Prologue: James
May 22nd, 1995. 6:35pm.
Grand Junction, CO police department, private conference room
The tall, grey-haired police officer sat down across from James.
“Son, I know this is hard. But I need you to tell me what happened last night.”
James looked down at the stark white table. He blinked his eyes hard. Then he mumbled,
“we… we were having a party. You know, up the forest service road.” He sniffed and wiped his
eyes. “And, well, a few people decided to go swimming.”
The officer sat back in his chair. “You know it’s illegal to swim in the canal, right?”
“I know, I know. But we do it every year. And nothing like this has ever… happened. I
mean, of course it hasn’t. This is crazy. What am I even doing here? This all just feels like a bad
dream. I want to wake up.” James shuddered and put his face in his hands. His father, looking
tired, reached over and put a hand on his son’s shoulder.
“Sir, do we have to do this? Is there any other way my son can give a statement? His
girlfriend drowned, just last night. It’s barely been twenty-four hours. This is… inhumane. He’s
only a kid for Christsakes!”
The officer nodded. “I understand. But when a death occurs, even if it’s accidental, you
know we need to get all the facts straight. The sooner the better, so we can close the case and let
the family know exactly what happened. It is important. For the community, and especially for
Sophie’s family. I’m sure you understand that. If James would rather, he can give a written
statement. Son, would that be easier? Just explain everything that happened last night.”
James nodded and took the lined paper and ballpoint pen that the policeman slid over to
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him. He bent his head down and started writing.

We had a party. We’ve hung out up there, at the end of the road, a lot. Last night was really no
different than the other times. A few kids brought beer but nobody was getting wasted or
anything. I think Sophie had like two beers, tops. There was a bonfire. A few kids went swimming,
but they were in and out quick. For some reason, even though it was cold as hell, and getting
colder, Sophie decided to go. She swung off the rope swing. I’ve seen her do it a million times. I
mean, we went to that same canal all last summer. Last night, though, when she went in the
water, she didn’t come up. Then I went in the water, and Garret and Mason too. We kept yelling
for her and swimming around, diving deeper and deeper, but we couldn’t find her. It was so dark.

He slid the paper back across the table. “Ok. Can I go now?”
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Part 1: Harvest

.
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Olive, September

It’s my birthday. I should be happy, but I’m not.
We moved from Grand Junction to a dumb town called Selkah, and worst of all, my mom
rented a house at the end of a dirt road, near a river, with one of the pastures already full of mud.
Our landlord says the front yard is going to be flooded all winter. There are no other houses
nearby, and I hate the school. So yeah, it sucks.
This morning, I grabbed my winter coat off the porch—it’s only September but already
frickin’ cold—and walked out to the barn to feed the horses before school, and that’s when I saw
it. A tangle of balloons halfway up one of the huge evergreen trees in this crappy place. One
balloon was a pink heart. The other one was silver with the words Happy Birthday. I knew right
away who they were from.
My sister, Sophie.
She’s gone, but she leaves these signs everywhere. I turned and ran back into the house.
“Mom! Sophie’s here again.”
She smiled, not looking at all surprised, and stood up holding her coffee mug. Her fingers
shook a little as she pulled on mud boots to follow me out. We walked down the gravel drive to
the barn, and I pointed.
“Well… would you look at that,” she said. “I guess she’s wishing you a happy birthday.
Now you can cheer up and get on with your goddamn day.”
She put her arm around me awkwardly. It’s funny with my mom. Her frustration and
swearing, then moments of forced love—totally unexpected. I’ve gotten used to it the last six
months. Since Sophie died.
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“Well, if you want me to get on with it, why don’t you take me to school?” I snapped
back. I’m supposed to take the bus, but if she drives me it’s way faster.
Since it’s my birthday, she agreed. After the horses were fed—the three muddy, lonely
horses from Colorado, where we moved from—she sat in our navy truck waiting for me. Exhaust
poured over the wet grass, and the bright tip of her cigarette poked out of the window. I walked
toward the truck, then stopped and turned back to see the balloons one more time. “Thanks,
Sophie,” I whispered. “I’ll try harder.”
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Winnie, September

