
entertainment for those who are used to stimulus.
We must dig in, get deep in our narrow con!nes.
The book is not light: Pa shoots birds from the
sky; there’s the description of Ma’s sprained
ankle, all swollen and black and purple; the
limp, unconscious body of Mr. Scott, poisoned by
methane, being hauled up by the windlass from
the new well he’s helped Pa dig. Pa gets to go
on the adventures—he rides across the prairie
swarmed by a pack of wolves, gets stuck in a
windstorm on a trip to Independence. Ma keeps
things going: feeding the animals, plucking and
roasting the prairie hens, raising the children,
doing the wash, stitching the quilts. They are in
constant motion, and if they stop: su#ering, then
death. But the sheer meaning and beauty of their
lives is crafted on keeping death at bay.

For now, I simply
talk about the
body, about what it
gives … long after
it's stopped.

When we run out of tasks, we will die, I sometimes
think to myself.
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Why do we die?
When we die, it means our body has stopped working.
But where does the body go?
It gets buried. It’s here, under our feet.
In the dirt?
Yes, in the dirt.
But my body didn’t stop working.
No. It’s very much working. It’s working very
well. It’s healthy, healthy, healthy, and it will work
for a very long time.
My husband says he feels like Pa: one day, he
assembles a swing set. The next day, he screws
together pallets for a new compost pile bin. The
next day, he burns brush. The next day, he builds
new raised beds for our garden. He gets to go
on adventures to the food co-op for groceries; I
stay home with the child. He digs up the earth
in front of our house, revealing an old burn pit,
layers of past inhabitants’ existence: panes of
glass, shattered into thousands of pieces, rusty
metal, burned and melted plastic toys, insulation,
tools, a wheelchair wheel. Only later does it occur
to me that the wheel could be from a bicycle or
something else. He gets a dumpster and discards
the trash, sets the contaminated soil aside. We
order new soil, clean soil, from which our garden
plants will spring this year.
We !nd tasks to keep death at bay. We fall
into gendered roles and I don’t have the heart
to complain about it too much. I play school bus
while he digs. I make villages in the sandbox,
assemble "ower crowns, arrange scavenger
hunts. I put on puppet shows and make up stories.
I help make snow people out of spring slush in
the mornings and bring Francine to observe
their melted remains in the afternoon. We spend
forty minutes in the woods one day, waiting for
a chipmunk to come out of hiding. We learn new
ways of being in the world. May arrives with a
sense of relief, new hope for us. The increased
sunlight makes us feel good, resilient.
Is Grampy’s body turning into earth? Her greatgrandfather, my husband’s grandfather, is our goto reference when we talk about death. A year ago,
we visited him in the nursing home, touched his
unconscious body one last time. The next day, after
we’d traveled home, he died. She asks this question
often now, almost like a joke. She most often asks it
while she’s sitting at the table, as though the act of
eating or resting the body allows these questions
she’s working through to rise up, as though there’s
a puzzle at her spot at the table that she returns to
after each meal.
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Yes, I say. Grampy is turning into earth. It’s not
exactly true, but someday it will be so I don’t feel
bad saying it. We don’t explain that his body was
!rst cut open by medical students, that they took
his body apart and made new meaning from it.
Even in death, his body still gave something. I don’t
tell her his body was then burned in an incinerator
and separated into several small urns and given to
various family members. What an ordeal just one
body is. I think about this as I view drone footage
of mass graves while reading articles at night, as
I glimpse footage of freezer trucks in Queens, as
I hear the nurses crying that they’ve run out of
places to put the bodies. Our little urn of Grampy’s
ashes sits atop our piano, hidden behind a family
photo and some clutter. Best to keep things simple.
For a moment, I envy the religious, how they
have a go-to explanation and soother for the
abruptness of life leaving the body. But I can’t
tell her something I don’t believe, just like I can’t
hide the fact that, yes, the meat in her sandwich
is from a turkey, and yes, one that had legs and
used to walk. I can’t even pretend there’s Santa
Claus with my daughter. When I talk about death,
I only talk about the body, like it is a machine,
where the parts start to go one at a time and it
eventually breaks down. I will cross the bridge of
grief when we come to it. Someday, we’ll tell her
how Grammy, who’d lived for over seventy years
with Grampy, had awoken to his !nally still body.
