
FICTION

18 GLASS BUFFALO | Summer 2018

At emily’s house, I learn to dig potatoes. I wear her mother’s spare rubber boots and wade 
into the dirt, digging up and extracting spuds like a diver collecting rocks. We make piles 
of potatoes along the garden’s edge, and then rinse them with the hose. The dirt turns 

black and retreats into the grass, leaving piles of shimmering potatoes behind. Their skin smells 
sweet, and also like worms. We take the potatoes down to the basement in loads, standing in the 
cool air for a while, before Emily’s mother yells at us to stop slacking off.

imagine how a herd of cows could require so much super-
vision. At any rate, I don’t mind his absence. The brief 
periods when he is there feel like an interruption, as if he 
is intruding upon the dynamic we have created; as if Emily’s 
house is more mine than it will ever be his. Emily’s mother, 
too, is mine, though not in the way that she is Emily’s, nor 
in the way that my mother is also mine. Like a lion, I take 
all these women as my own, eating and sleeping alongside 
them. I will do so forever, or until I am pushed out.

Emily and I spend the summer at her house. There isn’t 
anywhere else to go. In town, there are four major desti-
nations: the grocery store, the liquor store, the movie 
theatre, and the hockey arena. During the school year, we 
watch the boys’ games, or pretend to watch. The arena 
stinks like gravy and sweat and is divided into two sections: 
the mothers of the players on one end of the bleachers, and 
the girls who go to school with them on the other. I can’t 
imagine what it must feel like to be one of those guys on 
the ice, having all those women watching, cheering for 
both your successes and your failures.

There are no hockey games to attend in the summer, 
so we go to the movies on Saturday nights. The theatre in 
town has one screen, and it shows one movie per week. 
Sometimes we see the same film three times, waiting for 
the next one to come out. The theatre is inside an old brick 
building and doesn’t have air conditioning. The ancient 
red seats are sweat-stained and creaky and seem designed 

Emily’s mother is nothing like mine. She has a nest of 
curly hair on her head and wears spandex clothing. Her 
teeth point down toward her tongue, sharp and animal-like. 
She is loud, slams doors, and walks with heavy feet—a pet 
peeve of my mother’s, who calls me Elephant in frustration 
when I walk too loudly through the house. Emily and my 
mother share the opinion that people should walk without 
being heard, but I don’t mind the stomping. It sounds like 
conviction.

“Weakling!” Emily’s mother hollers at me from across 
the garden, bobbing her head. “Little weakling Alison never 
pulled a potato before!”

I laugh, struggling to unearth a particularly stubborn 
potato. She isn’t wrong—my arms feel ready to drop off 
my body. I imagine my disembodied limbs hitting the 
ground. Dull thud. Emily’s mother runs over, kicks loose 
dirt over my hands until only the fingers are visible. She 
leaves them half-covered, my fingertips reaching toward 
the sun, like dandelions. 

We finish in the garden as the air begins to cool. Emily’s 
mother heads into the house to start cooking supper, and 
Emily and I retreat to her room. We stretch out on her bed 
and watch a movie on her portable DVD player until we 
are called to eat.

I only see Emily’s father at mealtimes. He finishes his 
plate quickly, his face red with rosacea. After supper, he 
disappears again, to continue whatever he’d been doing 
before. Emily says he is checking the cows, though I can’t 
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They don’t, but I keep this information to myself. Then, 
Emily remembers that we left our cokes in the kitchen. 
When we pass by again, only moments later, the couch is 
occupied by Emily’s mother alone, her hands now busy 
folding laundry. The disappearance of Emily’s father feels 
supernaturally sudden, as if he has evaporated into the air.

“Where’s dad?” Emily asks.
“He went to town.”
“When is he coming back?”
“Didn’t say.”
“He just took off without saying?”
Emily’s mother stops folding abruptly, dropping a towel 

in her lap.
“Just leave it alone,” she says. Then she stands, and 

stomps past us into her bedroom, like an angry teenager.
We grab our drinks, hovering in the kitchen for a 

moment. Emily leans toward the window, which faces their 
driveway. Her father’s white pickup is gone, the tracks from 
his tires slowly pooling with muddy water. The rain blurs 
the horizon, so that the long, straight lines of the gravel 
road blends in with those of the surrounding fields. All 
that grey-yellow space seems to dissolve into itself, an 
endless haze, with Emily’s house at the centre.

