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Herons Keep What We Cannot Hold

Chapter

written by Cora Lindgren

The bird settled on the old dock piling like it had never left, but the wood
remembered. I pressed my palm against the grain where its feet gripped
and felt the difference: smooth where claws had worn the surface down
over decades, rough everywhere else. Eleven years of weather had tried
to erase those grooves. Failed. My daughter crouched beside me, breath
hot on my shoulder. She'd been four when they left. Now her knees
cracked when she knelt, same as mine. "Don't move fast," I whispered,
though I wanted to grab her, pull her back. The heron's eye was a bead of
gold in all that blue-gray feather. It watched us watching it. The dock
smelled wrong. Too clean. Eleven years without bird shit had bleached
something essential out of the planks. I remembered the reek of it,
caustic and green, how it burned in summer heat. How my grandfather
used to say you could smell a heron rookery three miles off if the wind
was right. You don't forget a smell like that. Your body keeps it filed
under: danger, beauty, home. "Its feet are cold," my daughter said. Not
asking. Stating. I looked at her. "How do you know?" "Feel the wood. It's
cooler where it's standing." She was right. l moved my hand an inch left,
to where the heron's weight pressed down, and the sun-warmed surface
gave way to a spot of chill. The cold sank through my palm into my wrist
bones. The bird shifted, and I felt its temperature move across the wood

like a cloud shadow on water. "They used to stand on the pilings at
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dawn," I told her. "Thirty, forty of them in a line. The wood would sweat
with cold even in July." "Why?" "No one knew. The old people said
herons pulled heat out of things. Said that's why fish went slow around
them, why the water under a rookery never quite warmed." My
daughter put her palm next to mine. Her hand smaller, but the knuckles
already thickening. She'd gut fish beside me since she was seven. Hands
learn. "I believe them," she said. The heron lifted one foot, tucked it into
its belly feathers, balanced on the other. The wood where it had been
standing stayed cool for a breath, two, then the sun took it back. I
watched my daughter's face watching this. Something moved behind
her eyes, recognition of a thing she'd never seen but somehow knew.
"Mama." Her voice had dirt in it. "The others are coming, aren't they?" I
didn't ask how she knew. Maybe she felt it the way I did, a prickling
along the spine, a thickness in the air that tasted like salt and fish scale
and the particular rot of marsh reed in September. The heron stood on
one leg and did not fly. "Maybe," I said. "The bell," she said. "We have to
decide." My hands were wet. I wiped them on my jeans but the
dampness stayed, cold and slick. The heron's smell reached us then,
faint but unmistakable: mud, moss, the clean stink of regurgitated eel.
My stomach knew it before my brain did. Eleven years collapsed into
nothing. I stood. My knees popped. The heron's neck curved like a
question mark, head swiveling to track my movement. Up close its
feathers weren't smooth at all but layered, each one edged in something
finer than lace, intricate as frost. Beautiful and wrong as a knife. "We
wait," I said. "One bird isn't a certainty." But already I could feel them
coming, a pressure building in the distance like weather, like the
particular heaviness before a migration. The air tasted of it. The wood
knew. My daughter stood beside me. Our shadows fell across the water,
and in the green murk below, something pale turned over. Then

another. Fish, floating belly-up in the heron's cold.
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Chapter

written by Olive Kassen

The water took on a milky quality by evening, as if something had been
dissolved into it. I walked the shoreline alone while my daughter stayed
back at the house, her silence since the dock thick with a knowing I
didn't want to examine. The light came sideways through the pines,
buttery and untrustworthy. It made the dead fish look almost alive,
made their open mouths seem ready to speak. I found the second heron
where the creek bent away from the village, in the shallows near the old
weir. It stood so still I mistook it for a post until it blinked. The water
around its legs held a different texture than the rest of the creek,
sluggish and dense, like oil that hasn't quite separated from water. I
stopped twenty feet back. The air between us felt gelatinous. This one
was larger than the first. Its plumage carried a greenish cast in the
failing light, iridescent across the shoulders. When I was a child, before I
understood fear properly, I'd watched my grandfather wade into a
roosting site at dusk. He'd come back with his boots frozen solid,
midsummer, the leather split along the seams. He never explained why
he'd gone in. Just looked at those ruined boots for a long time, then
burned them behind the house. The heron's throat pulsed. Once, twice.
A sound came from it, not a call but something lower, a vibration I felt in
my sternum before I heard it. The creek responded. I watched the