How she’d tended to him until death, how she
did so even though her brain was slowly being
scrambled by dementia. It’s painful to think of her
now, trapped in a nursing home.
For now, I simply talk about the body, about
what it gives, or can give, long after it’s stopped.
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We stay home to stay safe. But the danger !nds
its way in, never quite reaching us but touching
us on all sides. I return home from a run one day
and watch medical workers take my neighbor’s
body from his home on a stretcher. There is a
hearse parked in the driveway. The !gure beneath
the blue sheet looks too small to be Bill—but the
months of cancer had eaten away at his body.
Helen and I aren’t hugging neighbors—our
contact is limited to small chitchat, neighborly
friendliness—but the fact that I cannot give
her a hug makes me feel awful. He did not have
COVID-19, but I wonder what decisions the virus
forced the family to make, if hospital visits were
turned down to keep him safe.
A few weeks later, a car screams by our house
going seventy miles per hour. As it hits the curve
just beyond our driveway, I hear a pop, and a
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thundering bump. I don’t see it, but I know exactly
what has happened. I run down our driveway,
and a little ways down the road, I can see the
car smashed in in the front, lodged between two
trees. I feel the dread welling up in me as I run
toward the car. I do not want to see a dead person.
I do not want to see a dead person, I whisper to
myself. But then, a man pulls himself, swearing,
from the car’s back window. He stumbles into
the road. Blood drips down from his head and in
between his eyes. Keeping a safe distance, I ask if I
can get him something. I tell him we’ve called 911.
Do you live around here? I ask. I just want to calm
him until the ambulance arrives. I’d like him to sit.
I’d like to bring him a blanket, some water. Never
mind he was driving so recklessly he could have
killed me, my daughter, my husband had we chosen
to go for a walk just moments earlier. Does he know
his own power? Yeah…the man says. He stares at
me with wide, blue eyes, looks as though he’s going
to say something else, then turns and walks away
down the road. Don’t go! I call after him. But he’s
gone. His smashed car idles for hours, wipers still
going, before they come and take it away.
A few days later, I’m running in the
neighborhood. I’m coming down a hill, by a row
of houses I’ve run by thousands of times before,
when a man opens a door and two border collies
come running out. They swarm me in the road,
butting against me with their noses. I re"exively
scream, closing my arms around my head. The
man calls the dogs o#, but not before one has
gotten a good nip of my leg. A bruise immediately
forms, making a lump. Four perfectly spaced little
scrapes mark where the bottom teeth dug in,
two dots where the canines punctured—barely
breaking skin, luckily—and a long swipe down one
side where one of the canines got the best grip as
the dog tried to close its mouth around the !rm
"esh of my lower leg. Had it been any other part
of my body, a chunk of me would be missing now.
The mark lingers like a brand, a reminder
of my vulnerability. It turns shades of red and
purple and black, like Ma’s sprained ankle. I keep
it hidden from my daughter. I can’t handle having
one more thing to stoke her anxiety. One more
danger to warn her of. One more reminder that
we’re still not safe, even when we’ve completely
stopped our lives in the name of safety.
Is Tarnawa’s body turning to earth?
Yes.
Is Muzyk’s body turning to earth?
Yes.
Will my body turn to earth?
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Yes, but not for a very, very long time.
But I’m not dead.
No, you’re very much alive.
The one merciful thing about the sickness is that
the shelter-in-place order has come in the spring.
We watch tree buds swell up. Johnny-jump-ups
emerge from the ground. A robin who’s taken
up residence somewhere nearby starts a daily
ritual of frantic singing from a birch tree in our
yard. Our honeysuckle tree spreads a green fuzz
as leaves slowly emerge. There are the ridiculous
trumpets of da#odils, our slowly emerging northfacing forsythia, a smattering of jelly fungi, some
of them solar orange, others earthly brown, that
swell on downed sticks and branches in our wee
patch of woods. We watch grass grow. We watch
this all happen with a hungry avidness—things
I’d appreciate in any year, but that take on a
signi!cant, soul-soothing meaning this time.
