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THEY SPLIT WHEN ALL YOU DID 
 

 

One summer, Mari had a sister.  Her name was Chehalis and she was eight, a year 

younger than Mari. She had dark hair and stick arms and everything she said was a 

question, even if it wasn’t.  “Daddy?” she said.  “Daddy, I’m scared?”  She was scared of 

many things: spiders in the root cellar, chickens, the outhouse.  She said Daddy all the 

time.  Mari did not include the word in her vocabulary. 

 Chehalis’s daddy was a man named Sundog. Sue, who was Mari's mother, had 

met him at a lecture in Seattle given by a woman who channeled messages from the 

Pleiades.  Without asking the rest of the community, Sue invited Sundog up to the island 

to live on the farm.  He and Chehalis moved into Sue and Mari's cabin, and Chehalis had 

to sleep on the futon couch right under the loft where Sundog and Sue slept.   

Mari had her own cubby room, built off the side of the cabin with a window and 

three bottles – green, brown, white –stuck through the walls to let in light. The bottles 

cast three light-pools  – green, brown, white – on the inner wall. The opposite of 

shadows.  But even lying on her futon in her own room, looking at the bottle-light, Mari 

fell asleep to the creak of the grown-ups shifting and her mother crying out soft and high 

as a cat. 

Sundog had a ponytail and a hairy chest, and he made Mmmm sounds when he 

kissed Mari’s mother, as if he were eating something sticky.  He talked a lot about 

kundalini, which wasn’t a type of pasta, Mari didn’t think, though it sounded like one.  

He had gotten his name from Mount Saint Helens when he did a vision quest there, three 

weeks before the mountain’s top blew off.  This was before Mari was born but he told her 
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about it.  Chehalis got her name from the town Chehalis in Southern Washington, which 

got its name from the tribe Chehalis.  Mari didn’t know where the tribe got its name and 

neither did the girl Chehalis.   

 “Who names their kid after a town?” Kath remarked not long after Chehalis and 

Sundog showed up.  They were sitting on the steps of the main house, pitting cherries for 

pie. Or, Kath and Mari were pitting cherries.  Old Dennis like usual was whittling 

wooden animals.  Sue was massaging her own feet and Chehalis was off somewhere with 

Sundog.  "A rock star, a goddess, a tree, sure, but a town?" Kath shook her head. "And of 

all towns, Chehalis? Was she conceived there or something?" 

Mari considered the thought.  Kath had named her son Luke, which was kind of 

the same thing. According to Luke, he was named Luke because Kath got pregnant with 

him when she had bagels tied on her ears.  No kidding, he said, I swear.  His parents had 

been going to see Star Wars in costume – his dad in a bathrobe with a wrapping paper 

tube light saber, his mom with bagel Princess Leia buns.  They took one look at each 

other and never made it to the movie.  Instead, they made Luke.  Or so he insisted.  Mari 

wasn’t sure if she should believe him – she didn’t think he would lie, but it was hard to 

imagine Kath doing it with Luke’s mustachioed and now dead father, especially when she 

had bagels tied on her ears. 

 “It’s a pretty name,” said Sue.  "Chehalis." 

 “Better than Centralia or Federal Way,” snorted Kath.  

 “In the old days,” said Dennis thoughtfully, “People named places after 

themselves. I s'pose it's just two ways to belong.”  He stretched the creaky knuckles of his 

carving hand. 
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 “Hmmph,” said Kath.   

   

Besides Chehalis, Luke and Mari, there were three other kids on the farm – three 

sisters named Heather, Hannah, and Sarah.  All the kids moved in a flock, fast and loud 

as starlings.  They stripped everywhere they passed of food. They flew through the house 

and back out again: kids under foot were given chores.  Chehalis tagged behind. 

They had a game called Impersonations.  One person would be someone, and 

everyone else would guess who.  You could cup your hands behind your ears and be Ross 

Perot.  You could stuff a jacket under your shirt and be Dolly Parton.  If you tossed your 

hair and talked in a falsetto you were a sexy girl named Bubbles that Heather had seen on 

TV. You could be other things – Elvis shaking his knees, Kath peering over her glasses, 

the traffic controllers on the ferry waving their arms – but Perot, Dolly, and Bubbles were 

the best.   

