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Judge’s Comments
Tom Williams

In the instances where I’ve judged contests before--and maybe this is just me--
the decision often comes down to a story that seems technically accomplished 
but possibly lacking in heart and heat and a story that is brimming over with 
the latter but not so finely drawn where the former is concerned.The selection 
of a winner is always difficult, for Robert Browning’s exhortation from “Andrea 
Del Sarto” is always foremost in my mind: “Ah but a man’s reach should exceed 
his grasp/Or what’s a heaven for?” Whom to reward then? The risk taker or the 
craftsperson?
 
 In this case, the two stories seemed nightly to vie for my attention, as each 
alternated between these two poles: achievement in craft and achievement in 
invention. That’s because the two stories are both so well realized and so sin-
gular in their usage of what I always see as the key element of fiction: point of 
view. For “The View of Birds,” it’s the perfect choice of second person--one that 
makes more universal the very particular experience of losing a spouse.  Each 
story also has the characters so vividly portrayed that readers struggle to recall 
they are really just words on a page. Each story also has the kind of attention 
to language that draws one’s pen to underline choice phrases when one isn’t 
reading them aloud to stunned passersby.
 
But in the end, it seems “The View of Birds” possesses, perhaps, the greater 
degree of authority. Its author seemed to never under write or over write or play 
coy. It maintains a magical combination of plot moves that unsettle and affirm. 
It answers questions just before the reader is prepared to ask them. And, to me, 
most importantly, its elements accrete in a way that establish this unassailable 
reality:  the story is presented in the only way it could be told.
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View of Birds
Lenore Myka

When the woman tells you her husband is dead, you nod and say: I’m a 
widow too, nearly four years now. It’s not until you pull your eyes away from 
the front page of the newspaper you’ve just picked up and glance back at her, 
see her shivering though her skin glitters jewel-like with sweat, the pajamas she’s 
wearing encrusted with raisin bran and milk, the way she keeps staring at her 
own newspaper still on the ground between her bare feet as if it were something 
she’s never seen before, that you realize she is talking about now. Right now. 
She’s only just discovered him.

Because you don’t know what else to say, you tell her it’s going to be okay, 
even though you know that while in a sense that statement is true, it is also 
very false. You tell her you’re there to help her, even though you know with the 
same certainty you once felt about Hugh that you have no interest in helping 
her through this, that you’re not even sure if you have the strength in reserves 
to truly provide her with the help she is going to need. Still, when she turns 
and heads back through her open doorway, there is no question in your mind 
about following her.

Once inside the condo you are aware of the air conditioning kicking on. 
In your haste, you left the door open behind you. It has already served as an 
invitation to the bees that usually live in the bougainvillea surrounding the 
condo units, because you can hear them beating themselves against a mirror 
or window in one of the rooms somewhere. You wonder about other forms of 
Florida wildlife the open door might invite--lizards, dragonflies, mosquitoes, 
perhaps even a red squirrel. They all might decide they want to know what the 
inside of a retiree’s rental looks like. But the woman is moving ahead toward the 
bedroom and now, you know, is not the time to circle back, soothe the com-
pulsion that, ever since Hugh’s death, insists on triple-checking the lights, the 
coffeemaker, the stove and oven, each time you leave home.

In here, the woman says, opening the door to the master bedroom. Later, 
you will wonder about that: the door she closed behind her after she realized 
what had happened. But then part of you understands it to be a physical re-
sponse to an emotional reaction, the mind’s quick trip to fantasy. Like a ma-
gician with a box, the beautiful assistant disappears but with the promise that 
eventually she will reappear unharmed. The fantasy is that all of us are blessed 
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with such a skill in our most desperate hour of need. Maybe, like the rest of 
us, this woman closed the door and thought that when it was reopened things 
would have magically rearranged themselves into the way they’d been before: 
tidy bedroom, sleeping--not dead--husband. You cannot fault her; you’ve done 
this yourself before, are deeply familiar with the desire to right an irreparable 
wrong. 

The woman holds the door open for you, not looking inside but down at 
her pajamas. She scrapes an uneven thumbnail along the crusted cereal on her 
clothing. When she does this you put it all together: Considerable time, several 
hours maybe, have lapsed between the discovery of the husband’s condition 
and now.

