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To J.B. and G.C., who taught me that while we can build fences to 
prevent cows from wandering, we should not build fences to shut 

out people, unless their intention is to drain us of ourselves.



  



CONTENTS
Circumnavigating Sanity 1
Muddy Waters 9
Sorting The Out Of Sorts 18
Pulling Oysters From The Shell 26
Derailment 32
What Color Is Your Baby Blanket? 38
On The Other Side Of The Coin 45
No, Sweetheart, It’s Not Thanksgiving 54
When Miracles Aren’t Enough 62
Fish Out Of Water 77
The Peacock’s Tale 81
The Path Towards Inclusivity 90
What Is Your Quest? 102
One Of God’s Many Houses 111
The Riverboat Pirate 123
Loot And Baggage 136
Do You Have To Hit The High Notes? 143
When Crazy Is Real Life 150
Beyond Belief 164
The God Of Our Fathers 175
When Nature Calls 183
Tweeging 190
A New Baseline 202
Knowing And Not Knowing 208
Circuits Are Busy. Please Try Your Call Again Later. 219
We’re On The Other Side Of The Road Now 225
Looking Inward 232
Adrift 241
Remind Me What We’re Questing For, Will You? 253
Chicken And Egg 259
I Want To Know 266
The Anchor 274
Water Works 282





  

Fear is the main source of superstition, and one of the 
main sources of cruelty. To conquer fear is the beginning of 
wisdom.

Bertrand Russell





There were certain outfits Holly had worn in the past which stirred 
up such unpleasant associations that they were impossible for her 

to look at, much less ever put on again. The dark gray cotton dress 
with a sailor collar and pink bow, which she knew made her look like a 
Gibson Girl masquerading as a hippopotamus, was the perfect example. 
She had sewn it herself to wear to her parents’ double funeral. Then 
there were the ungainly maternity clothes that made her nauseous 
even when she pulled them out of the drawer. And worst of all were the 
Ralph Lauren white chino capris with matching navy-and-white striped 
polo and sweater, accessorized with white tennis mules adorned by the 
ubiquitous navy horse. After Holly had worn that particular outfit for 
two nights in the county jail, her only solution was to burn it.

In that moment Holly Thomas’ most pressing concern was to 
locate her raincoat. Since she’d begun debating whether or not to pay 
a quick visit to her daughter Arella before the birthday party began, the 
wind had started blowing again, rattling branches close to the cottage 
and creating scratchy noises that caused goose bumps. Along with the 
wind an uncustomary midsummer rain slashed against the living room 
windows. The rapid conversation she continued inside her head made 
her breathless, sending shots of adrenaline straight to her heart, which 
pounded in the middle of her chest. She knew she had to find the coat 
fast before Marit discovered her plan to leave the house.

Luckily, her sister-in-law’s attention was focused on safeguarding 
Mildred, who teetered on the top step of a ladder in their efforts to 
finish festooning the living room curtains with the lavish greenery 
Mildred and Holly had twined together last night. Their task was 
even more difficult because of the slippery white baneberries. And the 
rubber gloves the women wore to protect their hands from the berries’ 
poison hadn’t helped either. Holly and Mildred agreed that it wasn’t 
the greatest work of design, as they fought the bushy lengths of vine 
and wire holding the red-stemmed berries together. However, at least 

Circumnavigating Sanity



Emily Kemme2

it was festive, and Holly assured her nanny that Arella would love it. 
Why wouldn’t she, what with the white satin ribbon that interlaced 
pungent lemon leaves, elderflowers, and St. John’s Wort?

“The black dots on these berries kind of ruin it,” Mildred 
complained. “How about we twist the stems and try to turn the dots 
to face the wall?”

Holly glanced at the nanny briefly; her anxiety to honor Arella 
dominated her thoughts, and there was nothing she could say which 
would satisfy Mildred, who had made the same suggestion for the last 
eleven years. Instead, Holly decided to address the topic head on.

“I know you think the ‘doll’s eyes’ are creepy, Millie, but that’s part 
of the effect.”