Mari was being Bubbles.   

“Hi, I’m Bubbles,” she simpered.  She tossed her tangly hair and wiggled her 

hips, running her hands down her sides.  

A whistle and a wink from Sundog, passing by.  A hungry look she didn’t want to 

see.  She froze, her arms crossing over her chest.  She should have done Ross Perot. She 

always should do Ross Perot. 

“Perv,” said Heather, when he was out of earshot.   

“Sundog stinks,” said Hannah.   

It was true. Sundog smelled like chemical shampoo because he had psoriasis of 

the scalp. Kath told him that rosemary in plain shampoo would do the trick without 
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polluting their septic, but he didn’t listen.  He just kept smelling bad. His breath stank 

too.  Hellacious Halitosis, Hannah called it.  Half digested garlic gone wrong, wrong, 

wrong.   

It was okay if he stayed far away, but he didn’t.  He was always bending over 

them, ruffling their hair, patting their bottoms.  He was always coming up behind them.   

And maybe he didn’t do anything, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a Pervy Creep.  Heather 

said it didn’t matter if he did anything.  Perviness was a state of being, not an action.   

For some people, it was just in their genes.   

 

 All that summer, Chehalis followed Mari like a dog. Wait up? Wait up? But she 

wouldn’t climb trees, or roll down the hill in a barrel, or wade in the pond after frogs, or 

even climb in the rafters of the old barn.  She scratched like a cat when they tickled her, 

and cried too much.   

Mari tried to include her.  She showed Chehalis how to leave presents for the 

fairies on stones by the creek.  She showed her how to leave presents for the mice too: 

popcorn kernels that wouldn’t pop, dandelion buds with petals almost mouse-soft.  They 

left them in the corner of Mari's little room where the floor and wall came together 

crookedly.  In the morning sometimes they were gone.   

"Once," said Mari, "I was laying in bed and a mouse ran over my hand.  It was so 

soft.  It was softer than the softest thing." 

"Ew?" said Chehalis, inspecting the tiny black turds the mice had left behind.  

"Mice are soooo gross?"  
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Mari did not tell Chehalis how, ever since the mouse ran over her hand, she lay 

every night with her hand stretched out, waiting.   

"Let's draw," she told Chehalis, and got her pad of paper out of her art crate.  She 

had a big pad of paper and a whole shoebox full of old crayons. Before Chehalis came 

she didn't use them much, and a family of mice had lived in Mari’s crayon box for a 

while.  They peed on the corner of her drawing pad, so her mother cut the corner off.  For 

years, Mari’s drawings had lacked a right foreground.  For years, they smelled vaguely of 

mouse-piss.  The harsh bad-wax smell of crayons. 

 "Why is the corner cut off?" Chehalis wanted to know when Mari handed her the 

paper. 

"Sue did it." Mari ran her hand through the crayons.   

"Want to make cards for my daddy?" Chehalis was already drawing hearts. 

"Actually," Mari decided, "let's cut magazines."  Cutting pictures out of 

magazines from the free stack in the library was the best thing Chehalis liked to do. They 

flopped down on Mari's futon and set to the magazines with scissors.  Chehalis liked 

pictures of puppies and women in shiny dresses.  Her scissors moved fast. 

Mari liked things she liked; she never knew until she saw them.  She flipped the 

pages, looking, and there: shivers.  A picture she stared at and stared at.  It was a creek 

overhung with trees, the water a white blur between mossy rocks, and the moss a weird, 

living green.  It was just an ad for a medicine she could not pronounce, and she ripped it 

too quickly and crookedly, but it was so pretty it made her prickle. She could go places in 

that photograph.  She could look at it and just float away. 
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She hung it on her wall in the best spot, right by her pillow, where she could stare 

at it the best.  Like when Sundog rubbed her shoulders and down to her bottom when he 

came to say goodnight.  She thought she could feel the picture watching, waiting for her 

to acknowledge it.  She began nodding at it every time she came in the room, at first 

because she found it pretty, and then out of superstition.  It was her lucky picture; she’d 

better treat it right. 