You murmur thanks as she holds open the door, though you’re not sure 
why you have. If anything it is she who should be thanking you for stepping 
into a situation you have no business or desire being a part of. But better it 
be you than the facilities manager, the golf or tennis pros, the administrative 
director, and all the others who work for old people despite the fact that they 
despise and fear them, the way that old people force them to face the question 
of their own lingering mortality every Monday morning on the courts feeding 
balls into the machine for backhand practice; every Friday afternoon reviewing 
form at the putting green.

Outside, the wood storks cackle. Nesting season, loud and anguished.
They baffle me, says the woman, her face turned toward the living room. 

For a moment you think someone else is there, wonder if they’ve always been 
there in the unit with her or if they’ve just walked through the open door. She 
turns back to her pajamas.

You wonder if, like you, she’s talking about everything here, not just the 
word storks but the sandhill cranes, the mustached guard at the front gate of the 
community, the balance classes and aquatic yoga, the strip mall restaurants and 
big box shopping. The first two years were the worst for you. The uniformity, 
the insufferable consistency of the place. On one too many occasion you tried 
to place the key in a lock that was not the door to your condo unit. Sometimes 
you thought it was intentional, this stirring of confusion, driving you and ev-
eryone else around you faster to the grave. But what was most puzzling to you 
was Hugh’s unabashed love for the place. The way he embraced Thursday night 
karaoke competitions at the club house, this man who’d once hiked the cliffs 
of Corsica with you, river rafted the Grand Canyon, suddenly singing “My 
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Girl” and bumping hips onstage with a retired plumber and a multimillionaire 
investment banker he’d met only an hour earlier. Watching him onstage con-
firmed for you something you’d long suspected about life, but never had the 
willingness to admit until that moment.

Florida. It all baffled you until one day you woke up and it no longer did.
They wake me up every morning, the woman complains. Those ridiculous 

birds.
Me too, you say, chuckling and realize for the first time you’ve got her 

attention, can see it on her face, only the beginning of what will be many reali-
zations (you don’t like to use the word epiphanies) over the next several months 
for her. It reminds you of something you heard once in a meditation class (one 
of the many experiments you embarked on in order to reconcile your fantasies 
with the realities of this marriage, this life), when the instructor declared: None 
of us here are special. You see this in the woman’s face, a face you know yourself 
to have once worn, the one that says it can’t be, only I am tortured by the wood 
storks every morning, only I am witness to their misery in a time that should 
be joyous. 

Just so she knows you aren’t lying you tell her. 
My husband never got woken up by them. It used to frustrate me, because 

they woke me at five thirty every morning, but there was Hugh beside me, 
snoring happily through it all.

His idea, you think, but don’t say. Florida. And I was the one who suffered, 
who suffers it, still.

The woman puts a shaking finger to her lips. The corners of her mouth 
glisten with saliva; she swallows. Yes, she says. Exactly.

Later you will wonder at the swiftness with which you entered the bed-
room. At the time it had not crossed your mind what sort of death it could 
be. What if there’d been a marital dispute, an act of passion as they say? What 
if there’d been a break-in or barring all that, the sort of natural death that is 
nonetheless gruesome to behold? Blood. You could have seen blood. But you do 
not think of any of this as you walk toward the bed. You began cultivating this 
boldness years ago, long before you met Hugh, the part of you that insisted on 
telling men and women alike that you could fix your own faucet, screw in your 
own light bulbs, thank you very much. It was just this sort of thing you said at 
dinner parties, loving the electricity it stirred up, you the live wire, sometimes 
inserting expletives (I can mow my own goddamn lawn!). The thing that caught 
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Hugh’s attention: Children and men are complications I can do without. 
When he proposed, he asked: May I complicate your god damn life?
Bravado can be handy, Hugh used to say and you see that now as you walk 

into the dim bedroom, the wood storks screeching in their prehistoric voices, 
the red squirrels’ claws making spine-tingling sounds as they scale the lanai 
screens, this strange, shattered woman standing in the doorframe as if awaiting 
an aftershock, a woman whose name you will learn is Rose, who will, after the 
dust has settled a few days later, finger the petals of the phalaenopsis (a moth 
orchid, you tell her as you hand the plant over) and marvel at how exquisite it 
is, just the sort of flower she adored but cannot bring home, the flight being 
international--Toronto. You will laugh and say: Ah, so you know and without 
skipping a beat she will quote in a badly imitated Southern accent: Why Can-
ada is practically the fifty-first state! Playing along, you will say: But I thought 
that was Puerto Rico and she will feign scandal, place a hand to her chest and 
declare in that same god-awful Gone-With-the-Wind-voice: Puerto Rico! Good 
heavens no!