“But why not make the decorations a little prettier? No one will 
miss the spook show, Holly. Can’t you find white berries without black 
dots? Particularly, white berries that aren’t poisonous. If we didn’t have 
to wear the protective gloves it’d be a whole lot easier to make this 
garland behave.”

Holly shook her head to indicate no. “Millie, you know baneberry 
is what we need to use for the garland. It tells the story best. That’s 
why I grow it.”

“Arella wasn’t poisoned, honey. You know that,” Mildred said, 
stopping her efforts to control the mess of vine so she could stroke 
Holly’s arm.

Holly flinched and withdrew her arm. “She kind of was.” She 
looked up at Mildred, her eyes filling with tears. Neither spoke, instead 
turning back to the work of the vine.

In truth, no one apart from Holly would miss the party, but Mildred 
wouldn’t go so far as to say it. Over the years, her employment as 
nanny for Holly’s son, Daniel, had evolved into a deeper warmth for 
the entire family, and there were some things which ought not to be 
said to a friend.

As always, Holly’s debate about whether to visit Arella was brief. She 
stood in the middle of the kitchen for several seconds, racking her brain 
over the missing raincoat, before she recalled seeing Daniel wearing it 
several nights ago. June weather patterns in New York’s lower Hudson 
Valley were fickle – one minute heat, and the next, gusty rainstorms. 
Her son had a habit of grabbing whatever was nearest in his haste to get 
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out of the door to meet his playmates and the ownership of whichever 
jackets were hanging on pegs near the door wasn’t something he was 
likely to take into consideration. Nor was he reliable about returning 
borrowed clothing to the original location, since it was easier to take 
it upstairs to his room and undress there. In the process, this newly 
acquired clothing often switched allegiance.

Holly bolted up the stairs, dashed down the hallway towards the back 
of the house to Daniel’s room, and dug through the laundry hamper, 
detecting a glint of white tangled amongst the blue jeans and grubby 
t-shirts. She yanked, and successfully brought up the prize. Holly took 
the stairs in threes, grabbed the white berry and lemon-sprigged spray 
off the butcher block counter, and slipped out the back door.

A quiet concentration settled on the house as the two remaining 
women battled the bulk of greens.

“One more pair of hands would be lovely,” said Marit, who grasped 
a hammer in one hand while the other held nails to support the vine. 
“Where in the heavens did that girl get to?”

The fact that the nail-holding hand also supported the small of 
Mildred’s back made the situation precarious; if either woman slipped, 
Mildred would be pricked.

Mildred said nothing, since there was no answer that would please 
Marit. Holly’s husband, Roger, had left some forty-five minutes earlier 
to do the Thursday night run into South Salem to Temple Har Shalom, 
where Daniel was practicing for his Bar Mitzvah. Had harvesting been 
on schedule, help from her nanny’s husband, Josiah Willemson, would 
have been preferred, but today he could only promise to pick up the 
birthday cake from Gander’s bakery on his way in from the farm. Other 
chores were higher on the list, including slipping by the repair shop to 
check whether an order for an injection pump for his sluggish sorting 
machine had arrived. Scheduling workers for the early summer harvest 
had been disrupted because of it. The entire household accepted the 
stranglehold the ways of the earth and its productive potential had 
on them all. While the birthday celebration always conflicted in some 
way with the seasonal calendar, the Willemson’s farm, and picking the 
fruits of months of labor, took precedence.

Holly hated that machine. It forced her to call Marit, always the 
last straw, for help making the final touches for the party. Requesting 
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her assistance for birthday party preparations was certain to bring the 
brand of nastiness brewed only by Holly’s sister-in-law, but amazingly 
enough, Marit had agreed. She was bored, having had little to take 
care of at home for the past three months while her husband, a 
plumbing supplier, played social messiah to the globe’s far-flung 
impoverished, promoting water purification systems, financed by 
micro-philanthropists who signed up for a feel-good ride.