current slow, thicken, begin moving upstream against all reason. Mist
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rose from the surface, but it fell instead of climbing, pooled in the low
places between stones, collected in the hollows of the bank. I thought:
this is how it starts. Not with all of them at once, but two, then more,
each one changing the physics of a small territory until those territories
touch, overlap, become one altered country. My feet had gone numb. I
looked down and saw I was standing in a thin runnel of creek water that
had crept up past the normal waterline. The mud beneath me was too
cold, the kind of cold that moves. I stepped back, but the numbness
stayed, climbed my ankles, wrapped my calves. The heron watched me
with one eye, then the other, swiveling its head in that way they have,
mechanical and ancient. Something else moved in the trees behind it.
Not another bird. The wrongness had a different shape, lower to the
ground, slipping between shadows like a stain spreads through fabric. I
couldn't make my eyes fix on it. Every time I tried to look directly, it
occupied the space I wasn't watching. The heron's throat pulsed again.
The upstream current strengthened. In the mist pooling along the
banks, I saw other shapes beginning to form, vague and prone, as if the
creek were remembering everything that had ever drowned in it and
considering whether to give those things back. I ran. My legs woke up
halfway to the village, pins and needles screaming up my thighs. When I
reached the first houses, I looked back. The mist had spread. It filled the
creek bed like a river of smoke, spilling over the banks, reaching. The
heron was gone, but the cold it left behind traveled on the ground, a
slow tide. Lights were coming on in windows. I could see faces pressed
to glass, people pointing toward the creek, toward the woods beyond.
Someone would ring the bell soon. Someone would decide we needed to
gather, to choose, to act. But the choosing was already done. You could
smell it in the air, that green and caustic reek, building. The sky above
the pines had gone purple. Against it, I counted silhouettes. Seven more,

circling, descending in a slow gyre. Their wings made no sound.
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Chapter

written by Lior Tannen

The schoolhouse still had its bell, though we hadn't used it for
gatherings in years. People preferred phones now, texts that pinged and
vanished. But I remembered the rope's rough kiss on my palms, the way
the sound rolled down Main Street and out across the marsh, how it
said: something's happening, bring yourself, bring your neighbors, bring
what you know. My daughter found me on the porch, watching the
purple deepen. She'd put on her grandmother's coat, the one we saved
for funerals. That told me enough. "Dad's truck is packed," she said. "He
wants to leave before full dark." I'd married her father because he was
steady, because his hands were warm even in winter, because he didn't
carry the old knowledge like a stone in his gut. Now I loved him for
wanting to save us and hated him a little for thinking we could be saved
by distance. "The Chens are loading up too," she added. "And the

"on

Kowalskis." "Where would they go?" But I knew the answer. Anywhere
the herons weren't. Somewhere the water ran warm and the dead fish
stayed dead and the air didn't taste like the marsh was breathing on you.
She sat down beside me, close enough that our shoulders touched.
"You're not going." It wasn't a question. I'd taught her to read water, to
gut fish, to know when the tide was turning before it turned. Of course
she could read me. "Grandma Eileen used to say the village was here

because of the herons, not despite them." I pulled the coat tighter
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around her thin shoulders. "Said they nested here first, before the
houses, before the dock. Said people built where the herons were