The new school year started yesterday.
My favorite assignment is always journaling. On the first day of class, I hand out
notebooks to all the kids. I have them journal in class every day, for fifteen minutes. If they like,
they can take the notebooks home and write in their spare time as well. I find that the grading is
easy, much easier than grading their papers or book reports. I just skim the college-ruled pages
and make sure they’re writing something, anything. Hard to believe, I’ve been assigning the
journals for almost twenty years.
Sometimes phrases jump out at me, but I try to respect everyone’s privacy.
A big part of writing is finding a kind of continuity day-to-day, getting in touch with your
subconscious and the ideas that live there, trusting your instinct about what to put on the page.
Sometimes coming back to it again later, and sometimes never again.
I like to think some of my students fall in love with words this way, but I don’t really
know. It’s how I fell in love with writing, years ago. Although I don’t have much time for my
own work since I put so much energy into my English classes. My own choice—I can’t
complain. Now that my own kids are gone, at college, it seems like I should have more time.
Should’ve, would’ve, could’ve. Sometimes, those words are like a soundtrack in my head. That’s
when I try to change the music. I write in my journal. I make a to do list, or I start a new lesson
plan for class, or I look through my bookshelf for new essays I might want to assign.
It works about half the time.
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Mike, September

I’m an eighth grader at Elliot Middle.
Part of our assignment this year in English is to keep a writing journal. Our teacher, Ms.
Morin, explained it on the first day in her slightly different accent—she’s from Canada, I think?
She gave everyone a spiral notebook, 300 pages. There were three colors: blue, green, and black.
I got black. Then she said we’ll be using them in class to freewrite every day for fifteen minutes
but that we should also keep them with us all the time and write at home or whenever we feel
like. It’s called journaling, she said, but also that we could think of it as a diary. And it’s private.
I’ve never had a diary before, and it’s been a little weird. It’s like talking to myself. I’ve
also never had a teacher give me such an easy assignment. It’s not hard to just write my thoughts
and stuff. It’s also cool because she said she won’t even read what we write, she’ll just call each
student up every Friday and flip through our notebooks to make sure we’re not repeating, like,
the same word. Which made me think of that movie, The Shining, where Jack types over and
over again: all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. God, that’s a great movie. And book. I
read the book first of course, because the book is usually better than the movie.
There’s one other person in my class who loves Stephen King.
Olive. She’s new this year, and I’ve never met anyone like her. She’s quiet and serious
and I can already tell that she’s like a totally straight-A student. When she gets called on, she
always knows the answer, and she talks with this strange confidence. I also have math with her,
and she’s in the most advanced algebra group. She seems older than the rest of us, maybe
because she’s so quiet and keeps to herself? But she also looks pretty young. She wears black
clothes every day and has blonde hair, which she keeps tucked under her hat. Her eyes are light
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blue. So light that it’s like that lightest-blue crayon in the pack. Or like the color of water in the
river where it’s shallow. I think she rides the same school bus as me. I’m going to look for her
today. Maybe I watch which direction she walks after school.
Anyway, she doesn’t even know who I am, I don’t think, except for this thing that
happened last week. We had an assignment in class where we had to write down one of our
favorite books and a few notes about why, and me and Olive both had Stephen King books. We
were the only ones. I had The Shining, and she had Carrie. After class we walked out together
and talked. It went like this:
Me: Oh, so, hi. Are you new here?
Olive: Yeah. Should I read The Shining?
Me: What?
Olive: Is it good? Should I read it?
Me: Uh, yeah.
And that was it. It wasn’t the most eloquent (that word is from my vocab list) talk in
eighth grade so far, but she looked at me for a second. And she’s going to read The Shining. At
least she asked me about it, so I think she will. I decided I definitely need to get a copy of Carrie.
And then next time we talk I can tell her I’m reading it.
The problem is, I haven’t gotten to the town library yet cause my dad never has time to
take me. Our school library doesn’t have any Stephen King. So, when I finally get the book I’m
gonna have to totally plow through it. Maybe I could pull a few all-nighters. It’ll be worth it,
probably. It’s so crazy that old books are still so good. I mean, these books are from, like, the
’80s, and now it’s almost the year 2000 (well, 1996). Everyone else in class is reading stuff like
Judy Blume and The Baby-Sitters Club. Kids’ books. Stephen King is the real deal.
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But I’m not scared. I can totally handle it…
Okay, class writing time’s up. More soon.
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The Hunter