But at this moment as you approach the still figure in the bed, you cannot 
imagine having this conversation with this woman, cannot imagine humor, 
just as you cannot imagine her coming to visit you in Wales at the cottage you 
and Hugh bought together, the one where he converted the garden shed into a 
painting studio for you, a true act of love if ever there was one, he having been 
an avid gardener for decades previous while you’d only begun to dabble in wa-
tercolors at the age of sixty-eight, finally retired from university administration, 
the furthest thing from creative. You accused him of trying to butter you up 
with the painting studio so that persuading you of Florida would be easier to 
do. 

You want to go for two months? you had cried. What about Italy?
What about it? Hugh had asked.
Don’t you want to go?
Well, honestly: No. Do you?
Maybe, you lied. But he knew you’d already been, had heard you rail 

against the Mediterranean chauvinism, say you weren’t all that fond of pasta 
anyway, it made your digestive system all knotty, and Venice, which might at 
some point in the past have inspired was, in the end, a disappointment, tourists 
covering it like ants on a candy bar.

You’d considered selling the cottage after Hugh was gone. It was the paint-
ing studio--too hard to look at every day. But you decided not to sell because of 
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the painting studio--a remembrance too hard to live without.
If anyone had ever said that after Hugh was gone you’d return to Florida 

on your own, on your own terms (which were essentially the same terms they’d 
been for years and not the Keys, not Hemingway and Cuban food in Miami 
and canoeing expeditions in the alligator-infested swamps of the Everglades, 
but cushy Legacy Pines in Sarasota), you’d have been willing to bet your entire 
retirement savings and everything Hugh had left you against it.

Through the bedroom window you glimpse a sandhill crane stroll by, paus-
ing occasionally to tear at the manicured lawn with its scalpel sharp mandibles, 
a trail of up-rooted ground scattered behind it. Beyond the bird, golfers like 
geriatric clowns in their bright paisleys and plaids negotiate the ninth hole. 
A line of turtles sun themselves along the shoreline of the narrow, man-made 
pond. Even though the window is closed you swear you can smell the honey-
suckle just outside it, and then another darker smell, the smell of leaves, bugs, 
small animals decaying in moistened earth as you bend over the body of the 
man, feel his neck for a pulse.

It doesn’t take a doctor. Where there was life there is now not even death, 
just the absence of something, an empty hole that this woman, like you, will 
spend the remainder of her years trying futilely to fill.

You know what to do. 
I’ll call an ambulance you say.
You know what questions to ask. 
Is there someone here in the community that you are close to? 
The woman shakes her head. This was our first year.
Who should I call first?
Thankfully, she has children, which means she will not be your responsibil-

ity for long; there will be a family to take over for you soon. This was a luxury 
you did not have when Hugh passed, the consequence of a decision you’d made 
together: No children, just us. But you also know, as this woman soon will, 
that children are only good for distractions; it’s the only thing other people are 
good for at times like these. You know this because when your parents died your 
brother was still alive at the time but provided no solace, his rage so unlike your 
longing you could not reconcile the two into anything that vaguely resembled 
the other. You know this because when Hugh died people were showing up on 
your doorstep every day holding casserole dishes, calling to check-in, all those 
good friends, even some of Hugh’s extended family, people you’d hardly known. 
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They reminded you of humor, reminded you of the world outside, trivialities 
that make up life--here is a new bridge being built, here are the British Air 
strikes, here is a prince being married, here is a new dress bought, a vacation 
to Barbados planned. But after all these visitors left, you would go out into the 
backyard and begin to dig a hole in the fresh earth Hugh had prepared for a 
garden but never got to plant, creating a pile of dirt you patted with the back 
of the shovel, kept tidy, until the hole felt deep enough and you’d dug long 
enough, at which point you’d move in reverse, scoop up freshly dug earth, pour 
it back into the hole.

Nobody, not even children, can ease the pain of grief. They cannot share it 
because grief by its nature is a solitary experience. Hugh taught you this when 
he lost his mother (his father having died long before the two of you met), and 
then reminded you of it when you lost your own parents, your brother. Part of 
the human condition, he’d said.

