CHAPTER ONE

August 1988

If they be not elegant,
they will smell of the woods,
and be a little wild.

Kitty lived in a parsonage with white wooden siding and big
green shutters. A strip of gravel bordered by hydrangeas
separated the house from the church, which was covered with
the same white wooden siding but had no shutters at all; its
splash of color was a pair of bright red doors out front. Church
and parsonage alike perched at the top of a sharply twisting
driveway on the south side of Shibboleth, New York, so high
up over the town that Kitty called it their “eyrie,” savoring the
strange word. On summer nights of slashing rain and violet-
tinged lightning she declared it their “eerie eyrie,” savoring
equally the homophone.

In the meadow behind the house grew a tangle of golden-
rod, Queen Anne’s lace, and blue chicory. Kitty devoted hours
of her waning summer vacation to attacking the milkweed that
grew riotously throughout the tangle. “It reproduces like rab-
bits,” she would solemnly inform the teenage girls at church,
with no clear notion of what that meant or why it made the girls
conceal little smiles. Her weapon for the attack was a sturdy
branch of sugar maple. She swung and sliced with the precision
of a samurai. Every so often she stopped to split open a pod and
let the milk trickle out, stroking the opalescent scales and soft
fur, before renewing the attack.

Sometimes, when she was savaging the milkweed, or braid-
ing corn silk the exact same color as her hair, or threading a
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daisy chain that would inevitably split and fall apart, her moth-
er would stick her head out the pantry door and warn Kitty,
for the thousandth time, to stay away from the east edge of
meadow. Beyond the parsonage, past the lilac tree, where the
curly dock with its rust-red smokestacks of flowers gave way to
layers of shattered rock, there was an almost sheer drop to the
saddle between the hills below. “You can’t see how dangerous
it is,” Carmichael explained again and again, because the drop-
off was obscured from sight by the blackberry canes gripping
the rock face all the way down. “I don’t want Saul and Asher
getting any ideas from seeing you over there.”

Kitty always replied irritably, “Yes, I know,” because she
did know, though exactly how well she knew she never men-
tioned. Within a week of moving into the parsonage three sum-
mers before, when Kitty was still only eight, she’d found a low
shallow cave just below the lilac and just above the drop-off.
No one else in the family knew about it. Whenever she disap-
peared, they figured she was crawling inside the forsythia tun-
nel or hiding in the heart of the lilac tree. No one had any idea
that in fact she shimmied into a dry mouth of rock to hold her
council meetings.

Kitty thought her mom’s warning was silly anyway, because
the really terrifying thing about their eyrie was not the drop-off
but the driveway with its pair of hairpin turns and the sensation
of gravel skidding beneath the tires even in hot dry weather.
Driving it in winter was enough to make your heart stop, and
even Asher didn’t complain about putting on his seatbelt for
that. The founders of Mt. Moriah Lutheran Church must have
chosen their site because the land was cheap. Its location cer-
tainly didn’t do it any favors through Shibboleth’s long snowy
season. There are limits to what even feisty old German ladies
will endure.

“You know, Pastor,” Mrs. Feuerlein would say in her gentle
growl, “I vorked in zhe hospital laundry for sheventeen years,
I escaped from zhe Stasi, I shlept in barns, I accepted rides
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from shtrangers, you know zhere is nozhing zhat I am afraid
of, but I vill not drive up zhat driveway vhen it is icy.” Mrs.
Kipfmueller would nod in solemn agreement, despite the fact
that her ancestors had left Germany a century and a half ear-
lier and tarried in Brazil for more than half that period before
landing, improbably, in Olutakli County. Then Pastor Donald
would assert that they were both remarkable women and surely
never stayed away from church unless extreme circumstances
required it.

And so at least once a year, when a snowstorm direct from
the Great Lakes dumped its payload late on a Saturday night,
nobody would come to church at all, because even if the coun-
ty roads got cleared in time, the church’s driveway never did.
Then on Sunday morning, Kitty and her little brothers and their
mother would tromp across the pristine snow to sing as loudly
as they could in the empty sanctuary, but they wouldn’t ever
have communion. The first time it happened their mom said,
“Can’t we?” and their dad, faintly shocked, said, “Carmichael,
the sacraments are not a private family affair.” Kitty was sur-
prised at how easily her mother accepted this, because as far as
she could tell there was no boundary between church and fam-
ily at all, especially considering where they lived. But then Kitty
didn’t much like those pallid little wafers that gummed up on
your tongue anyway, so it wasn’t that big a deal.

Access to a vacant church where you could sing yourself
hoarse was one thing, but Kitty knew that the real goods came
from the English department at the college where her mother
worked, a promised land with treats far better than milk, hon-
ey, or communion wafers: an infinite supply of felt-tip pens in
blue, black, red, and sometimes even a luscious brown, high-
lighters in lurid yellow and pale green, stacks of post-it notes in
pastel colors, cute little black-and-white bottles clearly labeled
“Liquid Paper” yet unfailingly referred to as “white-out,” and
composition notebooks colored like cows.