He’s ready to bleach the doe’s skull.
He’ll boil it for hours in his big, cast-iron pot. It’s the last piece of the animal. He’s
skinned and butchered the carcass, taking what he can use for summer sausage or jerky and a few
steaks, then he’ll bury the rest behind the shed under heavy flagstones so the dogs can’t get at it.
This feels different. He’s never killed a doe before. The bucks, with their long, graceful
antlers (two, three, four, or even once, a five-point) are stark white and hang perfectly in the big
showcase room downstairs. This one is markedly different. Every bone is more feminine, every
step of putting the animal to rest has felt more intimate. He looks down at his hands, which were
covered in her blood just a few hours ago, and he feels sadness. The doe was a mother with a
fawn; he saw it off in the brush before the shot that did her in. Maxine’s shot. But he didn’t have
a choice. He had to protect his crop, protect his own family.
He sends a brief prayer to God or the universe, really to whomever or whatever’s
listening. He says sorry. And thank you. For the meat of the doe, for the land he owns, for the
next breath he’ll take.
And then he places the skull into the pot of boiling water.
Afterward, he scrubs it, dries it, and hangs it in the trophy room with the others. He
chooses a spot in the middle of the east-facing wall, moving the three-point into the opposite
corner. But the skull looks naked and petite, so his daughter, Maxine, adds a rainbow-colored lei
from a costume party, draping it from the jaw to the holes where the ears would have been, then
over the bare crown without antlers.
“Now you’re the queen deer,” he tells the skull. And even as he promises to never shoot
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another mother, he looks forward to the next hunt.

Notes From the Year After Sophie | Excerpt | Lisa Tuininga

Olive, September

After school I always take care of the horses.
The house was empty when I got home, so I threw my stuff down in our entryway and
headed back to the barn. Sometimes I hate all the chores, but I’m also glad about them, because
it gives me an excuse not to make friends. It gives me time to think about Colorado, where we
lived before we ended up in this crappy place.
In Grand Junction the horses were turned out all the time in our big field. Even in the
winter, it was sunny. They had acres to run and play. All we had to do was throw them hay and
fill their water troughs every day. And Mom usually did that. When we moved here, we brought
the horses with us, since the house we’re renting has a barn and a pasture, but it’s totally
different.
It’s tons more work.
I walked down the wet gravel road to the barn and noticed that the horses were standing
together in their paddock on one high spot out of the mud. It’s already so muddy here, and it’s
barely even fall. The leaves are turning brown fast and making the ground soggy.
I went through the gate and walked over to the horses. I touched Stormy’s nose—our
paint gelding, the one Mom got first. I noticed he looks a little skinny and hasn’t been brushed in
a long time. Next, I went into the barn to grab the wheelbarrow and pitchfork. The smell hit
me—horse pee and not enough bedding. The horses can go in and out of their stalls any time, but
they always find a way to shit and piss inside, even though Mom never seems to buy enough
shavings.
When I pushed the wheelbarrow through the gate to clean the paddock, the horses
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followed me. Rosie nudged my arm and looked for treats, but I shooed her away. I wasn’t in the
mood. She’s a short palomino pony, technically mine. We used to trail ride together all the
time—there was a trail right off our property in Colorado that was amazing during spring and
summer. It’s so dry there, you can ride almost all year, except when there’s a lot of snow.
Standing farther away was the dapple-gray mare, Molly. She’s been moody and depressed
since we moved. She was Sophie’s horse. I know, girl, I miss her too. I imagined Molly could
hear my thoughts as I walked over to give her a pat. That’s the nice thing about the horses. They
don’t talk or ask questions like the counselor my mom made me see last week, some lady named
Linda. She’s supposed to help me process my grief. I feel like it’s a waste of time. I want to deal
with it in my own way. Usually, I just want to forget.
But the teachers at school always ask me where I moved from. Whenever anyone asks
that, it makes my stomach tighten and my breathing get fast, because I just think of Sophie and
how much everything has changed and how much I miss her. In the barn, with the horses, I can
just be alone with my chores and my thoughts.
I walked around with the pitchfork, picking up piles. The mud was deep in places, and I
wondered what it’s gonna be like in a few months when we get more rain. The days are getting
shorter, and the air is already chilly. Halloween is coming up next month. That was Sophie’s
favorite holiday.
I think about last year, when she wanted to be a French maid. Her and Mom screamed at
each other and slammed doors. Mom swore she’d never let her out of the house wearing that
outfit, and Sophie picked up a razor blade and threatened to cut herself if Mom didn’t let her.
Dad was long gone by then. I wasn’t worried; I always thought Sophie could handle herself. If
she was the wild one, I guess I was the smart, quiet one. And Mom was totally obsessed with
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Sophie and always worried about her.
Sophie went out that night in her slutty costume, then later snuck into my room through
the window. Her makeup was streaked, and she smelled like cigarettes. I asked her where she
was. She brushed her hair out of her eyes, and for the first time in a while, it looked like she was
actually going to open up. Instead, she said “nowhere” and told me to go to sleep.
Stormy walked over. He was restless since he knew it was almost dinnertime. I pushed
the wheelbarrow around the back of the barn and into our huge manure pile. Why did we even
bring these horses, I wondered for the millionth time. Nobody’s ever gonna ride again. Dead
weight. Like me. I feel like dead weight. All anyone does is talk about my sister. I’m basically
invisible.
I threw flakes of the dinner hay, then rubbed my hands together to shake off prickly
alfalfa stalks. I looked at our horses one more time. All three were muddy, with burrs in their
tails and long scraggly manes. Their hooves looked long. I wondered if they were homesick, too.
When the chores were done, I headed back to our rental house. It’s pretty small, with
three little bedrooms, and it’s made from old red bricks. Some of them are covered in dirty
looking moss. After taking my mud boots off, I went up the stairs to my room and closed the
door. I already did my other homework at school, so after journaling I’m gonna read my latest
book, an early Stephen King. It’s from when he wrote under his pen name, Richard Bachman.
Funny, since his name sounds so cool—why would he need a fake one? Anyway, the book is
called The Long Walk, and it’s scary and dark—I love it. When I read this kind of stuff it’s
basically the only time I can forget about Sophie and Grand Junction and the last few terrible
months.
In the book, almost everyone is dying. It makes my situation seem less weird and tragic.
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I’m halfway through and already sad about the day I’ll finish it.
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Mike, September