Edward Thomas was a champion money-generator, convincing his 
wealthy followers that it made sense to fund community investments 
in underdeveloped countries, based on his simple formula. If they 
would fund a local well, designed to draw on certain fresh water 
aquifers, and drill that well alongside brand new churches, citizens of 
third world countries would not only benefit materially, but they could 
sustain spiritual growth. From that firm pulpit, he encouraged every 
village subscribing to his theory to enhance their population. People 
contributed funding to the plumbing supplier for clean waters and 
purifying churches, with the understanding that villagers would attend 
church, as well. Water for their bodies, water for their souls.

“You realize you’re proselytizing for a profit,” Roger had suggested 
to his brother once during a dinner conversation. “Do your clients 
ever fail to see the tie-in? They’re paying for a well and a church. Not 
simply the good idea of clean water.”

Roger was aware that not much could be said to his brother without 
fearing a snide remark would boomerang right back at him, because 
justifying a rationale for bringing plumbing to the underprivileged 
always topped his brother’s list of righteousness. It was a comment 
Roger knew wouldn’t go over well, but then weren’t there things which 
cried out for the saying, even if only once?

“I pump that profit right back into their parishes. These villages are 
all growing. How’s that not promoting sustainability?” Edward asked.

“More people to make sure the pump is running right?”
“Are you questioning my right to bring pure water to these 

innocents?” His brother’s voice had taken on an edge — the sort that 
begs an argument — but his younger sibling declined the sparring 
glove.

Witnessing Roger’s silence, Edward had nodded, the assuredly 
smug belief that he had won written clearly on his face. He was meant 
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to win, he never intended not to. With a mission like his, losing was 
inconceivable.

After that, Roger knew better than to touch the gospel Edward lived 
and breathed, opting to say nothing whenever his brother departed for 
months on end, leaving behind his bored and increasingly cranky wife 
and two daughters.

So, that night they were stuck with Marit.
Mildred had heard Holly’s elephantine pounding over their heads, 

and knew the sudden silence that descended upon them meant only 
one thing. She could feel Marit’s tension in the fingers supporting 
her back, realizing that the other woman understood what had just 
occurred, as well.

“She has traipsed over there again, hasn’t she?” demanded Marit. 
“Unbelievable, what this family has to put up with, this girl’s craziness! 
I pray daily for her to stop,” she informed the nanny, and grunted in 
irritation, motioning with her right hand.

“Ow!” snapped Mildred. She rubbed her lower back where she’d 
been pricked, turning to glare at the younger woman. The vine, 
balancing along the top of the curtain rod, sagged, a portion of it 
cascading over Mildred’s shoulder, which she shrugged off and shoved 
back up. It wasn’t wise to touch the white berries.

“I’m sorry, but this is unbelievable,” Marit repeated. “This silly 
party starts in half an hour. We’ve all catered to this ridiculous charade 
for eleven years, and she picks now to trot over to Sleepy Hollow? I 
think it’s been going on long enough.” Marit, miffed, poked Mildred 
again, this time less from irritation, and more to demonstrate how 
she felt about the situation. Thankfully she didn’t step away from the 
ladder. Pinpricks were one thing; a broken neck quite another.

In a town famous for its ghosts, it was easy to imagine there was 
one lurking behind every tree. And while Holly knew most visitors 
to Sleepy Hollow expected movie-inspired visions of the headless 
horseman, in truth the densely wooded surroundings allowed a more 
peaceful somnolence. In spite of its thirty-mile proximity to the 
most populated city in the country, what with New York’s electric 
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hubbub of restless, cosmopolitan energy, there was never a feeling 
of urgency in the little hamlet, merely a sleepy torpor, a sensing that 
the world stopped in this hollow of quiet dead.

Whether the town cultivated any sensational image was another 
question altogether. Holly suspected it did not, at least not year 
round. Of course, there were the Halloween weekends, prompting 
arrival of thrill seekers by the thousands, but that was just theatrics. 
No real ghosts shared the stage.

If there was any spectral unrest, it existed only in the minds of the 
towns’ inhabitants.

Even by the light of early evening in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
where saturated gray skies released rain to drip from the trees, 
dotted here and there with planted shrubs and summer flowers in 
fresh bloom, there was a lovely serenity, enhanced further by the 
rain’s sudden cease. Here, there was nothing to fear.