He was a wise man, your Hugh. What you understood as science fiction 
he saw as prehistoric. You remember once here, in Florida, when he pointed 
to a flock of pelicans coasting so low to the ground you could hear their wings 
catch the wind. Pterodactyls, he said. The history of the world in those birds 
right there. It was something that drove you mad, made you humble, how right 
Hugh had been about a lot of things.

More people come, as they are wont to do when they hear sirens, see lights 
flashing. There are people you recognize from your walks around the commu-
nity, a woman you are friendly with, Peg, who’s invited you to lunch with her 
husband and grandkids on occasion, been your doubles partner in tennis, a 
woman who calls your serve lethal. There is Stan and Alberta, your neighbors 
upstairs, both of whom you tease for wearing cinder blocks for shoes and invite 
down for scotch in the evenings, the only Americans you’ve met here who aren’t 
afraid of an afternoon cocktail or three. They all want to know what happened, 
they all usher you into the kitchen away from the woman who sits now on a 
white leather couch in the living room, cupping a cold tea with the bag floating 
in it between her trembling hands, staring at the black screen of the TV mount-
ed on the wall opposite her. As you answer their questions you observe her from 
this vantage point and see how you’ve already fallen short: You should have 
insisted she shower, had her change out of those pajamas and into a proper set 
of clothes. After the siren seekers are done asking you the requisite questions--
When did it happen? How did it happen? Does she have family here? Friends? 
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How did you come to find her?--they all approach her, ask her if there is any-
thing they can do. She looks to you when they ask, her face a question, and you 
realize that you have become the person, her person. I can’t do this, you think, 
but you hear Hugh’s voice, Yes, you can and you must. Perhaps later, you say, 
answering for her, but not right now, and watch as her tensed shoulders relax, a 
breath released and she is able to turn inward once more, away from the reality 
that runs its course around her.

After the EMTs declare a heart attack, remove the body, after you assist her 
in making a series of additional calls to family and friends, lawyers, mortuaries, 
airlines, serving as her voice when she cannot speak, handing over the receiver 
when she is able; after the other people trail out of the condo unit, return to 
their hair and dental appointments, their trip to the frozen custard stand, their 
grocery shopping at Publix, their sailing lessons, their excursions with visiting 
family members to the beach, the water park, spring training, you remain with 
the woman because moments earlier she had grabbed a handful of your trousers 
and begged you not to leave. 

You boil a fresh pot of water for tea. You wipe down the counter tops. You 
make a call or two of your own, cancel plans. 

The woman accepts the cup you offer, presses her lips to its rim, but does 
not seem to taste the scalding liquid made with a spoonful of wildflower honey, 
one of those items Hugh used to tease you for, calling you an ad man’s bull’s 
eye. But the woman has been sobbing so much her voice has gone rusty and you 
know the honey will soothe in a way most other things cannot.

Why are you doing this? she asks. 
You aren’t expecting this, a moment of lucidity. The truth nearly flies from 

your lips. But Hugh’s voice holds you back; you know now is not the time for 
truth.

You shrug, smile. More water for your tea?
 
The woman says: I thought maybe it was because of the beach. 
How so? you ask.
Yesterday he swam even though there were red tide warnings. I was sneez-

ing like crazy but he wanted to get a swim in. He kept lapping the water up, 
spitting it out.

Red tide wouldn’t kill someone, you say even though you’re not sure if this 
is true. He was just having fun.

Yes, she says. He was like a kid.
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Precisely, you think, like that day with Hugh, the last one you still clearly 
remember every fine detail of, all the other memories having become fuzzy 
around their edges, but this one still crystal: the safety orange swim trunks he 
wore that day at the beach, had bought on sale at Target; the frayed edge of his 
hat; how you bickered about bringing the stack of magazines he’d wanted you 
to toss in the recycling bin, their covers having begun to fade you’d kept them 
so long; how he gave you the better of the two chairs, a higher back, the woven 
seat still tight, not sagging into the sand like the other. The spontaneous prayer 
group, two obese women, one with a walker that left shallow trenches in the 
sand, and a shirtless teenager. 

They parked themselves suspiciously close to you and Hugh and, clasp-
ing each other’s shoulders, began to thank Jesus Christ, their Lord and Savior, 
for the beautiful day. Hugh winked at you, raised a hand: Please, leave it. You 
glanced around you at the stack of magazines, the cooler containing your lunch, 
the library book, a biography of an expressionist painter Hugh had selected and 
would never open. 