Today in class Ms. Morin changed seats. Instead of having us in clusters of four desks, she had
us put them all into a U-shape so we could have more of a “roundtable discussion” for our next
assignment. If we sit in a circle like this, she said, we could see who’s talking, and get to know
everyone in class better.
I don’t know if Ms. Morin read my mind or what, but she put me right next to Olive.
I said hi after we had moved everything and took our notebooks out again. She just
nodded, barely showing a smile. She’s definitely kind of shy.
I wanted to say more, so I went, “Well, looks like we’re sitting next to each other.” As
soon as it was out of my mouth I was like, God, what a dumb thing to say. I felt my neck turning
red and my ears getting hot. I looked down at the blank page in my notebook and picked up my
pencil. I pretended to take notes from the board at the front of class.
She didn’t say anything.
I had just about given up when she tapped me on the shoulder. “Look,” she said and
pulled a thick paperback copy of The Shining out of her backpack. She pointed to the folded
corner of an inside page, marking her place. She was already more than halfway way done!
“It’s really good,” she said. “Thanks.”
We made eye contact for a second. Then Ms. Morin clapped her hands from the front of
the room and told us to start journaling.
She’s sitting so close to me that I can see the texture of her hat. It looks like soft, old yarn.
It’s cool. And she has no idea I’m writing about her right now.

