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It's a funnv kind of Iiehr: a rich amber that shudders rvith the wind, nothing

like the droue oia streetlight or the sickly blue of a fluorescent.' I figure that

window is the only light l've ever seen that doesn't come from the coal plant

on tht: riverbank.

In my dream, rhe light is for me.

I follow it rhrough the gates, up the drive, across the threshold. I shorrld

be scared--tl-rere are stories about Starling I{ouse, the kind people only tell

at nighr, half-rvhispered r-rncler the l-rum of the porch light-but in the dream

I don't hesitate.

In the dream, I'm home.

Apparently that's too fhr-fttched even for my subconscious, because that's

usually when I wake up. I surface in the half-dark of the motel room rvith

ir hungry, empty ache in my chest that I think rnust be homesickness, al-

though I guess I wouldn't know.

I stare ar rhe ceiling until the parking lot lights flick offat dawn.

f uscd t<-r rhinl< they meant something, those dreams. They started abruptly

I when I was twelve or thirteen, jusr when alI the characrers in my books

Israrred maniFesring magic powers or receivilg coded messages or whar-

everi of course I was obsessed with them.

I asl<ed everybody in torn,u about the Starling place, but received only

narrow, slantwise looks and sucked teeth. People in this town had ner,'er liked

ms much-1heir eyes slide right off me like l'm a street-corner panhandler or

a piece of roadkill, a problem they, would be obliged to address if rltey looked

srraight at it-but they liked tl-re Starlings even less.

They're considered eccentrics and misantlrropes, a fanrill, o{tdubioLLs ori-

gin that has refused fbr generations to participate in the most basic elements

of Eden's civil society (church, public school, bake sales for the volunteer fire

department), choosing instead to stav holed up irt tl-rat grand house that no-

body except the coroner has ever seen in pelson. They have money-which
generally excu.ses everything short of homicide-br-it it doesn't come from

either coal or tobacco, and nobodl, seems able to marry into it. The Starling

I According to i.yle Reynok{s, the Gravell, Porver meter li:tn tlom l!)81 :017, Sreding Flotrse }vas uevet

conrecre d ro rhe elecrric grid or rhe municipal l\,atcr svste m '1L< 
re ]e [:.hone companv sucd tirr tlrc righr

ro irlacr: poles or Starling land in 11)47, bur rhc projecr.rar .r1..rr.1,,:cil airet r series ofugLy accidcnts rhat

lelr three euployees hospitaliz-cd

STARLINC

family tree is a maddening sprawl of g

out-oftowners and strangers who turn
the Starling name without ever setting

It's generally hoped that both they ar
and rot at the bottom, neither mourne
release the town from its century-long <

(I dont believe in curses, but if the
town it would look an awful lot like Ed,
ber one coal county in the nation, but
riverbank containing a power plant, a
erals. ft's the kind of place where rhe
who can't afford to leave, where the wa
cold offthe river even in summertime,
noon.)

Since nobody would tell me the stor
own. There isn't a lot to do in a town
ffends my own age. you're never going
dothes from the First Christian donario
plies, no matter how slick your smile ir
behind the smile and avoided me our of
all shipwrecked together, I'd be found si
rheir bones.

So I spent a lot of weekends sirting
s-irh my little brother, making up haur
$-ere so thoroughly spooked we,d scream
three rooms down. I used to type up rhe
midnight, when Jasper was asleep and I
anywhere.2 I quit all that years ago, aft.v

I told Mom about the dreams once. S

book as many times as you, I,d have nigl
For my fourth or fifth birthday Morn

one of the old nineteenth-century ed,iri<

.-olor of cobwebs, the title sewn in silver. I

l- this is False. Between 2006 ar,d 2009, Opal used .h. I:res of shon fiction. In '08, she received a personal rk
-SrErubry, they did not publish fantasy, horior, or.rvha
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and son-rebod,v else's iniriais u-ere w-ritten on rhe inside cover, but I'd read it
so many times the pages \\ere coming Llnsewn.