What did they pick up on? you hissed.
They smell atheists a mile away, joked Hugh.
Agnostic, you corrected. And I don’t cram it down their throats.
Hugh opened the lid on the cooler. Let’s just enjoy ourselves, shall we?
When you’d first met Hugh you worried about his magnanimity. You 

thought it could mask spinelessness, conciliation, arrogance. When you’d first 
met Hugh, you worried about his sentimentality, the way he was always clasp-
ing you around the waist, calling you gorgeous, declaring publicly to anyone 
who’d listen how much he adored you. It was as if he took his cues from televi-
sion rom-coms, eighteenth century poets. You’d visibly cringe when he said it: 
So sue me for being madly in love, Gracie!

A secret about marriage no one ever told you: you never stop worrying 
about those things.

Hugh was snapping open a beer, unwrapping a sandwich. The prayer cir-
cle’s voices grew louder, their words more directed. Lord help those who have 
fallen from your grace, who do not see the error in their choices...You had an urge 
to turn on Hugh, direct your venom his way. How could he not be outraged 
at such a time? 

Should we move? you asked, but Hugh shook his head, bit into his sand-
wich. He chugged from his can of beer, grinned at you, squinted at the prayer 
group as if viewing them through a telescope. He began to yell. 
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And thank you Lord for this ham on rye and this ice cold beer and the love of 
a feisty, sexy woman. Hallalujah and Amen!

You reprimanded and shushed and blushed under your hat and thought 
silently something you now wished you’d had the bravery to say out loud: And 
thank you, dear Lord, for Hugh.

Still, says the woman now, what if the tide did have something to do with 
his death? What if we’d just gone home instead?

You can turn everything into doubt, you tell the woman. You can drive 
yourself crazy regretting every last thing.

It had been two months after his diagnosis. One last hurray in Florida and 
then back home, at your insistence, to begin treatments. He conceded though 
he’d always known they wouldn’t work. That afternoon after the prayer group 
slipped away, Hugh went out to the water, yanked at the waist of his swim 
trunks, pulled them up over his round belly, the last you’d see of it, his frame be-
coming so slight, flesh falling away by the day. His dive made a large splash and 
you’d laughed at his lack of grace, felt sweat trickle down your back, gather in 
the curve of your spine, but were still reluctant to join him, something that al-
ways astonished Hugh. Such a brave woman, he’d say, and yet afraid of the water? 

That was one thing Hugh was wrong about: You were not, are not now 
a brave woman. As this other woman--Rose now, you have learned her name, 
are calling her Rose, she is calling you Grace--talks about her newly deceased 
husband, how he had seen pictures of this condo rental online and thought it 
perfect, appropriately Floridian with its white furniture and flamingo paintings 
and pineapple-themed dishes--you are plotting exit strategies.

That day, Hugh had floated on his back, frolicked. He waved his arms over 
his head, as if you were not ten meters away and he was trying to get your at-
tention. Grace! he called. Hey, Gracie! Over here! You laughed even as you slunk 
deeper into your beach chair, pulled the brim of your hat further down over 
your head, wishing he’d stop.

You imagined him then as a child and hot tears sprang to your eyes. You 
envied his parents, his sisters, his teachers and piano instructor. They had 
known Hugh at five, ten, fourteen. You met him at thirty-six, half of his life 
over, though neither of you knew it at the time. 

It’s unfair, the woman said, releasing another round of sobs. It’s so god-
damn unfair. 

It was the same thing you’d cried that afternoon in the doctor’s office when 
you’d both been given his diagnosis. You’d leapt up from your chair, rushed to 
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the window, wishing you could jump through it, escape this moment.
It’s not unfair, Hugh had said, coming up to you from behind, wrapping 

his arms around your clenched body, rocking you. It’s not anything. It just is.