Holly entered the cemetery through scrolled iron gates wedged 
between gray quarried stone, which made up the wall bordering 
the grounds. She jogged up Forest Avenue, turned left on Transit, 
making her way up Hill Side, and then down onto Cascade, where 
she left the well-marked gravel path. From there she strode through 
wet grass crowded with lichened grave stones, some weatherworn 
and leaning askew, others newly polished with crisp lettering, until 
she reached the pale little stone marking the grave. At the baby’s 
feet, a short drop off past the main road, the Pocantico River burbled 
as it shot over rocky masses. Holly’s one request of Roger and the 
cemetery’s caretaker was that the site be near water, the giver of life, 
bringer of tranquility. Knowing how nearly Holly brinked insanity 
in those days, Roger swiftly supported her wishes; they were lucky 
to find a small plot in a relatively unpopulated section.

Holly sat next to the grave, nestled the spray into the humped 
grass covering it, and leaned her cheek against the smooth stone. It 
was simple and austere, with only a slight scallop of embellishment 
at the top, befitting a little one who had never breathed air. She 
closed her eyes, inhaling deeply to catch her breath from the run, 
collecting her thoughts. Above her head, squirrels batted sticks 
together, hidden away in the leafy trees, a reminder of the unseen 
life they shared.
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Marit always managed to rattle her, either poking fun at Holly’s 
whims, or sometimes with outright malice, which Holly knew all too 
well stemmed from their differences in religious outlook. The fact 
that Arella’s birthday fell on St. John’s Eve didn’t help. For someone 
as devotedly Catholic as her sister-in-law, celebrating a baby’s life 
who had never been born, was sacrilege. The saint’s day was meant 
to celebrate a birth, Marit insisted, and certainly had nothing to do 
with a baby born dead.

But it wasn’t a topic Holly was willing to think about today, not 
on Arella’s birthday. Instead, she catalogued her daughter’s gifts:  an 
enormous stuffed pony for her bed, and a cellphone. She chuckled at 
that one, recalling Roger’s perplexity.

“Why do you have to get the baby a phone?” he’d asked her 
the week before when she walked into the house, arms loaded 
with shopping bags. Holly had exclaimed that Arella wasn’t a baby 
anymore, she was turning eleven, and every preteen needed a 
cellphone.

Roger chewed his upper lip for a while, before asking, “Is this 
along the lines of ‘ET phone home?’”  He had laughed, and so had 
she. Gifts for Arella were an annual practice in their household, and 
long gone were the days where Roger made much of a fuss over 
it. Keeping Holly happy was his primary goal in life, even if that 
meant some particularly nutsy charges on their credit card every 
June. His wife’s frenzied activities subsided within a week or so after 
the birthday celebration, allowing her to settle back into reality, 
recharged and reaffirmed with the notion that she was doing the 
right thing by Arella.

She felt warm pressure on her right shoulder, and opening her 
eyes saw that Millie’s husband, Josiah, knelt at her side on one 
corduroyed knee, his gnarled hand grasping her shoulder lightly, 
holding her steadfast. Holly looked up into the old man’s deep blue 
eyes, shot through with red veins, but firm and gentle in their gaze, 
and nodded. He stood up slowly and she extended a hand for him to 
pull, which he did.

“Almost everybody’s there at the cottage,” he said. “Except 
Edward, but you knew that.” They were both aware that there was 
no need to explain further; of all the friends and relatives, Roger’s 
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brother had never attended these parties, whether he was in town 
or off somewhere in the world. For some reason, Josiah enjoyed 
pointing out this fact to her, a reminder perhaps of which of the two 
older men in her life she could count on more.

Holly stood immobile, gazing into the tangle of trees rambling 
up the hillside away from the brook.

He looked at her closely. “We all live with ghosts.”
The motion of her head was barely noticeable. “Yes,” she agreed. 

“Some are those of people who’ve never been born.”
She looked down at the grave. “I have to leave now, Arella. Your 

party is starting.” She swept her index finger over the top of the 
stone, letting it linger on the upward swooping scallop, and then 
turned to walk with Josiah back up the hill.