“Did you bring me anything?” Kitty demanded one eve-
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ning toward the end of milkweed season. She had obliged with
a “Whee! Mommy!” and an enthusiastic kiss before settling
down to business.

“No,” said Carmichael.

“Hmmph,” said Kitty.

“Sweetheart, the main job of an English professor is to read,
not to collect office supplies. You should shift your focus a bit.”

“Iread all the time,” she sassed. “I read more than all the kids
in my class put together. They still think ‘Alice in Wonderland’
is a movie. I wanted some more post-its. What are we having
for dinner?”

“Roasted post-its,” said Carmichael.

The phone rang. “Can I have a snack?” Kitty interposed be-
fore her mother took the receiver from its cradle.

“Run into the pantry and get an apple,” then, “Hello?”

Kitty did as she was told, bringing the peanut butter along
for good measure.

“No, I can’t come down just now,” Carmichael was saying as
she returned. A whispered “Bammy” was sufficient to explain.

Kitty heard the hiss of telephonic reproach.

“Mom, I don’t understand why I have to keep explaining
this to you. I can’t just pop down for a weekend. Donald works
on Sundays. I can’t leave him alone here with the kids.”

“I don’t need looking after,” said Kitty loudly.

“Plus my classes begin next week, and Asher is starting kin-
dergarten the week after. There’s just too much going on right
now.”

Carmichael’s silence witnessed to the objections at the other
end of the line.

“Look, even if I could manage, the kids don’t want to miss
Sunday School,” said Carmichael. A sudden warning note
sounded in her voice out of all proportion to the words. Kitty
checked to see if her mother’s teeth were clenched. She’d al-
ways wanted to see clenched teeth.

Apparently Kitty was not the only one to detect when a line
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had been crossed. Mollifying sounds murmured through the
receiver. Carmichael’s hunched shoulders dropped an inch or
two, almost back to their usual position. Then she said, “Why
don’t you two come up here for Labor Day?” A pause. “All
right, then come later in the month when the traffic won’t be so
bad. We’re always here. Every weekend without fail.”

Platitudes crossed the wires and she hung up.

“Bammy and Bampy are coming up for a visit later next
month,” Carmichael announced with a grand exhalation.

“I know. I heard,” said Kitty pertly. “Why we can’t go and
see them? I like New York. I wouldn’t mind missing Sunday
School for once. It’s boring.”

“I don’t want you to miss Sunday School, and I don’t like
to leave your father alone on Sundays.” Carmichael picked up
the apple and scrubbed it in the sink like it was Asher in the
bathtub. Asher never let a day go by without ending it grubby.

“We never go to church when we visit them,” Kitty re-
marked. She noticed her mother’s shoulders rising again.

“No, we don’t,” said Carmichael. Her tone was so neutral
that it was anything but neutral.

“They don’t believe in God, do they?” The thought occurred
to Kitty for the first time, but she knew all at once with abso-
lute certainty it was true. The knowledge was tantalizing and
horrible.

“No, they don’t,” said Carmichael. The apple gleamed.

“They’re ay-thee-sists!” cried Kitty.

“Atheists,” corrected Carmichael. “But not really. ‘Agnostic’
is a better word for them. It’s not that they think God doesn’t
exist. They just don’t care.”

Kitty crouched on the kitchen stool and dug into the pea-
nut butter jar with a soupspoon. “Have they always been like
that? Have they always been agnostic? Wait, does that mean
you never went to church or Sunday School at all when you
were a kid? What did you do on Sundays?” As she glommed
peanut butter into her mouth, a whole new prospect opened up
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to Kitty: a world where Sunday mornings were every bit as free
as Saturdays. It staggered the imagination, and Kitty was not
deficient in that department.

Carmichael shrugged. She centered the apple cutter over
the stem and pushed hard. The apple blossomed like a flow-
er. “I just played, when I was little. Or watched TV. Bammy
and Bampy read the paper. Sometimes we had people over for
breakfast and I made pancakes or waffles for everyone. That
was when I was a little older.”

“You knew other agnostic people?”

“Lots of ’em,” said Carmichael.

Kitty stopped to digest the revelation that her mother was
a foreigner. A refugee from a strange and wondrous place.
Horrible, yes. But wondrous all the same.

Carmichael chewed on a piece of apple and stared at noth-
ing. “I could make Chicken Marbella for supper if there are any
of the good green olives left,” she mused. “No, wait, that recipe
needs to marinate overnight. I'll just make something up.”

Kitty’s mind churned down another unimagined path, then
burst out with the demand, “How come you believe in God?”

Carmichael pulled her arms out of the cupboard along with
a package of prunes and a can of tomatoes. “Things make more
sense to me this way,” she said. “God explains things. My mom
and dad have spent their whole life explaining things one way
or another, but I was always suspicious of their explanations.
Like they were trying to cover up stuff that didn’t make sense
to them. Or blocking out a whole big chunk of reality that they
didn’t want to admit was there. I didn’t know any of that when
I was little, of course. We never talked about it directly. I had to
grow up and find out. Meeting your dad helped.”