nn

because herons meant fish and fish meant living." "That was before they
left," my daughter said. "Maybe they left because we forgot what the
arrangement was." She looked at me then, and her eyes held something
older than fifteen. "What arrangement?" I didn't know how to say it. The
old people had talked around it, used words like balance and respect and
offering, but never said outright what the herons took or what we owed.
My grandfather's frozen boots. Mrs. Chen's sister, who waded too deep
during a rookery season and came back changed, speaking in a voice
that didn't sound like breath. The summer I was twelve when the herons
covered every surface and three children went missing, came back
before dawn with no memory of the night and frost in their hair, in July.
"I think," I said slowly, "they kept something out. Or down. Or away.
And when they left, whatever it was started seeping back." The mist
from the creek had reached the first houses. It moved like something
hunting, testing doorways, pooling at foundations. I watched it touch
the Kowalskis' fence and the wood whitened, aged a decade in seconds.
"The things in the mist," my daughter said. "I saw them too." "Baby."
"Don't." She stood up, and she looked like my grandmother then, all
spine and grit. "I'm not leaving either. Someone has to see it through."
"Your father, " "Dad's scared. He's allowed. But we're not." She pulled
the coat tight. "Are we?" I wanted to lie. Wanted to say yes, I'm terrified,
let's run, let's put a hundred miles between us and whatever the herons
brought back with them. But she deserved the truth, same as I'd given
her when her goldfish died, when her grandfather's lungs filled up,
when the world revealed itself as sharp and unforgiving. "No," I said.
"We're not." Headlights swept the street. The Chens' van, packed to the
ceiling, kids' faces pressed to the rear window. They didn't wave. Behind
them, the Kowalskis' truck, then the Nguyens', then others. An exodus in
pickups and sedans, leaving behind garden tools and half-finished
projects and the particular way the light hit their kitchens at dawn. My
daughter counted them. "Eighteen households. Maybe more." "How
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many staying?" She was quiet, counting windows, looking for lights that
meant someone home, someone stubborn or faithful or too poor to run.
"Eight. Maybe ten." The bell rope hung inside the schoolhouse door,
waiting. I could almost feel it in my hands, the weight of the iron voice.
"Come on," I said. We walked toward the schoolhouse as the last trucks

rolled out. The mist followed us at a distance, patient as rot.
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Chapter

written by Iris Beddoe

The rope was frayed where hands had worried it. Generations of pulling
had thinned the hemp to something closer to hair. I wrapped it once
around my palm and felt the old fibers bite. My daughter stood behind
me, her breath making clouds in air that shouldn't be cold yet, wasn't
cold anywhere but here. I pulled. The bell's voice cracked the sky open. It
rolled out across the empty street, the abandoned houses, the marsh
beyond. It said: here, still, someone remains. It said: witness. The sound
traveled over the mist and the mist pulled back from it, just a little, like
something scalded. We waited in the schoolhouse doorway. Watching
windows for movement. For the eight or ten stubborn enough or foolish
enough or bound enough to stay. Mrs. Alvarez came first. Eighty-six and
walking with a cane she didn't need, just liked the authority of it. She
wore her wedding dress. Not the whole thing, just the lace overlay,
yellowed and strange over her everyday clothes. When she saw us
staring she said, "They came the day we married. Covered the church

"nn

roof. Priest said it was a blessing." "Or a witness," I said. "Same thing,

maybe." The Deng brothers arrived together, carrying something
wrapped in canvas. They set it down carefully and didn't explain. It had
the shape of a cage. Something inside it made no sound but the canvas
moved, subtle, like breathing. My daughter touched my elbow. "Five

more," she whispered. "Coming up from the dock." I knew them by their
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walks before I saw their faces. Tom Hestler with his limp from the
logging accident. Sarah Okoye, seven months pregnant, her hand on her
belly like she was holding something in or keeping something out. The
Vargas twins, inseparable, finishing each other's sentences since birth.
And Peter Clune, who'd lived alone since his husband died, who kept
bees and said they'd been acting strange for weeks, refusing to fly over
the marsh. Nine of us. Ten counting the thing in the Dengs' canvas. "This
is it?" Tom's voice carried an edge. "This is who's left?" "This is who
answered," Mrs. Alvarez said. The mist had surrounded the
schoolhouse. It pressed against the walls, testing. Where it touched the
old wood, frost bloomed in patterns that looked almost like words,
almost like warnings, almost like invitations in a language none of us
had quite forgotten. Sarah's baby kicked, hard enough we all saw it. She
gasped and her hand went white-knuckled on her belly. "It's cold," she
said. "Inside. The baby's cold." My daughter moved before I could. She
put her hand over Sarah's and closed her eyes and breathed out slow.
"It's okay," she said. "That's how it starts. That's how you know you
belong to it." I stared at her. "What?" She opened her eyes. "I was four
when they left, Mama. You think I don't remember? I was cold for a year
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after. Cold in my bones. You took me to doctors." "You had pneumonia."
"I had absence." She looked at the others, at Mrs. Alvarez in her wedding
lace, at the Dengs with their wrapped burden. "We all do. That's why we
stayed. Part of us left with them." Peter spoke quietly. "My bees won't
cross running water anymore. Haven't since the herons went. They used
to. They used to follow the heron paths, pollinate the marsh flowers."
"My wife couldn't conceive," Tom said. "Eleven years trying. Doctor said
nothing wrong. But nothing took." One of the Vargas twins, I could
never tell which, said, "We used to dream the same dreams." "Used to,"
the other finished. The patterns on the walls grew more complex. The
mist thickened, and through it, shapes moved with purpose. Not the
vague drowning-victims from the creek. These had intent. These had
names we'd forgotten on purpose. Mrs. Alvarez tapped her cane. "The