By August, it gotten to such a point that when Sundog and Sue took Chehalis and 

Mari to the mainland overnight to a reggae festival Mari cried, worried that the picture 

would be angry that she was not there to adore it.  Sue had gone off somewhere, and 

nothing Sundog did in their tent in that strange loud field made it better. 

  

After the festival, Mari got floaty.  She would be going along fine, talking to 

someone maybe, or thinking her own thoughts and then suddenly she would be floating, 

her feet very far away.  Flash, flash, flash went her thoughts and her breath was a flutter.  

Run, she wanted to run, but she had no body.  Her body was so far away.   

Kath found her one time in the farmhouse stairwell, clutching the banister, 

scarcely breathing.  “Mari, hon, what’s going on?”  Mari had thought no one could tell. 

“I’m floating.” 

Kath gave her a long, hard look. “Come’ere,” she said, and folded Mari into her 

arms.  Mari pressed her face into Kath’s shirt, and breathed her good liniment and 

laundry soap smell.  She could feel her feet again.  And an after-fear feeling that came as 

hot tears.  Kath held her.  
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  “Sleep in here tonight, Mari,” Kath told her, and Mari did, in a nest on the floor of 

Luke’s little room, the sound of his breathing keeping her solid.  For a long time, she 

heard the voices of the adults arguing, dull waves through the floor.   

Once, she got up because she needed to pee. Halfway down the stairs she heard 

Heather, Hannah, and Sarah's dad, “If he so much as touches my kids I’ll chainsaw his 

balls off.”  

“Jeffrey!” 

“You think I’m joking.” 

She went back upstairs and peed in a jar. 

 

 Sundog left and Sue went with him.  Chehalis and Mari stayed behind.  

 “If this is how our community deals with conflict, kicking people out, well it 

makes me sick, just sick,” Sue said as she swung her duffel bag into Sundog’s car. “As if 

Sundog would ever disrespect anybody’s personal privacy.”  

Mari stood on the edge of the driveway with Chehalis. The gravel poked at her 

bare feet but she didn’t move.  Sue bent and hugged her and said something in her ear, 

but Mari couldn’t hear the words.  There was a roaring in her ears. Then Sue got into the 

car, and the car drove away, and all that was left was a smell of amber, gasoline, dust.  

Chehalis’ sniffling and a slow, dull pain in Mari’s belly. 

 

Then the social services lady came in a tan car.  She walked across the driveway 

and got mud on her pumps.   Clip, clip, clip went her feet on the porch steps.  She sat for 

a long time talking with Chehalis and Dennis and Heather, Hannah, and Sarah's mother, 
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Georgette.  Chehalis kept her feet crossed and sat on her hands and the lady had to lean 

forward to hear what she said.   

She wanted to talk to Mari as well, but Mari told her, “My mother has gone on 

vacation.  She’s coming back soon.”  And Dennis showed the lady a letter that said if 

Mari’s mother was incapacitated in any way, he was the guardian of Mari.  

“Incapacitated means your head’s cut off,” explained Luke in Mari’s ear. Mari 

didn’t know what that had to do with anything, but the lady just nodded and didn’t ask 

any more about it. 

“We would like to keep Chehalis permanently,” said Georgette.  “We’ll sign any 

legal documentation.” 

“We as in the commune?” sniffed the lady. 

“As in Jeffrey and I.” 

“The agency is in contact with the child’s mother in Colorado.  She was recently 

released from rehabilitation and is eager to resume custody.” She turned to Chehalis.  

“I’m to put you on the airplane Tuesday.” 

“Oh?” said Chehalis, but it turned into a sob.  “I’d like to stay here?” she said.   

“That’s out of the question.  Unless,” she snorted,  “your mother wants to move 

in.” 

On Tuesday, Chehalis was gone. 