“Did you believe in God when you and Daddy met?”

“Not by name, but I think I did in my heart. Your daddy
told me who God was, and then it was easy.” A cutting board
emerged, then a knife. Carmichael sharpened it on the steel.

“Do you love God?” Kitty pressed.
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“You are just like I was, when I was a little girl,” said
Carmichael, beeping Kitty on the nose. “Always asking the
hardest questions.”

Kitty said nothing. She was trying to decide whether she
liked being called a little girl. At least it was better than being
accused of growing up and becoming such a fine young lady.

“Yes, I love God very much,” Carmichael said at last.

“Me too,” said Kitty. She shoveled another load of peanut
butter into her mouth and slurped it around while Carmichael
settled the cast iron skillet on the stove.

Kitty loved God because she had always loved God, as long
as she could remember being alive. It didn’t feel like much, to
be honest. Not like loving her parents or her brothers or the
council. But it was a solid sort of thing that was always there.

Suppose it wasn’t there, though? That’s what it was like for
her own mom as a kid. Could you really start to love God when
you were already an adult, and already a liar? Kitty knew one
thing for sure about adults, and that was their rampant ten-
dency to lie, especially for good causes.

What about Bammy and Bampy? They were adults, but nice
ones. Kitty didn’t think they were liars. But weren’t they lying
when they said there was no God?

She’d have to take the question to the council. They’d know
better than she did. It was too late to visit anymore tonight, but
she could talk with them about it tomorrow.

I

Donald rose with the sun, whatever the time of year. At the
summer solstice that meant quarter to five and by Christmas
nearly seven. Late August was a comfortable sort of time with a
reasonable wake-up call of six o’clock. He made his own coffee.
Carmichael scoffed at the “swill,” as she called it, that fueled
him, and would not suffer her own coffee, brewed from beans
dutifully toted northwards by her discriminating City parents
or purchased at no small expense from the Shibboleth Co-op,
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to be wasted on his tastebuds. He was amused by her snobbery
and made a point of smacking his lips on his “ditchwater” (an-
other term of disapprobation) whenever she saw him drink it.

On this particular morning, the pleasure of sunrise, coffee,
and quiet vanished the moment Donald flipped open his pas-
toral agenda to find the next Sunday’s lessons.

He should have seen it coming. It’s not like he hadn’t come
across it before. Donald was on his fourth trip through the
three-year lectionary, a curiosity that remained unfathom-
able to his assorted cousins and uncles, for whom there was no
preaching but expository preaching, straight through one book
of the Bible at a time, one verse at a time. Donald had in fact al-
ways taken wary note of this particular Sunday, the Fourteenth
after Pentecost in Year B, for its distinction of featuring the one
and only passage from the book of Joshua in the whole cycle.

Lucky for Donald, there were four texts in all to choose from
any given Sunday, so the first time Joshua reared its ugly head
he instead manfully shouldered his way through a fifth con-
secutive sermon on the bread of life from John 6. Three years
later he tackled the almost-as-impossible text on husbands and
wives from Ephesians 5; impossible for 1982, anyway, or which-
ever year that was. Another spin of the cycle brought him to
Psalm 34. Only gradually had Donald realized that his fellow
Lutheran pastors never preached on the Psalms, however duti-
fully they forced their congregations to chant through one each
and every week. Donald remembered his own childhood pastor
giving three solid years to the Psalms, one per week, except for
Psalm 119, which got a few extra Sundays.

So now the only passage for the Fourteenth Sunday after
Pentecost that Donald had not yet preached on was this very
one from Joshua chapter 24. In all honesty, he could recycle a
previous sermon on a different lesson and get away with it; he’d
been at Mt. Moriah only three years and its members had never
heard the other sermons. But Donald’s relentless conscience
told him he couldn’t put it off forever.
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Anyway, just the sight of the Joshua lesson set in motion the
same old argument in his head, and he was powerless to stop it.
He watched it unspool in his mind like a filmstrip.

“Choose this day whom you will serve.” Joshua issued the
charge to the Israelites on their way into the promised land.
And the Israelites, in turn, chose the Lord. Simple enough.

That was the crux, the foundation, the fountainhead of ev-
erything Donald’s grandfather had believed. Wilkinson Abney:
preacher, evangelist, revivalist, convicter of sinners, uplifter of
penitents. He was terribly tall, with huge rangy bones nearly
poking out of his joints, whiskers like Lincoln’s but white. He
was powerful and gentle at the same time. As a child Donald
never feared him but admired him desperately. He knew by the
time he was six years old that he would grow up to be a preach-
er, too. Grandfather Abney detected the call early on, which
made him all the more gentle and loving toward the boy.