Emily is always designing something. She spends hours 
cutting pictures from magazines and gluing them to the 
pages of a notebook: glossy images of houses, furniture, 

to cut off the circulation in your legs. But it doesn’t really 
matter, because like the hockey arena, the theatre only 
serves as an alternate location for gossip.

“I heard Britt let Justin finger her at the last movie,” 
Emily tells me.

“Probably in your seat,” I say.
We laugh into our hands until we are shushed from 

behind.
Emily’s mother drives us to the movie every time we 

ask, regardless of whether we’ve seen it before. We pile 
into her car and make the twenty-five-minute journey into 
town. She is there to pick us up when the movie ends, and 
then takes us home, our brains rattling along the road. 
Every other Saturday night, she spends more than an hour 
driving back and forth, her car like a giant black fly, darting 
through empty space, occasionally landing.

When it rains, Emily’s dad spends more time at home. 
He has a low tolerance for noise, so things are quieter when 
he’s around. There is less stomping. Emily and I hang out 
in her room, and sometimes venture into the kitchen to 
gather food and bring it back to her bed, like squirrels. Her 
parents sit together in the living room, watching a news 
channel. Their bare feet are half-hidden by the timeworn, 
green shag carpet on the floor. Their hands are entangled.

Back in Emily’s room, I say, “Your parents hold hands.”
“Don’t yours?” 
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mother was too—she still has the record for high jump 
at our junior high. I can’t jump to save my life: my back 
always hits the bar, and I come down hard on it, dotting 
my skin with bruises.

“Ready?”
Reluctantly, I nod, and Emily counts down from three. 

At the same time, we take off, leaping the small gaps 
between bales in a frantic race for the finish. The goal 
is to reach the end, turn around, and be the first one back 
to the starting point. Emily is already on her way back 
as I approach the end of my row, her tan legs pumping.

Mosquitos swarm my skin as I come to rest at the 
finish line. I stand with my hands on my waist, sucking 
air. The skin under my arms itches with sweat.

“I hate running,” I say.
“At least we’re not digging potatoes.”
I roll my eyes, “I’m no good at that, either.”
Emily wags a finger at me, “Little weakling Alison!” 

she says, imitating her mother in a high-pitched, witchy 
voice.

“Never won a race in her life!” I say in the same ex-
aggerated tone.

Emily throws her head back in laughter. Her long 
curls brush against her shoulders, full of summertime 
frizz. When she isn’t looking, I spit a glob of saliva into 
the grass below, hoping to rid my mouth of the taste of 
rust.

“Should we go back?”
“Already?”
I swat at my legs, “I’m getting eaten alive.”
Clumsily, I climb down the side of my bale, scratch-

ing my knuckles on the hay. The bales look taller from 
below, intimidating and swollen. They line the field like 
blonde buffalo, immense and hairy-looking. There are 
four lines of bales beside us, the spaces between them 
forming shady tunnels. Looking down my own, I feel 
the urge to run again.

“One more race, on the ground,” I say.
“I thought you hated running?”
“I know, but I like racing.”
“That’s an unfortunate combination.”
I gesture ahead. “Let’s go.”
Emily lines up beside me. Her fingers move up to her 

hair, and she ties it back in a ponytail. She means busi-
ness. I stare down the passageway, bracing myself on the 
uneven earth. In another moment, Emily initiates the 
countdown, and we take off, vanishing into our tunnels.

My feet push through dry, sharp grass. Somewhere, 
distantly, I feel a burning sensation around my legs, but 
ignore it. I command my muscles to push through the 

dresses, shoes, women. She sketches outfits and draws 
floorplans on the occasional empty page. We sit on her 
deck and flip through the notebook together, some of the 
pages heavy with glue and curling at the edges. The air is 
silent, except for the occasional rumble of a vehicle passing, 
followed by the shrill, tired bark of her border collie as he 
attempts to chase after it.