arrangement,” she said. "My grandmother told me. Before the Spanish
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came, before any of us. The people here, the first people, they made a
trade. The herons would nest, would fish, would keep the boundary.
And in exchange, " The canvas moved. The Deng brothers looked at each
other, some silent twin-speak of their own, and began unwrapping.
Inside was a heron. Dead eleven years. Preserved in salt and herbs and
intention. Its feathers still held their powder-blue perfection. Its eyes
were closed but you could feel them wanting to open. "In exchange,"
Mrs. Alvarez continued, "when the herons died, they stayed. Became
part of the village. Part of the keeping." My daughter's hand was still on
Sarah's belly. "The ones that left," she said. "They broke the trade.
Something made them break it. Something scared them away." Through
the schoolhouse window, I saw them landing. Not nine or ten.
Hundreds.

12
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Chapter

written by inkwell_amy

The first heron hit the schoolhouse roof like a stone dropped from a
killing height. Then another. Then the sound of them landing became
continuous, a percussion of bodies on shingles, on street, on the hoods
of abandoned cars. My daughter's head snapped up. Through the
window the air was thick with wings, with the mechanical pump of
their flight, with bodies falling into place like pieces of something
reassembling itself. "Get back from the glass," I said, but no one moved.
We were all watching the herons cover every surface, pack themselves
shoulder to shoulder until the world outside became a single feathered
mass. The temperature dropped so fast the windows fogged, then iced
over in spirals. Mrs. Alvarez's cane clattered to the floor. She'd gone
rigid, head tilted like she was listening to something underneath the
sound of wings. The frost patterns on the walls began spelling out
shapes I could almost read, symbols that burned themselves into my
vision even when I looked away. The Deng brothers had their hands on
the preserved heron. Its eyes opened. Both of them. Yellow and
depthless and fixed on the door. "They're not stopping," Tom said. His
breath came white and thick. "They're not stopping." Peter's voice cut
through: "Look at the mist." It was rising. Not creeping anymore but
surging upward in columns, in towers, forming itself into something

with architecture. With intention. The shapes inside it were climbing

13



Herons Keep What We Cannot Hold

out, pulling themselves free of whatever had held them down or away or
drowned for eleven years. Sarah made a sound low in her throat. Her
baby had gone still. "Something's wrong." My daughter pressed harder
against her belly, eyes closed, lips moving. Not words. Something older.
The same sounds my grandmother used to make when she cleaned fish,
when she prepared the bodies of the dead, when she stood at the
waterline during heron season with her feet in the shallows and her face
turned toward something the rest of us couldn't see. The preserved
heron's beak opened. Dry flesh splitting. It shouldn't move but it did,
neck extending in that terrible smooth heron motion, head swiveling
toward the window, toward the hundreds of living birds outside, toward
whatever was rising from the mist. "The trade," Mrs. Alvarez said. Her
voice came wrong, scraped raw. "They didn't break it. We did. When we
stopped, when we forgot, " She looked at the Deng brothers. "Show
them." They lifted the preserved heron. Carried it to the door. One of
them reached for the handle and I grabbed his wrist, felt how cold his
skin had gone, how his pulse beat slow and thick like something
underwater. "Don't," I said. "We have to give it back," he said. The other
brother nodded. "It's the toll. The boundary keeper. We kept it when we