Even then Donald had perceived that some of his grand-
father’s affection served a double purpose, directing barbed
arrows at the heart of Grandfather Abney’s son, Donald’s fa-
ther. Jimmy Abney grew up with religion but, as far as Donald
could tell, got bored with it. He didn’t hate it. He didn’t tell
stories about crazy clergy, hypocritical moralists, or shocking
extortions. He just got his lifetime dose of religion a little too
soon and spent the rest of his life patiently making good money
as a general contractor. Donald’s mother Dot grew up among
poor and disorderly folks, for whom church was the one slen-
der tether holding them back from total dissolution. Jimmy
rescued her from all that and honored his wedded wife like a
princess. She took Donald and his two siblings to church most
Sundays because her in-laws expected her to. Jimmy brooked
no objection and attended with the rest of the family rotely on
holidays. But in a family like the Abneys’, Jimmy’s disengage-
ment was practically to trumpet unbelief.

Donald knew his father had shrugged off his father easily,
but Grandfather Abney still sat enthroned in Donald’s heart.
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And this was the one who had said, time and again, “Choose
this day whom you will serve.”

“I have chosen, Grandfather.”

“Have you handed it all over, Donald? Is it all truly laid
down before the Lord? What are you holding back? In what
corner of your heart have you not chosen? Think, grandson,
before the time runs out for thinking.”

The Donald of the present hour sighed. He knew his line in
the liturgy. He couldn’t turn the argument away, not even in his
imagination. He couldn’t submit to it, either.

“Grandfather, it doesn’t matter that I choose God. It mat-
ters that God chose me.”

“Is that so?” rejoined Grandfather Abney. He rose up to
his full height in Donald’s imagination, the ratio the same as
in childhood: the man stood eleven feet tall. “Does not Joshua
command the Israelites to choose? Are those not his very
words? Is Joshua not chosen a model and exemplar for all the
Israelites? And yet you will not choose! Woe to him who evades
the choice.”

“But look,” Donald said desperately. “So the Israelites
chose. They said they chose the Lord. But did they cleave to it?
Did they abide by their choice?” Something about Grandfather
Abney called forth archaic verbs from Donald’s deeps. “No.
They failed the Lord again and again. They were a stiff-necked
and faithless people. What good did it do them to choose?”

Grandfather Abney did not answer the question directly.
Donald had never been able to force him to answer it, not even
in his own mind. “We must choose again and again, Donald.
Every day. Every noon. Every night. Every moment of the day
is the Lord’s. Choose to whom this minute will be offered in
spiritual worship. Does it belong to the Lord? Or to the sinner
hankering after the fleshpots of Egypt?”

“Of course we choose every day.” Donald was exasperated.
“But that's—that’s not the good news. Choice is death for us
every time.”
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“T have set before you life and death, blessing and curs-
ing: therefore choose life, that both thou and thy seed may
live.’ Donald, if the choice is death, is it not because you choose
death?”

Donald shook himself free of the scene. He could never win,
not even if he pointed out Grandfather Abney’s illegitimate
switch from Joshua to Deuteronomy to make his point. The old
preacher would never concede the objection’s relevance any-
way. To him it was all the Good Book and all of it spoke the one
good Word of God and that was that. A command to choose
would not cease to be a command to choose, even if the very
next verse demonstrated the choice to be impossible.

The irony of the thing was that Donald actually had made
a choice, and not a small one. A choice, made with eyes wide
open, to which he cleaved like a lifeline.

Donald, Jimmy, and Wilkinson Abney all came of age in a
branch of the Holiness movement that had chosen, in addition
to the Lord, to be separated from another branch of Holiness
whose speciality, to hear it told, was Unholiness. This much
and no more Donald had gleaned from his grandfather’s pass-
ing remarks. Jimmy Abney exited the quarrel, mentally if not
denominationally. Donald Abney remained within the fold in
his youth, and after finishing college he doubled up on Bible
school and ministry at a sister congregation, thereby pleasing
one but not both of his forefathers.

During his third year of Bible school, sitting in a quiet cor-
ner of the small library, inhaling the sweet scent of mildew,
Donald glanced up from his Greek homework and espied The
Journal of John Wesley. He tugged it off the shelf and, paging
through, came across the passage where Wesley described his
conversion, how his heart had been strangely warmed. The
anecdote was famous enough, a favorite retold from the pul-
pits of Donald’s youth. But in reading Wesley’s own account,
Donald was surprised to discover that what warmed his heart
was not Scripture but Martin Luther—his Preface to Romans,
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to be exact. Luther, that distant hero of old who got the ball of
restoration rolling but failed to see it through. What a curious
collision of worlds.

Donald followed the trail through the library till he located
a shelf-long sequence of volumes, half in ruby-red, half in sher-
bet pastels. He tracked down the heartwarming Preface and
settled back in his chair to read but promptly found himself
unsettled. Luther rang familiar notes when he praised faith as
a “living, busy, active, mighty thing,” but then undermined his
case just a page later with the assertion that, “as no one can give
himself faith, neither can he take away his own unbelief.” But
was that not the very point of prayer and worship and disciple-
ship? To generate and build up and secure one’s own faith? To
annihilate the whispers of unbelief and quite possibly the un-
believers? That was the very stuff of salvation. What game was
Luther playing at?