How lucky we are, I say again and again. So far,
it hasn’t stopped being true. How lucky we get
to witness life going on. Acorns that have been
under the ice and snow all winter swell and crack,
the "esh turning !rst bright pink, then green as
slender, impossible roots emerge and !nd footing
in the soil below. We spend an entire afternoon
on a patch of grass in the cemetery examining
maple buds, peeling open the little brown
helicopters and !nding the bright green, twisted
up cotyledons inside, a pale root reaching out like
a tentacle in search of fertile ground. There is a
row of maybe a dozen Norway maples, and each
one must have released thousands of keys in the
autumn. Thousands of potential new trees. We
collect sticks with jelly fungus and leave them
as o#erings at a fairy house we’ve constructed
at the base of a tree. Ours is all moss and rock
and acorn cups. Nearly indiscernible from the
ground around it. Solomon’s seal pokes through
the ground, tender purplish stalks, emerging like
a wonky forest for the fairies. We !nd and make
our daily work with what we have around us.
The fungus eats the rotten wood, I tell her. The
fungus helps to turn it into earth. As the fungus
breaks it down, it turns spongy, it holds water,
acorns and maples snake their roots in, taking
hold. We !nd rotting logs and bring them to our
chicken pen, to our nine remaining hens, who
are thriving. Our hens follow behind as I crack
the rotten logs apart, revealing beetle larvae
and curled up centipedes. Our most beloved hen,
Crooky Comb, follows along behind, snapping up
the larvae, trilling excitedly and putting her head
close to watch as I break open the rotting wood that
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is becoming earth. She likes to put her orange eye
right up close to mine. She reads me, watches me
closely, while the others keep a safe distance.
My daughter gets into it too, saying, Here, Crooky!
Here’s some good larvae for you! Then, it comes:
Is it alive? she asks of the plump larvae.
Yes, I say.
But when she eats it, it stops being alive?
That’s right, I say.
She doesn’t react, just sits with the information.
Grasping, in her way, that their bodies become our
bodies, that bodies become other things. That we
stop feeling and thinking and breathing. That those
are the things that make up living, but that when a
body stops, it stops doing those things. My heart is
beating and I am breathing, she likes to say often,
stopping to put a hand on her chest. And for now,
that feels like enough.
After Grampy died, after his body had been
turned to ash and divided, Grammy got a
boyfriend. Larry was also in the nursing home. I
don’t know much about their relationship, what
they talked about, but I know it was ritualistic:
every day, he would come to her room. They
talked. She laughed. She seemed happy, the
nurses said. At almost ninety years old, her mind
failing her, she’d found new love.
In a !t of landscaping, my husband cuts down
Francine’s favorite tree. He hadn’t known it was
her favorite. I hadn’t really either, though she
had been talking about it a lot lately. One of the
branches had a dip in it that reminded her of the
top of a heart. The tree that is shaped like a heart,
she called it. When she sees that his chainsaw has
taken it out, she weeps, not wanting to sit outside
to see where it had been cut.
Papa cut my favorite tree! She wails into my
shoulder. She mourns for the tree in a way she
never did for Floppy. Her heart-shaped branch
had been a thing to look for from her swing, but
now it’s gone.
I hold her to me, can feel the "utter of her
heartbeat. Can smell of the outdoor air in her hair
and the raspberries on her breath. Her !ngers,
layer of soil beneath the nails, gripping the collar
of my shirt. We try to explain that we cut the tree
so that other things can grow. But I loved that one!
It was my favorite. But a few minutes later, her
sobs subside. She’s excited for her macaroni and
cheese. As she sits to eat, she says, I’ll get over it.
I won’t be sad about the tree anymore. I haven’t
tried to get her to say this. Haven’t suggested she
should and had welcomed the opportunity for her
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to work through this experience of loss, of grief.
I worry that she’s avoiding mourning, sad that
she feels compelled to say this. But then, maybe a
better explanation is how she is—how we are, to
start, anyway—wired to recover, to rebound, to
spring up from what weighs us down.