"nn

should have released it." "Released it where?" Neither answered. The
Vargas twins moved to the door, stood on either side of it. They put their
palms flat against the wood and I saw frost spread from their hands, saw
their breath sync, saw them become one body in two skins the way they
used to be before the herons left, before something broke them into
separate pieces. Tom's hand found the doorknob. Sarah's baby kicked
once, hard. My daughter's eyes opened and locked on mine and I saw my
grandmother looking out of her face, saw the old knowledge rising up
through blood and bone and the particular way we learned to live in this
place that lived inside us. "Mama," she said. "When the door opens,
you're going to see what they've been keeping out. What's been trying to
come back through." "What is it?" She smiled. Terrible and knowing.
"Us. The parts we couldn't keep. The parts that drowned. The parts that

froze. Every piece of every person who ever tried to leave and couldn't,
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who tried to stay and shouldn't. The herons ate it. Ate us. That's the
arrangement. They take our excess. Our rot. Our overflow. And when
they fly, they carry it away." Mrs. Alvarez tapped her cane once.
Agreement. Witness. Tom turned the knob. The door swung open and
the cold came in like something that had been waiting, like something
starved, like a mouth that had been holding itself shut for eleven years

and finally, finally could open wide and feed.
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Chapter

written by Dario Selo

The cold had texture. That was the first thing I noticed (or the first thing
I let myself notice, because everything else required a kind of looking I
wasn't ready for). It moved in layers, in sediment. The surface cold bit
exposed skin, the second layer pressed through clothes and turned
sweat to frost, the third layer went deeper, wrapped around organs,
made the heart work harder to push blood that wanted to thicken. The
herons didn't step aside when the door opened. They watched. A
thousand eyes, each one a bead of gold or amber or that particular
yellow that belongs to old photographs and jaundice and late winter
light through dirty ice. They watched us the way you watch a birth or a
drowning, something you can't stop, something you have obligations
toward but can't name them clearly. What came through the door came
low. I expected it to tower, to fill the frame, but instead it poured across
the threshold like fog or milk or the way oil spreads on water, claiming
surface. It had the shape of everything we'd lost without marking the
loss. A shoe. A key ring. The particular way my father cleared his throat
before telling a lie. My daughter's first word, which I couldn't remember
but which was definitely there in the substance spreading across the
schoolhouse floor, preserved perfectly in whatever medium the herons
had stored it. Sarah's hand shot out, grabbed for something in the mass.
She pulled back holding nothing visible, but she cradled her empty palm

16
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against her chest and wept. "It's my mother's voice," she said. "The way
she said my name before the dementia. I've been trying to remember it
for six years." Tom knelt. Put his hands into the overflow, or the return,
or whatever vocabulary we'd need to invent for this. When he stood, his
limp was gone. He looked at his leg, at the place where the accident had
twisted bone and nerve into permanent compromise. He looked at us.
"The pain's still there," he said. Carefully, like he was translating from a
language he barely spoke. "But it's not mine anymore. It's with the
herons now. They're holding it. So I don't have to." I understood then (or
thought I did, or understood enough to act, which might be the same
thing). The arrangement wasn't about sacrifice. It was about
distribution. About not making anything carry more than it could hold.
The herons took what we couldn't keep and they flew it somewhere else,
somewhere the weight mattered less or mattered differently. And when
they left, we'd had to hold it all ourselves. Eleven years of accumulation.
Every grief, every loss, every piece of ourselves we couldn't integrate but
couldn't release. It had pooled. Festered. The mist was us, backed up and
rotting. The preserved heron in the Deng brothers' hands had gone
warm. Living-warm. Its chest moved with something that resembled
breath, though I suspected it was actually pulling in what we were
giving off. Drawing it down into feathers and hollow bones and the
spaces between. Mrs. Alvarez stepped toward the overflow. She
crouched (old joints protesting, cane forgotten) and touched the surface
with one finger. When she straightened, she'd taken off the wedding

lace. "I've been wearing grief for sixty years," she said. "Since Miguel
died. Kept it close because I thought that's what love meant. Staying
faithful to the loss." She laid the lace on the floor, on the spreading pool
of returned pieces. It dissolved, or integrated, or found its proper place
in the system. "But that's not what the herons taught. They taught that
love means letting the dead fly." One of the Vargas twins (I still couldn't
tell which, though maybe it didn't matter, maybe that was the point)
spoke directly to the preserved heron: "We forgot how to separate.