Notes From the Year After Sophie | Excerpt | Lisa Tuininga

Winnie, September

TO DO:
grocery store
pay bills
feed the fish
dust the molding
oil change
work out
eat healthier
It’s funny how usually, just by making a list of mindless tasks, I can relax and fall asleep
quickly. Mindless tasks are great distractions for the hard things in life. Things like loneliness.
Stagnation. Self-loathing. Well, those are the hard things in my life right now. But of course,
there are much worse things out there. The reading we’ll do in class this year covers imperialism,
Nuclear bombs, siblings dying of cancer, refugees… I have to remember that I have my health.
This house. A career that I love.
In my life, actually, I’ve lost very little.
Maybe that’s why even now, after teaching for so long, I like to read the hard books along
with my students each year. I get something more out of them each time.
When I read about dark times, it reminds me to be thankful for my own children, who are
thriving. Or at least I think they are. I picture them healthy, happy, grabbing everything life has to
offer them. I remember college being a magical, expansive, transformative time and when they
came home last summer, they were glowing. But they don’t call me as often as I’d like. Violet
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checks in every Sunday around dinner time, but she isn’t sharing many details about her classes
or her friends. Evan is different—he calls me sporadically. I’m lucky if he picks up when I try his
dorm room every other week. I like to call at random times—early in the morning, lunch, late at
night—it’s as if I’m trying to catch him sleeping through class. Some things never change!
The reality is, I don’t know if they even need me anymore. It’s a new feeling for me.
I like to feel needed.
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Ellen’s Diary

So, my new therapist, Linda, asked me to start a diary.
Actually, she told me to. She didn’t really act like I had a choice.
She probably didn’t appreciate my short answers and my particularly bad mood. Hey,
that’s the way it goes. To me, she seems incompetent and definitely too young to know anything
about my problems. But it’s been six days since our last appointment, and I don’t have anything
else to do, so I’m giving it a try. While muttering swear words under my breath.
But I’m wondering… how can I write about it when I can’t even think about it? Linda
said it’s okay to write about anything, and nobody will ever read it. So, I’ll write what I see
outside today. I’m sitting in the kitchen at our beat-up oak table—we lugged it from Grand
Junction and somehow fit it here in this tiny kitchen. This house is such crap, it’s unbelievable,
but that’s what you get on short notice when you flee your last life. The windows are single pane,
which is terrible for this climate. I can almost taste the draft coming in. The linoleum is chipped
and peeling up, and the oven is dirty. Only two elements on the stove work. Carpet’s barely
hanging on, but that’s good since we have the dogs. Every morning, like now, there’s dew and
mold clinging to the window corners and probably growing in the walls too.
Suddenly I feel bad for noticing something other than my pain. It’s strange when even a
few minutes go by, and I don’t think about Sophie. Maybe that’s what Linda was hoping would
happen.
I look outside, and I see fall. A dark, wet fall. The weather changed fast—we only arrived
a month ago on a gorgeous August day. It was sunny, and we drove the horse trailer into this
neighborhood, going deeper and deeper, passing a hodgepodge of houses: a dark-brown double-
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wide, wat looked like an abandoned farmhouse, and then a few nicer, suburban-looking homes,
one with two little kids playing out in the yard, then a log-cabin-type building deep in the woods,
so far back I couldn’t tell the color.
We stopped for a minute to look at a flower garden. Dahlias, I think they were? I didn’t
know there was a flower that blooms like that in late summer. They were every shape and color,
huge blossoms, beautiful. I might have even smiled for the first time in our two-day drive.
Then, soon after we got settled, the temperature dropped. The leaves turned quickly, and
our five rented acres in the almost-middle of nowhere changed from green to orange to red. It
started raining and became a soggy mess. When I look out the window now, I see mossy grass,
mottled leaves, an old, fenced garden left to rot, and a herd of elk in the distance. I see a light
mist falling, almost like fog all around me. I see one of our horses at the far corner of the pasture,
watching the elk. Looking curious. It’s Molly. Sophie’s horse.
My heart drops, and I feel it start to race, then I break out in a cold sweat. I take a sip of
coffee, then I go to the fridge for a beer. It’s the only thing that helps right now, even though it’s
not even noon. I’m trying to keep it under control. I mean, I’ve always liked to drink, and so if
I’m drinking a little more now… well… fuck, I’m going through a really hard time. It’s better
than those drugs they gave me so I could calm down and sleep. Those were nasty—they made
my brain a puddle of mud. I couldn’t see straight.
Olive’s at school, thank God. I feel like I’ve hardly looked at her since all this happened.
But I’m not writing about that. I’m not ready. I’m writing about what I see out my window. I see
Molly, the gray mare, and she’s muddy with a too-long mane. She looks a little skinny. It’s been
hard on the horses moving here. Most days, I wish we’d never brought them, but it all happened
so fast. I could only leave behind so much.
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And now Olive tends to Molly… she takes care of all of them. My God, I’m such a
terrible mother. A failure every way you look at it. I’m looking outside, and I’m trying to breathe.
Through the window I see wet and rain and green, and I think I can hear a river in the distance.
The landlord said there’s a river out there, through the woods, not too far away. The Middle Fork,
they call it. I wonder where the other forks are, what they’re like. If it’s called the middle, there
must be another one on each side, right?
I watch a large elk nibbling something, and I feel time ticking. I can almost see, if I look
closely, that the plants surrounding me are already dying. I think about the cycle of life. Will that
help? I don’t know.
I see crows and chickadees scrambling around the yard for bugs or worms or whatever it
is they eat. It reminds me of the predator and the prey. I pull myself back. I can’t write about
anything like this. It’s too close.
I see water. I see dripping water on the window—condensation. Then I realize it’s me, it’s
the tears in my eyes. And it makes me angry. Anger is better than sadness, right now at least.
Linda telling me to write this shit down is just messed up.
I can’t do this.
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Winnie, September