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Sometimes, in the woods, our family likes to play
“Is it alive or is it dead?” It’s about trees. Francine
will try to guess if a particular tree is alive or
dead. She’ll point out dead branches and say, I
think this one is dead. But then she might notice
a green branch or new leaf emerging and she’ll
change her mind. Or sometimes she’ll say, This
one is just a little bit dead.
We point out how when a tree dies in the forest,
it leaves an opening in the crown. The downed
body of the tree will slowly rot, will soak in water,
will grow moss and a soft, spongy, forgiving
surface. Suddenly, the smallest of trees, those fresh
saplings emerging out of fallen seeds in the the
middle of the forest—normally a dark, challenging
terrain—will have an advantage. They will dig
their roots into the fallen tree. The dead tree is
not useless: it is a nurse log. These small trees will
suddenly have the light they need to grow because
of the opening the fallen tree has left, and they
have ample water and nutrients from the decaying
trunk. We point out these openings on our hikes,
the long mossy mounds, the row of straight
newbies reaching up. In a dark, cloistered forest,
we’ll suddenly happen upon a small circle of green
at our feet, a circle of open sky overhead.
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In June, we learn that Larry has contracted
COVID-19. Grammy can no longer see him. Or
anyone, really. Somehow, she has not contracted
it. Her tiny body, all four feet, eleven inches
of her, pulses on and on, constructed of the
hardiness of the Aroostook County soil of her
childhood. Her mind fails, but her body persists.
But she cannot leave her room, cannot have
visitors, is chambered up alone with the visits
of the harried nurses. She waves to family
members through the window while talking to
them on the phone.
Soon, Larry is gone too.
I don’t want to die, Francine tells me sometimes.
I’m grateful she never says, I don’t want you to die.
I can talk about a body, what happens to it
in death, but I cannot even begin to broach the
feeling of grief, of the hole love leaves in your life
once your loved ones go away from you. When the
time comes to explain it, I know I’ll start like this:
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when the tree you love is cut down, you still feel
its presence so strongly, that every time you look
and there is no tree it seems almost unbelievable.
The absence becomes more overwhelming than
the thing itself. For a time, anyway.
When we get to the end of Little House, things
get heavy. I gloss over certain passages, skipping
words like “savage” and “massacre” and “Indian
war.” Discrete deaths I’m ready to introduce my
daughter to. But American settlers on the western
frontier, of a genocide in the making, I’m not so
sure. The whole reasoning for leaving the prairie
is obfuscated, but my daughter understands
that they must leave. That even though they’ve
survived winter and malaria and wolves and a
!re that engulfed the prairie around them, save
for a little square around their house thanks to
Ma and Pa frantically beating at the !re’s edge
with wet blankets, they will now pack up their
wagon and walk away from it all. In my heart, I
feel the dread that Ma must feel. What the fuck?
After all this?
But I try to emphasize Pa’s words: There’s no
great loss without some small gain, he says, as
he hands Ma a sack of potatoes meant to give
her solace.
In July, Grammy stops eating. Her body dwindles
down to sixty-!ve pounds, like she’s trying to
ungrow, trying to disappear. I’m done, she tells
my mother-in-law. I’m all done.
This is the spring and summer I get to watch my
daughter grow up, little by little. At least we can’t
say we missed any of it, my husband says one
night. This rich period where she changes daily,
where her imagination runs rampant, where she
unselfconsciously shares her thoughts with us.
My daughter cannot see her friends, cannot go
to the school she had grown to love so much. But
this is the spring I get to see her disappear into
her own worlds of make believe. Her imaginary
sister, Bubbles, turns six, then ten, then twenty,
all within a week. We must sit through every
birthday party, miniature cakes of modeling clay
served on tea-set dishes. Bubbles’s brother is
there. And Bubbles’s brother’s sister makes an
appearance. These events mostly consist of us
pretending to eat, making little munching sounds
with our mouths that make our daughter shiver
with excitement to see. She !nds a V-shaped
stick and names it Eee-ur-ee-ur, like the sound of
squeaky wheel turning. She learns to write her
name. How to hide and how to seek—surprisingly
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Long after we've
finished the book,
the image of
the open prairie
burns in my mind.