 

Mari kept sleeping on the floor in Luke's room, where she could hear Luke 

breathing in the bed near her and Kath tossing in her sleep through the wall. Days passed. 

Weeks. As she fell asleep at night, Mari thought she heard the clip-clip of the social 
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worker’s shoes coming up the stairs.   She dreamed that the woman had become a 

zombie, her arms reaching to take her away to a car where Sundog waited, eating garlic 

cloves as if they were breath mints.   

“That will never happen,” said Dennis. 

“That will never happen,” said Kath. 

Georgette ruffled her hair and called her chickadee.   

Mari got a postcard of a red dirt cliff from Chehalis.  Calerado is Nice but I miss 

you we got a fat Dog named Burbin love Chehalis was all it said, and there was no return 

address.  No one had heard from Sue, but Kath said not to worry until the harvest was 

through.  She sent Mari and Luke out for the last tomatoes.  Who knew when a frost 

might come? 

“Do you still love your mother?” asked Luke, as if there was a choice. 

Mari twisted a tomato from its vine. “Duh,” she said. In the sun, the tomatoes had 

swollen and burst with waiting.  They split when all you did was touch them. 

In the mornings, the grass was beaded with pale dew.  It seemed more silver than 

raindrops, the way it caught the September sun.  Every day could be heartbreak, the last 

warm day, and Sue still gone. Give her time, Kath said.  The skies burned blue and the 

sun was brighter even than in summer.  The yard was a hard, dry dust.  Yet the air had a 

new edge.  Summer was over.  How much time did Sue need? 

The rain began suddenly.  The days never fully grew light. You are my sunshine, 

my only sunshine, Sue used to sing to Mari. But now it seemed more that Sue was the 

sun, and she was gone. Gone. Mornings, the kitchen smelled like Georgette’s strong 

coffee, and of oatmeal, the surest sign that winter was near. Even with coffee, the grown-
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ups walked around blinking and subdued.  Days followed days.  The wind clobbered the 

wind chimes and blew the trees bare.   

 

  “Dennis, did you ever know my dad?” Mari asked one evening, as they lay flakes 

of hay out for the sheep before dinner.  The sun was a red ball low in the crook of one of 

the chestnut trees.  When Sue left, it hadn't set until bedtime. 

“I met him, yes,” Dennis said carefully. 

Mari looked up and studied him. “What was he like?” 

“You have his eyes, Mari, and his smile.”   

Mari nodded. She stood with Dennis in their matching black rain boots. Hers were 

a little too small because Sue was not there to buy her new ones. She and Dennis watched 

the sheep chew.  Their jaws moved in weird little circles.  

 “Everyone leaves.”  Mari leaned her chin on the gate, the metal cold on her skin. 

“Oh, love,” said Dennis and pulled her to him.  "You are loved, loved, loved.”  He 

gripped her arms as he said this, pressing the words into her skin.  Released, she ran, and 

kept on running, until she was deep in the woods on the far side of the garden. Mari 

tucked herself against a cedar tree.  She imagined she was a bird, high in the air, a bird 

who touched nothing, except with its beak and feet, who slept with its wings around 

itself.  Did birds dream they could run? 

 

Sue came back three weeks before the winter solstice. She called from a payphone 

on the mainland one morning, and Dennis and Mari drove to the ferry dock to bring her 

home.  
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It rained that day. All the leaves were long gone, leaving gray branches to scratch 

against the gray sky above the gray road.  Driving to the ferry, Mari had to keep her 

window down so as not to upchuck her breakfast.  Dennis hummed “Home on the 

Range,” and drove with his wool gloves on for warmth. 

Sue had a new haircut that made her cheekbones jut out.  She wore a bright purple 

and turquoise tunic over leggings, and she ran from the shelter of the terminal to their 

truck to keep her clothes from getting wet.  Mari shot from the truck to hug her, and Sue 

hugged back, her duffel and a little paper bag thunking against Mari’s shoulder. “Dear 

God,” said Sue and gripped her tight. 