With fifty-five volumes at hand, Donald did not lack for an-
swers. He all but abandoned his Greek in the weeks ahead. By
the end of his unauthorized binge, he discovered God’s choice,
a choice that lay beyond the vicissitudes of Donald’s own slip-
pery, insubstantial choices. Before the year was out, Donald
chose to align himself with a tradition where his own choices
were no longer of cosmic consequence and to enroll in one of
its seminaries. If Grandfather Abney was neither heartbroken
nor suspicious, it was only because he was dissonantly confi-
dent that Donald would see the error of his ways and return
home where he belonged. Choices for God were subject to con-
stant scrutiny; choices for church, by contrast, were supposed
to be easy and absolute.

Carmichael slipped into the sunny office facing out over the
saddle between the hills. “Morning,” she said brightly, rubbing
Donald’s shoulders and setting her chin atop his head and its
thinning mousy blond hair. “Working?”

“Arguing,” said Donald. “Same as always.”

“What over?” She peered down at his yellow legal pad, the



A-Tumblin’ Down 13

scriptural citation written boldly, even a little angrily at the top.
“Joshua? Really? In a sermon?”

Donald nodded.

“Can’t you just skip it? There’s three others to choose from.”

The lightness with which she said it was salve to Donald,
but only to treat the symptoms, not to cure the root cause. It
was all so easy for her. She’d grown up religionless, then fallen
into faith like she fell into love with Donald, and nearly at the
same time. The chasms between faith and understanding that
threatened to swallow Donald whole were just wrinkles in the
linen to her—natural to the subject, useless to try to eliminate,
part of the charm.

“It’s in the lectionary,” Donald said, feeling stubborn and
stupid. “It’s canonical Scripture. I've always skipped it before. I
can’t in good conscience do it again.”

“I'll leave you to it, then,” and she kissed the top of his head.

Once she was gone he looked back at the scrawl on the page.
His handwriting was atrocious and he had never learned to
type; the clacking of typewriter keys annoyed him. But illegibil-
ity posed no problem. His procedure was to write up notes on
the lesson, organize an outline for his thoughts, internalize it,
and finally preach the message without either paper in front of
him or absolute certainty of what he was going to say. He found
that his sermons came out dead, lifeless, and unconvincing if he
did otherwise.

The parishioners of Mt. Moriah had not realized that about
him at first. When they did, they were shocked. A pastor was
supposed to come equipped with a manuscript. A Lutheran
pastor, anyway. Donald grew up with preachers who would
no more bring a manuscript into the pulpit than a feather boa.
Eventually the congregation became accustomed to its eccen-
tric pastor, though Donald was pretty sure that no one heard a
word from the pulpit during the first six months of his pastor-
ate. They’d spent the whole time worrying he’d forget what he
had to say.
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Commander of his own mind again, Donald flipped open
his well-thumbed Revised Standard Version (another shock to
his clan, that he had abandoned the King James and even dared
to say it contained errors. As if God almighty could make mis-
takes!). He laid one index finger on the agenda’s listed range
of verses and another on the corresponding page of the Bible.

“What fresh hell is this?” Donald’s gut spoke ahead of the
emendations of his brain. The appointed reading cut short
just after Israel’s pious poppycock, deleting from the record
Joshua’s sarcastic rejoinder, “You cannot serve the Lord!”

Improbably and unbelievably, the Lutherans were in ca-
hoots with the revivalists. Donald settled down to his sermon
with a passion, if not quite a message, that would have made his
grandfather proud.

I

Saul and Asher had the run of the parking lot, the strip between
the parsonage and the church, and the meadow out back. For
all that, every time they went out to play they followed a strict-
ly determined itinerary, devoted to tradition as only the very
small can be.

The boys were “Irish twins,” a fact of which Kitty informed
the church teenagers with the same solemnity and noncom-
prehension as the rabbit-like milkweed. She knew only that
it meant they were born within twelve months of each other
and, in their case, even in the same calendar year. For the three
weeks between New Year’s Eve and late January, during which
period Asher caught up to Saul, they could even claim the same
number for their age, a fact that pleased the younger Asher far
more than the elder Saul.

The two boys lived in a small, rich, self-sufticient world of
tractors, swords, and blanket forts. In winter they added snow
to their oeuvre; in summer, bugs, sticks, and mud.

Asher, though the younger, always led the way. He had a
shock of curls and a fierce gaze. His snuggles were athletic,
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squirmy, and brief, leaving Carmichael both elated and ex-
hausted. Asher was not quite sure he wasn’t one of Max’s mon-
sters in Where the Wild Things Are, just as he wasn’t quite sure
whether he was a different person from Saul. The only certain
border in his mind was the invisible circle drawn around house,
church, and meadow. The steep driveway and the cemetery
comprised a fuzzy annex to the circle, the state forest a reas-
sertion of its limits, the eastern edge of the meadow a nebulous
mixture of threat and invitation. Asher longed to creep past the
forsythias to the edge where Kitty went to play by herself. She
possessed the qualities of a fairy to him and Saul: a mystical fig-
ure filled with stories, wisdom, lore, advice, and warnings freely
dispensed before she poofed out of sight. She became real only
when she was to be envied.