How much longer must you stay, how much more of your time and energy 
must you give, what excuses can you create to find a way out? You realize this 
is what all those kind people, those friends with plates of manicotti, pot roasts, 
Hugh’s distant relatives, had done with you. Here is the requisite offering of 
fruit baskets and flowers (always lilies, sickeningly pungent, fecund), the warm 
hand on a back (yours rests on Rose’s now as she collapses, wondering aloud 
how she will go on, how she will live without him), always their eyes on the 
clock on the mantel, waiting for the hour hand to reach the decided upon 
number for them to conclude their visit, check this off their list of doing good, 
being helpful, relieving their conscious, for the believers one more paved square 
toward the pearly gates. You swallow the bitterness that has pooled in your 
mouth. You expect too much of other people, Hugh used to say and when he 
was feeling less kind: You have deficiencies yourself, you know.

Yes, you think now. I know. Because it is the expectation of yourself that is 
the worst, you who have been through this, that should be most compassionate. 
But it is because of what you know that you plot. She is forcing you to relive 
something you’d rather not.

You must think I’m pathetic, Rose says now.
No, you say. Why would I think that?
Because I couldn’t--I didn’t--get help right away. She holds open her hands 

as if revealing to you for the first time the stains on her lap. I poured myself 
cereal. 

Yes, you say.
She shakes her head. You don’t understand. It was after I found him. After 

I knew. Why would I do that?
You were in shock.
I didn’t feel anything.
That’s called shock.
On the day that Hugh died, you sat by his bedside until the sun went 

down behind you and you were left sitting alone in the dark. This was after he’d 
given up on the treatments, begged you to take him back home, let him spend 
the duration there. That’s how he put it, the duration, a smirk on his face when 
he said it though you didn’t laugh, couldn’t find the humor in any of his death 
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jokes. Sometimes you had the impression he welcomed it, which you knew he 
did, but not for the reasons you accused him of. It was just that he was tired.

Near the end you attempted to read to him from the newspaper and the 
books that had piled up around your bedroom (a prelude to those casserole 
dishes, lilies), but eventually he waved a hand at you. Stop. He reached for the 
arm of your chair, wanting to draw it closer, and so you obliged, moved toward 
him and stood up, wedging yourself into the narrow edge of bed beside him. 
His body now long and fine, his bones, you imagined, hollow like birds’. His 
arms bent always at an angle; featherless wings. 

Let me tell you, a story, he whispered.
No, you said. It’s my turn.
No, he insisted. My turn.
It was something he’d started decades earlier, the first time you’d flown 

together. He’d had a conference in Bermuda, invited you along for the fun of it. 
When, while waiting to board your flight, you’d returned from your fifth trip 
to the ladies he knew something was wrong and bought you a pile of entertain-
ment magazines, a bag of chocolates he somehow knew you’d love. On board, 
he asked the flight attendant for an extra blanket and pillow.

He wasn’t any good at it, storytelling. Like a child he rambled in various 
directions but unlike one lacked imagination. You recognized his thievery--a 
glass slipper, a poisoned apple, a magic wardrobe, a space alien riding a bicy-
cle.  Still, you liked how they meandered this way and that, veering off route 
unexpectedly, shifting from the pointless to the essential in a single breath. And 
more than that: you listened because there was no better sound.

I miss his voice, says Rose.
You don’t say anything.
I can’t imagine coming back here ever again.
You nod. Neither could I.

When you finally did rise from Hugh’s bedside, you wandered the rooms 
of the cottage, the living room taken up by his piano, the kitchen where plates 
from the week’s half-eaten meals filled up the sink and the countertops, the 
bathroom that had been converted to a drug store, all those vials of pills he’d 
been prescribed but only seemed to make it worse. Despite the heavy rain out-
side you told yourself you’d take a short walk, gather yourself before embarking 
on the next few weeks and months, but you never got further than the front hall 
closet. Except for your tennis racket and an umbrella, the closet was never used. 
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On that day however, when you opened it up, there was Hugh’s favorite sport 
coat, the ratty tweed he refused to give up, even when you’d gone on strike, said 
you wouldn’t put another needle and thread to it any longer. Another domestic 
bicker, why Hugh could never hang things up. His pants hung over the door 
of his closet in the bedroom, his shirts and boxers tossed on the floor, his coats 
draping chairs throughout the house. Never a hanger, never a coat rack. Until 
now. You took the coat down, pulled it on, breathed in the tangy, saline scent, 
already fading. As you breathed, trying to commit it to memory, you knew 
it would be overpowered by other smells, the constant alterations of life that 
happened right under our noses without us ever realizing. There would be the 
rain it absorbed when you finally did take your walk outside; countless dinners 
cooked in the kitchen where you would for weeks leave the coat hanging over 
a chair as Hugh had so often done; the colognes and perfumes of guests who 
came to offer their condolences. Later still there would be a cab driver’s cup of 
coffee, the cigarettes of restaurant doormen. There would be the other clothes 
Hugh left behind; those too would take on other smells, other shapes, as you 
packed them up, shipped them off to some place that would ship them further 
still, deliver them to shops in the city and beyond, to people who would un-
knowingly select them, wear them for their own until they too grew out of or 
weary of them, passed them on, threw them out, into garbage cans, dumpsters, 
maybe even, one day, back to the earth.