'Ihe story is prettv painr-bv-numbers: a little girl (Nora Lee) discovers

another world (Underland) and ha[ucinatory adventures ensue. 'Ihe illustra-

rions aren't great, either-rhev're a series of stark lithographs that fall some-

where berween eerie and nightmarish, Bur I rernember staring at them until

their afterimages lingered on ti-re insides of my eyelids; black landscapes

stalked by spectral Beasts, pale figures lost among the tangled rrees, Iittle

gids falling down into the secret places under the earth. Looking at them felt

like stepping into someone else's skull, someone who knew the same things I

knew: that there were sharp teeth behind every smile, and bare bones wait-

ing beneath the pretty skin of the world,

I used to trace the author's name with mv finger:tip, draw it idly in the

margins of my C+ schoolwork: E. Starling.

She never pLrblished another book. She never gave a single interview. lhe
only thing she left behind other thalr Tbe Underlandwa.s that house, hidden

in the trees" Maybe that's the real reason I rvas so obsessed with it. I wanted to

see where she came from, prove ro rnyselfl rhat she was real. I wanted to q'alk

through her secret architecture, run mv fingers over her u'allpaper, see her

currains flLrtter in the breeze and believe, for a moment, that it was her ghosr.

It's been eleven years and forty-four days since I last opened that book. I

came straight home from Mom's firneral, dr-rmped it into a dotrbled-up gro-

cery bag along rvith half a pack of Newports, a moldv dream carcher, and a

tube of lipstick, and shoved it alI deep under my bed.

I bet the pages 2rre all swollen and mildewed by now; eyerything in Eden

goes to rot, gil.en time.

I srill dream about the Starling place sometimes, but I no longer think it
means anything. And even if it did-I'm a high-school dropout rvith a part-

time job at Tractor Supply, bad teeth, and a brother who deserves better thar.r

this dead-end badluck bullshit town.

Dreams aren't for people like me.

People like me have to make two lists: w]rat they need and what theywant.

You keep rhe first list short, if you're smart, and you burn the second one.

A,{onr never got the trick of it-she was alwavs wanting ancl srriving, Ionging

and lusting and craving right up until she 1vx5n'1-[1i1 Iin a quick learner. I

have one list, with one thing on it, and it keeps n-re plenrv bLrsy.

There are double shifts to work and pockers ro pick; social workers to

STARLI}-G

mislead and frozen pizzas to snap in ha
inhalers to buy from sketchy websites a

rartle and hiss ofJasper's breathing.
Then, too, theret the cream-colore

school up nofth after]asper took the pS.

the day after it arrived, which I ve ma
considerable skills my mother left me_
and wholly misplaced optimism-but v
of rhis place.

I figure dreams are like stray cars, whir
So I don't make up stories about St

rtreirs. I dont linger when I pass by the
hearr riding high in my chest, hoping to
I[ht that seems to shine from some gn
never pull the grocery bag out from unc

But sometimes, right before I fall asl,

rising up the motel walls, though there"s
rhe window. I feel the hot breath of Be
dou:rr, and down, to Underland.
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TWO

I dor-r't knorv what made it so shitty; it was more

or less exactly the same as the days that preceded it

and the days likely to follow it, a featureless exPanse

of hor-Lrs intermpted by two long u'trlks in the cold,

frorn rhe motel to work and back. lt's just that I had

to work eight entire hours r,vith Lacey Matthews, rhe

human equivalent of unsalted butter, and rvhen the

drawer came up short at the end of our shift the

manager gave me an I've-got-my-eye-on-you glare, as

if he thought the discrepancy was my fbult, which it

was. It's just that it snowed yesterday and the dismal

remains are rotting in the gutters, soaking through the

holes in my tennis s[roes, ancl I made -]asper tal<e the

good coat this morning. Ic's just thar I'm twelttl-5i1

years old and I cirn'r aflbrd a goddamn car.

STARLING

I could've gotten a ride from Lacer

nights at the call center. But Lacey woul
pull over on Cemetery Road and reach
I would probably let him, because it wrc

r*es pretty far out of his walr but later I.,
hoodie-a generic, acidic smell, like the
bathrooms-and feel an apathy so profi
be tempted to pull out that grocery bag
could still feel anything at all.