Classes are going well so far. It’s exhausting, getting to know everyone and clarify the
expectations, but I love it. I actually learned something new the other day, from one of my
student’s journals. Bailey, apparently, is a musician. She wrote about how there are only twelve
musical notes, and every song is created by rearranging those notes over and over into something
new, but then she asked—is it really new, since it’s always the same notes?
She made me think about something. In writing with our clunky alphabet, there are
twenty-four letters. Those letters can be rearranged into so many different words. That’s millions
of words, which can be put together into endless combinations. Are there a million stories to tell?
Maybe there’s even more than that. Maybe every day is a story.
Besides Bailey’s, the journal writing my kids are turning in so far is extremely good this
year. That must be why I’m thinking about all this ‘story’ stuff. Some of them really impress me
with the way they formulate thoughts and feelings. I mean, I’m just skimming. But still.
My principal invited me into her office last Tuesday, to talk about an advanced writing
class she wants to offer. I already have my eye on a few kids that would be perfect for such a
thing.
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Ellen’s Diary

I finally found the damn river. I’ve been walking trails behind the house—must be animal trails,
there are droppings, and once I found a clump of weird, grayish hair stuck on a branch.
I didn’t realize we were close to a river. If I had known, I probably wouldn’t have chosen
this godforsaken place. Water reminds me of…
I can’t write it down.
But today, I got curious about the sound of rushing water. For weeks I’ve been telling
myself it’s just traffic noise from the road. When I followed the sound, it took me deeper and
deeper into the wet woods, and I got so turned around I didn’t know where I was. I thought I was
lost, then the trees started to thin out, and the sound got louder. I had to cross a few deep gullies
with big, round rocks in the bottom. All the trees were covered in moss, and there was barely any
daylight coming through. And, of course, there was a light rain falling. Always here. Always the
rain. The ground was brown and slippery under my rubber boots.
And then, there it was, a somewhat pitiful and small river by Colorado standards. A rocky
bank, some fine-grained sand, and more trees. Those huge evergreens that are everywhere in this
damn place were growing right up to the water. One had huge, tangled roots exposed; it looked
like the river was about to swallow it up. It was leaning toward the water like it wanted to dive
in.
I looked at that water, walked right up to it, crouched down, and touched it. Ice cold,
clear, flowing fast. Grayish brown in the middle. Tumbling over the rocks, fast, like it had a life
of its own. It looked angry. And I was like, you stupid river, you have no right to be angry. I’ll
show you angry.
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I know it’s not this particular river’s fault, but I yelled at it, screamed every cuss word I
know. Picked up a big rock, heaved it into the water. As if that would help with anything. It just
stained my hands brown. Made me want to hurt myself. Put my own body in that cold water and
go numb.
Instead, I sat on the bank. Etched lines in the sand. I drew a heart for Sophie. I talked to
her in my mind, and maybe a little out loud. God, I think I might be going crazy with all this, in
this wet place, everything so opposite from home. Home was snow and sun and Sophie. Here it’s
rain and mist and damp and lonely. Maybe it was a bad idea to move.
I don’t know how much time passed, but I just sat and watched the water. Time’s funny
that way. When I go back into my memories of Sophie, they’re so real it feels like I’ve gone
backward through time. Like I can hold her again. When I snap back and realize she’s gone,
she’s still gone, and it hurts like hell again.
Every time.
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