What should I do now? Rose asks you. Pack? Start the funeral arrange-
ments?

Shower, you say. Take a nap. An hour earlier her daughter had called to say 
she’d managed to book a flight arriving the next morning. Your family will be 
arriving here soon.

By the time you leave it is nearly dusk and you decide to walk the long loop 
around the community, the one that follows the gate and the wetlands beyond 
it. Before you left, Rose told you she was anxious about sleeping, fearing she 
might have caught whatever it was that killed her husband. It’s so selfish, she’d 
reprimanded herself. Such a selfish thing to think of my own life, my own desire 
to live when--God! Poor Robert! 

But no, you said, not at all true. You still have a will to live, despite it all. 
Wouldn’t Robert want that?

He used to say funerals are only good for the living and told me to bury 
him in the backyard with the dog when he finally kicked it. Rose had laughed. 
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Kicked it. That’s how Robert was.
One pebble of many, you think now. So many of them--a turn of phrase, 

a moment on a beach, a made-up story told--that you collect as you grow up 
and grow old, placed in some invisible pocket, the tiny, unrecorded gifts of a 
marriage, not even worthy of note in a diary or journal page, but that sustained 
you, gave you weight so that you would always be grounded to your place in the 
world. You did not have the heart to tell Rose that every day after is a day spent 
clinging to those pebbles, trying not to let them wriggle free of your grasp, even 
though you know now the limitations of the mind, that memories shape-shift, 
evolve, disappear. You did not tell her that you are waiting for the day when the 
stitching will unravel, the things that sustain you slipping through some narrow 
hole in the splitting seams of your life together with Hugh.

You walk to the furthest edge of the community where the fence separates 
the human from the wild, natural world, the dense, unruly wetlands beyond 
paved streets, stucco condo units, lawns trimmed as if with scissors. You find 
what you are looking for, a nest of those wood storks, the tiny heads of chicks 
reaching up toward their mother who stands over them, her gaze directed at 
you, as if she is trying to comprehend just as much as you are.  

Studying the birds, you realize that even after all this time you are still 
trying to see this place in the same way Hugh did. You get glimpses each day 
as the sun rises and sets, on bike rides through the farm country that stretches 
beyond Sarasota, the hanging moss and boxes of strawberries left at roadsides 
for the taking and the yellow light infusing the willows to something heavenly. 

But there is nothing like the flight away from there, the view of birds, 
pressing your temple to the window frame, staring down onto Florida receding 
away from you. It is then that you try your hardest and come closest to seeing 
it as Hugh might have. Drifting over the city, the sharp points of buildings, 
the shaggy line of beach like a torn sheet of paper, the keys jutting out like fine 
bones, fossils cut from the dark blue stone of ocean and a quilted landscape, 
blocks of different shades of green and the fine stitch-work of streets, pools like 
topaz and aquamarine imbedded in the ground as if they’d been there for cen-
turies and had just now been uncovered, radiant in the sun. 

Clusters of ancient palm trees wave farewells and just before the plane lifts 
to a point at which images break apart, no longer distinguishing themselves 
by the things of which they’re made but instead by nothing more than vague 
shapes and colors, you can imagine this landscape as it might have been long 
ago, before Hugh, before you, before your parents and your parents’ parents. 
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You can imagine creatures and animals—Hugh’s Pterodactyls—streaking across 
the sky. It’s coming closer and closer, you know: Hugh will soon be like those 
Pterodactyls, a shadow, a trace, only occasionally recognizable in your mind’s 
eye. 

You did not have the heart to tell Rose all this. What good would it have 
done? For now Hugh is still here. You see him clearer than the days you fly fast 
away from. And you will do the best you can, just as you are sure Rose will, 
fighting the losing battle to preserve him still, if only in your heart.
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