“I’ve brought you a present,” she said when they were driving home again.  Mari 

sat between her mother and Dennis, the gearshift hitting against her rain boot.  Her 

mother’s smell was all around her like a blanket.  Sue put the white paper bag in her lap.  

Mari pricked her finger on something sharp inside.  A cactus. She gave her mother a 

curious look.  “From Arizona,” said Sue.  Mari nodded.  As far as she knew of Arizona, 

there was nothing much else a person could bring back. 

“I will love it forever,” Mari said, hugging the bag carefully to her chest. 

 

Things went back to normal for a while after that.  Sue had another boyfriend, a 

dark-haired carpenter who wheezed Bob Dylan songs on the harmonica. After him came 

a chicken-legged Buddhist, and Sue got serious about meditating.  She did it on a pillow 

in the loft by her bed.  Mari climbed the ladder once to look at her.  Sue sat with her eyes 

closed, peaceful and vacant as a sleeping babydoll.  When she finally opened her eyes, 
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they were large and clear and beautiful, but it seemed to Mari that they would not quite 

focus on her face.  

While Sue meditated, Mari took a lot of baths.  She liked how her skin felt when 

everything had been washed off.  She would lie in the big bathtub until the water got 

cold, while Hannah pounded on the door.  “You’ll turn into a prune,” Hannah warned.  

Mari ignored her.  She lay back and studied her cactus in its dry pot the windowsill above 

the tub.  It held all its water inside. She floated, imagining it was cactus water she floated 

in.  How perfect and soothing and cold. 

And so it went for a long time. Mari watered her cactus carefully, never too much.  

It outgrew five pots. No one mentioned Sundog's name.  It was nearly possible to forget 

him. 

But years later, after everything fell apart – after the whole ugly thing between 

Mari's mother and Jeffrey, after Jeffrey and Georgette took the girls to Vermont and 

Mari's mother went off to the ashram in Canada, and even Kath and Luke moved down to 

Seattle and only Mari and Dennis were left on the farm – Sundog, like everyone, was still 

there.  Lead in her belly. A bad-garlic smell.    

At nineteen, Mari left the farm herself.  She moved to Seattle with some clothes 

and her cactus in its terracotta pot. Dennis drove her to the ferry, then returned alone to 

the empty farm.  Already the cabins leaned in on themselves in the silence.  

At night, Mari dreamed of the farm, and woke without prompting when the 

chickens began stirring on the far side of the Puget Sound.  She rose, dressed, and rode an 

old mountain bike over three hills and through eight stoplights to the back door of the 

bakery.  After work, she took long baths. She walked the city alone. 
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Her mother wrote her occasional letters full of bad advice. 

 

That spring, Mari went to see a pop show at the arena with a few people from 

work. Mari had not been to a concert since the reggae festival with Sundog and this was a 

different crowd altogether – it smelled more like beer and less like smoke.   

But just before the opener began she saw a pony-tailed man coming towards her. 

She smelled garlic: Sundog.   Her stomach lurched, and her hands made fists.  Her legs 

twitched to run away.  

It was not him at all – just a college boy with a corndog, but it took Mari five 

minutes of concentrated breathing to stop feeling as if she would float away. 

 Still, the show was good.  It was incredible.  A stadium full of people all loving 

the same thing, and she was one of them. And on the ride home, one of her coworkers, a 

girl with pixie hair and an eyebrow ring, got sleepy and put her head on Mari’s shoulder 

and Mari felt a tickly feeling inside herself that was a different kind of floating. 

 Back at home that night, Mari got a glass of water.  She leaned on the counter 

beside her cactus in its big terracotta pot.  She touched a finger to a spine.  It pricked. The 

neighbor's porch light through the window sent shadow thorns like hackled hairs up the 

wallpaper.  She could care, care, care for that cactus, but it never let her closer.  Yet it 

stored the water.  Was that anything?  Was that enough? Mari poured the rest of her glass 

over its roots and went to bed.  In the darkness of the kitchen, the cactus drew the water 

in and held it. 

 

 