On that particular August morning, Asher as usual shot out
ahead of Saul and made right for the fire ring. He grabbed one
of a stash of sticks and poked at the smoldering remains of the
garbage that Carmichael had brought out earlier and burned.
Saul caught up and parroted the eternal warning of parents, “Be
careful or you'll hurt yourself.”

Even at the age of five, Asher was tired of hearing it. He ig-
nored Saul and tried to get the stick to glow red. Then he could
wave it in Saul’s face, and Saul would run off. Saul was bigger
but easily scared. In the short stretch of time when Saul existed
but Asher didn’t, Saul sickened and spent a month in the hos-
pital. Carmichael’s distracted worry over her baby accounted
for the contraceptive oversight resulting in a second son before
the year was out. The infantile sickness, both parents inferred,
explained a good deal of Saul’s meekness.

Asher didn’t know any of that. What he did know was that
something satisfied him beyond all reckoning, beyond even
cookies, to see the bigger boy run from him or shy away from
doing the things that Asher wanted to do.

The fire, mostly dead already, disappointed. Asher zoomed
up to the tree line and Saul duly followed. They had a favor-
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ite spot where a copse of sprightly young sugar maples took a
stand in front of the threatening shadows of the geometrically
planted pine trees of the state forest. Asher shimmied up the
tallest of the set. “Come up,” he called.

Saul ignored the summons. He squatted down and worked
at a sea-green lichen stuck to a rock as if with super glue. Asher
yanked oft handfuls of leaves and dropped them on Saul’s head.
“Stop,” whined the latter.

“Come up,” ordered Asher.

Saul slid between the sugar maples and picked his way
down a sharp decline. Brambles impeded further downward
progress. He spied black raspberries and stuffed them into his
mouth even though they were still hard and sour.

“Whatcha eating?” yelled Asher. “Hey, save some for me!”
He slid down the tree like it was a fire pole and pelted over. The
berries were plentiful but he grabbed at Saul’s.

“Get your own,” snapped Saul.

“No,” retorted Asher. He clawed at Saul’s hands. Saul placed
his right elbow neatly in Asher’s stomach, and Asher toppled
over backwards. Other kids, especially at Sunday School, cried
and tattled at such treatment, but Asher never resented a physi-
cal takedown. He jumped up and tried again, but Saul was ready
this time and pushed him into the bramble. Asher tore free his
bare arms and pant legs, earning scratches on the former and
snags on the latter. “Look at my blood!” he shouted happily.
Saul obliged. Asher licked it. “It tastes like a penny,” he said.

Saul shrugged with the wisdom of the wise. “I know,” he
said.

At that, Asher liked his brother again, and the tacit call of
the next station lured him on. “Come on,” he said. They ran
back down the meadow, across the gravel in front of the par-
sonage and church, and over to the oak tree right at the top
of the driveway. Without discussion or quarrel they hopped
onto the swing hanging from its thickest limb. Its seat was wide
enough to accommodate two little-boy bottoms, Asher as al-
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ways to the right of Saul. They pumped their legs hard and got
it going. Asher tried to go higher than Saul liked. The latter’s
refusal to cooperate made the swing go all twisty, but not twisty
enough to be fun. After that they swung together docilely, en-
gaged in earnest conversation about what it would be like if
the kinds of dinosaurs that didn’t have wings had superpowers
instead that could make them fly.

After the swing they walked the verge between the park-
ing lot and the weedy hillside sloping down toward town. They
scoured the gravel for pineapple weed, yanking it up by the
roots to get a good sniff. They tried, without any real hope, all
the doors of the church. No good. They were always locked,
which both boys figured to be against robbers, though in fact
they were locked against Saul and Asher themselves. Asher
pointed to the ladder leaning on the back wall of the church,
resting quietly between summer shingle replacements and win-
ter snows. A well-worn argument about climbing up (Asher) or
not (Saul) ensued. Saul won by the simple expedient of running
off to the hose at the back of the house. Experiments in varying
the pressure with a thumb, soaking each other unawares, and
rehydrating their favorite patch of mud saw them through to
mid-morning snack.

The brothers sat on the porch deftly devouring a banana
apiece when Kitty banged out the pantry door and stepped over
their shoulders leaning into each other.

“Where’re you going?” shouted Asher after her.

“To my place,” she said without turning back. She had a
notebook in hand and several pens sticking out her back pock-
et. One of them was an emerald green ballpoint, an English de-
partment special.

Asher shoved the rest of his banana in his mouth and
dropped the peel on the porch. “I wanna come with you!”