So: Im walking.
Itt four miles from Tractor Supply r

.-ur behind the public library and cross r

xtich always puts me in a strange, sour r

I pass the fea market and the RV pn
rhe Mexican place that took oyer the o

ofFthe road and follow the railroad trac
pot-er plant is almost prettliJ a great golc
skv vellow and throws a long shadow bel

The streetlights are humming. The sr
singing to itself

They paved the old railroad bridge vr
oerr edge, where the ties stick out. If rror

Rir-er rushing in the gaps, a black oblivio
rhe banks are so knotted with honeysuckl
rur green, but now you can see the rise a

- -dmineshaft.
remember it as a wide-open mouth, blr
, after some kids dared each other p

it plenry of times before, but the mis
L comes dense and fast, so heavy you c
ou-and one of them must have gotm
re river sings loud now, siren sweer,
ir I m not truly tempted by the cold
blded hand and I m no quitter-bur

13, went missing on April 13, 1989; the
Perhaps she mercly dreamed of it, and n
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there among the bones and bottom-feeders: so quie t. so iar beyond the scrab-

bling, striving, grinding rn ork of survival.

It's just that I'm tired.

I'm prett1. sure this is what Mr. Cole, rhe high school guidance counselor,

mighr call a "crisis point" rvhen I ought ro "reach out to mv suPport netw'ork,"

but I don't have a support network. I have Bev, owner and manager of the

Garden of Eden Motel, who is obligated to let us live in room 12 rent-free

because of some shady deal she cut with Mom, but isn't obligated to Iike it.

I have Charlotte, local librarian and founder of the Muhlenberg County

Historical Society, who was nice enough not to ban me after I faked a street

address to get a library card and sold a stack of DVDs online" Instead she

merely asked rne to please not do it again and gave me a cuP of coffee so

sweet it made my cavities ache. Other than them it's just the hellcat-a vi-

cious calico who lives under the motel dump5gsl-3nd my brother.

I wish I could talk to Mom. She gave rerrible advice, but l'm almost as old

now as she was rvhen she died; I imagine it would be like ralking to a friend.

I could tell her about Stonewood Academy. How I transfbrred Jasper's

transcripts and filled out all the forms, and then sweet-talkecl them into

saving him a spot next term so long as I pay the tuition by the end of lvlay.

How i assured them it wouldn't be a problem, talking bright and easy like

she taught me. How I have to quadruple my life savings in the next three

months, on the kind of minimum-wage 1ob that careftrlly keeps you under

thirty hours a week so they don'r have to give you health insurance.

But I'll 6nd a way, because I need to, and I'11 r,valk barefoot through hell

for what i need.

My hands are cold:rnd blue in the light of my phone. hey punk howsthe

book report going

great, Jasper writes back, followed by a fiankly suspicious nun-rber of ex-

clamation points.

oh yeah? what's your thesis statement? I'm not really worried-my little
brother has an earnest, determined brilliance that's won over every teacher iu

the public school svstem, despite their exprectations about boys witl-r brown

skin and curls-but lrassling him makes me feel better. Already the river

sings softer in rny skull.

my thesis is that I can fit fourteen marshmallows in my mouth at once

and everyone in this book needs a long sitdown with mr cole

I picture Heathcliffhunched in one of the counse[or's r.rndersized plastic

STARLING

chairs, an anger-management brochure
n-eird rwist of sympathy. Mr. Cole is a n
ro do with people raised on the undersidr
dark and lawless, where only the camy,

Jasper isnt canny or cruel, which is o
ions I have to g€t him out ofhere. It rank

onfederate flags and the bad luck thet
pping ar our heels. (I dont belieye in c

a cursed family, it would look a lot lik
thats not a thesis. My fingers snag on t

IEen.

Im sorry what did you get in 10th grade en
.\{y laugh hangs in the air, ghostty r

tpol of Fuck You

-{ uny pause. chill. it's job fairtomorrw. r

I despised the job fair when I was ar
mund here except breathing particulate
-meriCorps booth and somebody from r

ur ftyers. The main excitement comes af
i Grar.ely Power, takes the stage and g
ard work and the American spirit, as il-
roner'from his big brother. \7e all had t
)e glTn, and when he got to me he flind
e contagious. His palm had felt like a frr

lmagining Jasper shaking that clamm
d prickly. Jasper doesn't need to lisrer
me any applications, because Jasper isa
rT call miss hudson and say you have a feu
But he replies: nah I'm good

Theret a lull in our conyersation while
irill- The electric lines swoop overhead r

r rtre stars. There are no streetlighrs in r
rfiere are you now? im hungry

-{wall runs beside the road now, rhe br
3 monar crumbling beneath the wheedl
itoo i..y. just passing the starling place

_lr.p.. replies with a smiley face sheddir
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