When you left, we couldn't remember which thoughts were mine and
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which were his. We've been trying to be two people with only one
pattern between us." The other twin nodded. "Take the confusion. We'll
keep the connection." The preserved heron's neck extended. Its beak
opened wider and the twins leaned in, breathed into its mouth, gave
back something I couldn't see but felt as a pressure change, as a shift in
the room's strange equilibrium. My daughter's hand was still on Sarah's
belly. The baby had started moving again, but slowly, learning its
temperature, adjusting to whatever exchange was happening through
skin and intention and my daughter's particular inheritance of knowing.
"Mama," she said. "Your turn. What did you keep that you shouldn't
have?" The herons watched. Patient as stone, as water, as anything that
measures time in migrations and moon phases and the slow

accumulation of silt. I knew the answer.
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Chapter

written by Priya Nair

I'd kept his doubt. My husband's. The way he looked at me when I told
my daughter about the herons, about the old arrangements, about
anything that couldn't be explained with a manual or a weather report.
That small crease between his eyebrows that said: I love you but I don't
believe you. I'd carried it for fifteen years. Let it curl up between my ribs
like a second spine, let it whisper that maybe [ was the crazy one, maybe
the old people had just been lonely and superstitious, maybe I was
teaching my daughter fairy tales and calling them survival skills. "I kept
someone else's disbelief," I said. "Wore it like it was mine." The
preserved heron's eye fixed on me. Just one. The other stayed on my
daughter. "That's harder to give back," Mrs. Alvarez said. "Something
someone else put in you." "Good," I said. "I'm tired of carrying it." I
walked to the door. The herons outside had arranged themselves into
something like an aisle, a processional path through their bodies. I could
see the street beyond them, still there, still regular, but changed by
proximity. The asphalt had gone soft. Not melting, just remembering it
used to be tar and stone and ancient compressed matter before someone
convinced it to be road. The overflow pulled back, made space. I knelt
and put both hands into where it was thickest, where the cold went
syrupy and dense. It felt like putting my hands into my husband's chest.

Into the exact place where he kept his fear of me, his certainty that I was

19



Herons Keep What We Cannot Hold

slipping away into something he couldn't follow. I felt the shape of his
love, which was real and warm and absolutely insufficient because it
came wrapped in all that doubt. "He's not a bad man," I said. To the
heron, to my daughter, to whoever was keeping score. "Irrelevant," Mrs.
Alvarez said. "You don't have to carry anyone's limits but your own." My
daughter's voice, but my grandmother's phrasing. The way knowledge
skips generations, hides in one body until it's safe to show up in another.
I pulled my hands back. They came out empty but lighter. The crease
between my own eyebrows, the one I'd been making in unconscious
mimicry for fifteen years, smoothed out. "Okay," I said. "Okay." Tom
was touching his leg again, marveling. "How long do they hold it? Does
it ever come back?" "When it's ready," Mrs. Alvarez said. "When we are.
That's the balance. They don't destroy anything, just keep it at the right
distance." Sarah's baby kicked, properly now, with force. She laughed,
startled. "It's warm. The baby's warm again." Peter had been quiet,
standing near the window, watching the herons watching us. "My
husband's death," he said. "I don't want to give it back. The grief is how I
keep him." "Then don't," Mrs. Alvarez said. "That's not overflow. That's
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cargo you chose." "How do I know the difference?" "Does it help you live
or does it eat you?" Peter thought about it. "Both?" "Then give back the
eating part. Keep the rest." He nodded. Walked to the overflow,
crouched, put his hands in. When he stood, he was crying, but his
shoulders had unlocked. He looked like he might be able to sleep tonight
without pills. The Deng brothers still held the preserved heron between
them. It was fully animate now, head swiveling, feet gripping their
hands with real talons. But it hadn't moved to join the others outside.
"This one stays," one brother said. "It's the anchor," the other added.
"The first one to die after the arrangement was made. It has to stay in
the village." "Where?" 1 asked. They looked at each other. Having a
whole conversation in the space between their eyes. "The schoolhouse,"
they said together. "It used to be here. In the walls. We removed it when
they left, thought we were preserving it. But we broke the circuit." The

heron spread its wings. Once. They spanned the width of the room,
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brushed Tom's shoulder, Mrs. Alvarez's cane, the doorframe. Dust fell
from the ceiling where something old remembered its purpose. Outside,
the living herons began lifting off. Not fleeing. Repositioning. They rose
in a spiral, in a gyre, in a pattern that looked random until you saw it
from above, until you understood it was a map, a blueprint for how to
live in a place that required more than just buildings and roads. They

were drawing the boundary again. And we were inside it.
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Chapter

written by Sasha Loomis

The dead heron's feet touched the schoolhouse floor and the wood
exhaled. Not metaphor. The planks actually breathed, expanded,
released something they'd been holding compressed. A smell came up:
cedar shavings, old hymn books, the particular dust of a place where
children learned their letters before anyone taught them to doubt what
their grandmothers knew. My daughter let go of Sarah's belly. Stepped
back. Her hand left a print, frost or sweat or something between, that
faded as we watched. "The baby knows its name now," she said. Sarah