Kitty turned around. She looked very tall. “You can’t come
with me,” she declared. “It’s dangerous. You could die.”

“I wanna come,” wailed Asher. Saul could be prevailed
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upon by brute force, but only sympathy would work on Kitty.

“I can’t let you get so close to the edge,” said Kitty. Behind
the words they both felt the vast, nebulous, unassailable force
of all things adult.

“It’s not fair!” Asher jumped down the steps and kicked at
a patch of grass hard with his rubber boot. He wanted to spray
Kitty with dirt but it didn’t work. Even the white globes of clo-
ver only bent over and bounced back.

“The world isn’t fair,” Kitty quoted their mother. She turned
away and stalked off.

“I wanna come with you!” Asher howled as loud as he could.

Saul finished his banana. He didn’t like it when Asher got
like he would be soon, if left unchecked. “Come on, let’s watch
TV,” he called over.

“No, no, no,” Asher wailed. “I wanna go with Kitty.” All of
a sudden great big tears were spilling out of his blue-gray eyes.
He stood rooted in place.

Saul scratched all over his short dark hair and said, “I'm
gonna go watch DuckTales.” He went in through the pantry
door, then peeped out to see if Asher was following. He wasn’t.
He was still crying and fussing and stomping his boots on the
ground.

It didn’t occur to Saul to ask either of their parents for help.
Somehow he felt the whole thing was his fault. The situation
was grave indeed if TV was insufficient incitement for Asher to
relinquish his quixotic cause.

Saul stood in the pantry. One end of it held their mother’s
collection of African violets under a UV lamp. Saul understood
this to mean that they were specimens from another planet. He
avoided them carefully because he knew what aliens were capa-
ble of. He clambered up onto the built-in counter, balancing on
the very short overhanging ledge with a firm grip on the knob
of a cupboard, and with his other hand wrenched open the op-
posite cupboard door. He grabbed two packets of fruit leather,
not the good kind that kids at school got but some other kind
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their mom bought at the Co-op. It was strictly off limits outside
maternally designated occasions. He shut the cupboard door as
quietly as he could, dropped to his knees, flipped around, and
sat down on the counter before slipping off. Asher would've
jumped. Saul snuck back out of the house again.

Asher was still wailing in the same place as if planted there.
He paused momentarily to observe his brother’s reappearance
while licking snot and tears off his upper lip.

Saul knew better than to summon him. Instead he dropped
to his belly and crawled, alligator-fashion, across the yard in the
opposite direction of Kitty and the drop-off.

Asher watched until it became clear that Saul was headed
for the church cemetery. Only one equally forbidden realm
could break his desire for another. He tore across the lawn and
caught up with Saul under a stand of sumac trees, ruddy in
anticipation of autumn. He dropped to the ground. One after
another they inched under the single-chain fence surrounding
the cemetery, a fence that could only suggest but not enforce
the rule.

Saul arose into a squat and waddled around the perimeter
to the tallest gravestone at the back, affording both shadow and
concealment from parental disapproval. The stone face was en-
graved with along name the boys could not pronounce but gave
Saul the opportunity to display his knowledge of the alphabet:
S-C-H-I-C-K-E-D-A-N-Z. Asher liked the A best because,
according to Saul, it was the first letter of his own name, too.
Asher thought it amazing that he could share something like a
letter with a dead person.

But the present occasion required more than alphabetic
charms. “Sit down,” Saul ordered. Asher obeyed. “Here.” He
handed over the fruit leather.

“Did Mommy give this to you?” Asher asked in awe.

Saul didn’t answer. Asher understood.

They ate together in silence.
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Bypassing her brothers, Kitty waded through the goldenrod
pawing at her bare legs, followed the hedge of bloomless for-
sythias to the end, pushed through burs and blackberries, and
achieved the lilac tree. A path as faint and narrow as a deer’s
led a short way over little scuffs and overhangs to a hollow in
the hillside about five feet below the meadow. Only a few steps
beyond, the rock face turned steep and treacherous, but Kitty
never ventured that far. She worked herself backward into the
cave. Timothy grass and daisy fleabane grew upside-down from
its ceiling. It was always cool inside, even on hot days, because
the sun only struck it for a couple hours each morning.

Kitty arranged herself into a cozy spot where she could set-
tle her back against the cave wall and summoned her council.

First came the Fawn from Alice. He tripped in delicately,
folded his legs underneath himself, and cuddled up next to
Kitty. Kitty’s parents could see Fawn now and again cavorting
in the meadow at daybreak. She was grateful for his willingness
to be seen. Kitty’s parents accepted her assertions of friendship
with the creature in tones of placid unbelief, but at least they
granted his existence at all. The rest of the council remained
invisible to everyone except Kitty.

Next came Nutcracker, very much nutcracker and not at all
prince. He was from Hoffmann’s story, not from Tchaikovsky’s
ballet, which Kitty had watched once and refused to watch again
because of its many offensive alterations, not least of all to the
name of the female principal. Nutcracker bowed stiffly to Kitty.
“Marie sends her greetings,” he said in his deep somber voice.