The bodies are underneath the earth, and the
gravestones are on top, she says. When she’s earnest,
she gesticulates, her hands bobbing in front of her
and eyebrows raised, head tilted. The grass is on top,
and the dirt and rocks and grubs are underneath.
She doesn’t say it, but I can see her working it
out: the living bodies go on top of the earth, the
dead bodies go underneath.
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How about trees, I ask. They’re a little under and
on top.
Yes, she nods, in a rare moment of
agreement. They get to live underground and on
top of the ground.
Pa: What’s a year amount to? We have all
the time there is. They have just abandoned
everything. A year’s worth of toil, of progress, of
productivity. Gone.
Long after we’ve !nished the book, the image of
the open prairie burns in my mind.
My daughter will never experience the rite of
passage that all the other grandchildren and
great-grandchildren in my husband’s family
had: marking the age in which they surpassed
Grammy in height. She’ll never experience
Grammy’s subservience, her compulsion to
feed, her epic chocolate chip cookies handed o#
from the freezer in a Ziploc baggie for the drive
home. She’ll mostly remember her for the little
stool with the crocheted cover that has become
hers, the N. C. Wyeth painting of children on a
beach staring up at the form of a giant in the
clouds that hung in Grammy’s house, then her
apartment, then her assisted living. She has
the "ickering, "ameless candle that runs on
batteries and now serves as her nightlight—
things instead of memories, but things that are
pathways to memories, at least. We’ll have to do
the work.
In the cemetery where we still walk almost every
day, there is one gravestone that is "anked by
two ornamental spruce trees. They are shaped
like gumdrops. Or are supposed to be: el!n trees,
meant to give the grave a cozy look. Wedged
between these neat little trees is the grave of
Victor and Assunta Spadaccini and daughter
Rose. Strangers from another time, another
century. The trees are grafted—a hardy blue
spruce base meant to hold the cuter, tidier foliage
of another species: one tree used for stability, the
other for show. But atop one of them, the spruce
has reclaimed the tree. From the tight shape atop
the gumdrop, longer, rangier branches emerge,
as though one tree is exploding in slow motion
from the insides of the other tree. Tidy el!n tree
gives way to wild, rangy spruce. It’s like this
tree has been hiding inside the other, trying to
escape. Here it is now, arms outstretched and
gasping for air as if to say, Alive! I’m alive! It has
become itself again. Or maybe it’s just become
something else. ⬤
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well. How to run fast enough to catch me in a
game of chase around the house. How to climb
a tree. How to name the trees. How to recognize
the shape of an apple tree from afar. How to
recognize signs of woodpeckers and sapsuckers,
the song of a robin, the shell of a cardinal egg,
the "ight of a hawk. She counts to one hundred
and paints with watercolors and makes countless
collages with her favorite technique—rolled up
balls of tissue paper
glued to construction
paper. She makes mud
mu%ns and mud soup
and mud co#ee with
soil, ashes from our
burn pile, sand from
the sandbox. In those
mornings when I !nd
the discipline to wake early, she comes down the
stairs to where I work, her fuzzy gripped beneath
her arm and messy morning hair like a halo
"oating around her pink-cheeked smiling face.
She’ll come cuddle with me on the chair, then
turn her attention to the cat, who withstands
her brutal love with a tolerance I don’t quite
understand, but which I am trying to model.
I learn to live with boredom. I’m quite good at
that already, and I therefore have an advantage
over others in this shelter-at-home game. I feel
myself grow distant from friends—feeling so tired
by the thought of talking on the phone—as my
near-sole pleasure in life has become watching
things grow: my garden, my husband’s beard, my
daughter. I feel almost ashamed to admit that. I’ve
become one of those parents whose identity is
usurped by my child, who is a mother more than
anything. But watching things grow, watching her
grow, is what’s keeping me tethered to my sanity.
I do things for myself: I run and feel my body get
stronger; I learn to make pasta from scratch; I
sew; I go for hikes I’ve always meant to do; I write.
But mostly, I parent. I watch my daughter, revel
in her achievements, and try to learn from her
constant "ow of life that emerges like an endless
bubbling stream, regardless of where we are, of
the situation. She goes on. And on and on and on.
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