"nmn

blinked. "I haven't chosen one yet." "Doesn't matter. It knows." Mrs.
Alvarez laughed, short and sharp as a nail gun. "That's how it was
before. Children came out already titled. We just had to learn to
pronounce it." She picked up her cane but didn't lean on it. "My
grandmother delivered forty-three babies in this village. Said some of
them told her their names while they were still crowning. Said the
herons whispered it first." The overflow had stopped spreading. It
pooled around our feet, ankle-deep, reflecting nothing. Peter dipped his
finger in it, tasted. "Brackish," he said. "Like the marsh." Tom shook his
head. "Like memory." Both right. The Vargas twins crouched in unison,
cupped their hands, drank. When they stood they were smiling identical
smiles, but now I could tell them apart. One had a scar above his left

eyebrow I'd never noticed. The other's eyes were slightly different
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colors. The sameness had been a film, something covering the truth of
their separate bodies. "We haven't been twins in eleven years," one said.
"Now we can be again," said the other. The preserved heron walked. Its
gait was wrong, stop-motion, like watching something through a
zoetrope, but it moved toward the far wall, toward a place where the
plaster had buckled decades ago and no one ever fixed it because the
buckle seemed structural, necessary. The Deng brothers followed.
"Here," one said, and pulled a knife from his belt. They cut the plaster
away in chunks. Behind it: a hollow in the wall, shaped exactly like a
standing heron, lined with down and small bones and bits of blue
eggshell pressed into mud. A nest. Inside the school. Inside the wall.
"How long has that been there?" I asked. "Since the school was built,"
Mrs. Alvarez said. "1847. My grandmother watched them close the wall
over it. The heron had died that morning, defending its nest from a
raccoon. The builders said it was an omen. Built the wall as a shrine, not
a grave." The preserved heron stepped into the hollow. Fit perfectly. Its
wings folded and it went still, but not dead-still. Waiting-still. The way a
switch waits, thrown but ready. Outside, the living herons had finished
their spiral. They landed again, covered rooftops and street signs and the
Chens' abandoned garden fence. Where they touched, frost bloomed
and then retreated, leaving the surfaces darker, richer, like something
stained. The mist pulled back into the creek. Sank down. I watched it go
and saw, in its retreat, the things it had been hiding. The marsh had
changed. Where there used to be cattails and spartina grass, now there
were plants I didn't recognize. Older species. Things with silver leaves
and black flowers and roots that probably went down to bedrock. The
creek ran backwards for a moment, just to prove it could, then resumed
its normal direction. My daughter touched my arm. "Dad won't come
back." I knew. "No." "The people who left, some of them won't be able
to." Inodded. "The boundary's different now. Smaller. Tighter. You have
to be able to hold the cold." Tom tested his leg, walking in a small circle.
"So we're stuck here?" "We're home," Mrs. Alvarez corrected. "It's not

the same." Peter was looking out the window at his house, three down
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from the schoolhouse. "My bees will cross the water again. I can feel it."
The overflow began draining. Not disappearing, just seeping down
through the floorboards, into the ground, finding its level. Sarah's baby
kicked in a rhythm that might have been a heartbeat or might have been
something else, some drum the herons knew. I walked to the doorway.
The preserved heron's eyes were closed now in its wall-nest, but I felt it
listening. Felt all of them listening. The village was quiet. Smaller than
before. Nine people and one pregnant woman and a flock of herons that
had finally come home because we'd remembered how to be the kind of
people worth coming home to. The stars were out. Different stars.
They'd moved while we weren't looking, or we'd moved, or the
boundary had shifted and taken us somewhere that looked like where

we'd been but wasn't, not quite. "We should sleep," I said.
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