“And I send her mine,” Kitty replied. Marie never came.
Kitty never asked why.

Rhea the titan arrived in a melodramatic blaze on her
chariot drawn by two lions. The two escorts never spoke and
therefore did not technically count as council members. They
were more like bodyguards, ostensibly for Rhea, though they
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also warded off impostors, nightmares, liars, and little brothers.
Rhea stayed put in her chariot while the lions settled at the cave
entrance to surveil with their sleepless eyes.

Riding in on the tail of Rhea’s gusts came Ichabod the dog.
Back when Asher was still growing inside their mom, Kitty had
eavesdropped on her parents’ scouring of the Bible for suitable
names. Carmichael particularly liked Old Testament names—
she was the one who’d chosen “Saul”—but this time around
Donald nixed one suggestion after another: Zadok, Abinadab,
Hacaliah, Mahershalalhashbaz. For some reason, the proposal
of “Ichabod” had made Donald laugh uproariously, so Kitty
assumed it was a go. She was so surprised that her new baby
brother ended up being Asher instead of Ichabod that it took
her a month to remember his real name. When at last she did,
that very same afternoon, while she was trying to build an ig-
loo in the backyard—this was back when they lived in North
Dakota; Kitty remembered of it mainly the wind and how her
father always talked in a bemused way about Norwegians—a
dog showed up, a slobbery cheerful golden retriever, equipped
with the name her little brother didn’t end up getting after all.
Ichabod was the only member of the council who hadn’t first
appeared in a book. Kitty respected him for that.

Last of all came Jo March from Little Women. She was
Kitty’s best friend. Kitty never told Jessica Hodyl about Jo.
Jessica thought she was Kitty’s best friend, and the whole class
accepted it as fact. Kitty accepted it for the purposes of school.
Jessica listened obediently to Kitty’s stories, traded notes in
loopy cursive on perforated pages creased and excised from
notebooks (though Jessica used wide rule instead of college
rule, and apparently without shame), complained about Megan
Moravsky on cue, and never got better grades than Kitty. Kitty
found Jessica pleasant enough and useful for the hours con-
demned to school. But she was no Jo. Jessica wouldn’t cut off
her own hair to do someone else a good turn; she wouldn’t
even leave the house without hairspraying it halfway to heaven.
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Also, she was weak, like Beth March, not tough, like Jo March.
Jo you could tell the truth. Not Jessica. She’d probably faint.

When everyone was settled in—Jo at the back of the cave
writing verse longhand on a very old-fashioned paper tablet,
Rhea dead center in her chariot, the others scattered about—
Kitty cleared her throat and said in a very official voice, “I sup-
pose you're all wondering why I've gathered you here today.”
She had learned, somewhere, that this was the appropriate in-
vocation to a meeting.

Fawn, Nutcracker, and Ichabod nodded, rapt. Rhea stared.
Jo kept writing.

“I've been thinking about this problem for a long time,”
Kitty continued. “It’s adults. They’re liars. You can’t trust them.
They say not to do something, but then they go and do it them-
selves. Or you ask them a question, but they don’t want to tell
you the real answer, so they make something up instead.” She
thought about mentioning her grandparents as an example, but
somehow she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. And it wasn’t
just them, after all. All adults were the same.

There were murmurs of assent.

“So here’s my problem,” said Kitty. “I don’t want to become
an adult because I'll just end up like one of them. I mean, I
don’t really think I will. But I'm afraid I will, because everyone
turns out like that. Maybe I won’t be any different, but even if I
am different, T'll still be an adult, and kids won’t trust me any-
more. And 'm always on the side of the kids. So I need a way
not to grow up.”

“Would you rather die?” Rhea asked.

Her stark expression rattled Kitty. “No,” she said, eyeing the
lions.

“Hmm,” said Rhea.

“Wasn’t there some boy named Peter Pan who never grew
up?” Jo called from the back.

“Yeah, but he was stupid,” said Kitty. “He was just imma-



A-Tumblin’ Down 23

ture. There are kids like him at school, and I don’t want to be
like them, either.”

“It is indeed a problem,” said Nutcracker gravely.

“Well, we have to figure out an answer, and soon,” Kitty
replied. “See, I'm already in the double digits.” She raised both
hands and spread out her fingers, then held up one pointer. “In
October I'm twelve. Then only one more year till thirteen. It
seems like once you hit thirteen everything goes wrong. Take
Michelle from church. She used to be fun, but she isn’t any-
more. Not since she turned thirteen.”

“We have a whole year and a half to solve the problem,”
Ichabod pointed out cheerfully.

“But we don’t know how long it will take. And I just wanna
say,” she added, glancing sidelong at Rhea, “that I guess I could
grow up, if I had to, as long as I didn’t have to be a liar. It just
seems like the two always go together.”

“We’ll work on it,” stated Rhea.

Kitty wasn’t entirely sure she wanted Rhea working on it.
But it was too late now.