I stick my finger into the notebook, stopping Emily on 
a page that features a cut-out of a Cape Cod–style mansion.

“Where will I stay when I come visit?” I ask.
“In my bed,” Emily says, “we’ll kick my husband to the 

couch.”
“Good. It would be weird if he slept with us.”
Behind us, Emily’s mother steps out onto the deck, 

cradling a cookie sheet piled with hamburger patties.
“What are you two talking about?” she says, glancing 

over our shoulders.
“Moving far away from here,” Emily says.
“When are you planning on doing that?”
“As soon as possible. I’m not getting stuck here the rest 

of my life.”
Emily’s mother turns her back to us and begins to scrape 

the barbeque. The hard metal brush scratches against the 
grill.

“I can’t wait,” she says, her arm working hard and fast. 
“The second you’re out the door, I’m turning your room 
into my own personal spa.”

“Go ahead,” Emily says.
“I’ll install a hot tub in there and soak in it all day.”
“You’d have a heart attack if you did that.”
“Well, I’d die in peace.”
I watch Emily’s mother rock anxiously on the pads of 

her bare feet as she finishes up with the grill. Emily is stiff 
in her chair, poking half-moon dents into the page of her 
notebook with her nail. The sour smell of propane fills the 
air as her mother fires up the barbeque, and then charges 
past us, into the house.

When there are no more potatoes to dig up, Emily and 
I run races on hay bales. It is an alternative to sitting inside 
and sweating into the fabric of her parents’ carpet. We walk 
through one of the fields adjacent to her house until we 
find two parallel rows of bales. Then we stick our feet into 
the hay, and clamber to the top. We line up alongside one 
another, posed like we are about to run the hundred-metre 
dash.

“I’ll count,” Emily says.
I gaze down the six or so bales in front of me, pale yellow 

and sharp, steadying my feet. I’ve never been a good runner. 
Emily, on the other hand, is a track-and-field star. My 
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Before we go to bed, Emily’s mother rubs ointment into 
my welt-covered skin. This time, her hands are tender, 
offering relief. Emily’s eyes follow her mother’s hands as 
she massages my legs. She sits hugging her knees beside 
us, her smile gone now. Her thumb lightly strokes the skin 
on her ankle.

The ointment stops the itching long enough for me to 
fall asleep. I lie beside Emily in her double bed, pressed up 
against the coolness of her bedroom wall. In the night, I 
dream again and again that wasps are stinging my legs and 
scratch my shins until my welts break open. Before I leave 
the next morning, I see Emily toss her sheets into the wash, 
the fabric dotted with blood.

In the summers that follow this one, I will run into 
Emily in the light of various bonfires, my feet sinking 
into cold river sand. Her tongue will be stained blue and 
we will both be dizzy. She will disappear behind someone’s 
truck with a boy that we’ve watched play hockey at some 
point, and I will barely notice. At random points in the 
night, we will come together and stumble into the bushes 
to pee, squatting next to each other. This will seem like 
the funniest thing in the world—the sound of urine 
sputtering into sand, running in streams and merging in 
our footprints.

“I miss you,” I’ll say, as we walk back to the party.
“Stay over next weekend,” she’ll answer.
I never will.

In a few years, Emily and I will move to new cities. She 
will study design in Toronto and come home twice a year. 
When we are both home from school, I’ll text her to say 
that we should get together. Something will get in the way.

Emily’s mother will not turn Emily’s bedroom into her 
own personal spa. One day, my mother will call to tell me 
that she ran into Emily’s mom at the grocery store. She 
talked my ear off for half an hour, my mother will say. 
Wouldn’t leave me alone. She followed me all over the 
store, talk-talk-talking. It was like she’d just emerged from 
a bunker or something. 

I will try to imagine it: Emily’s mother following mine 
around like a curly-haired puppy. But it will not seem 
right. In fact, I won’t be able to envision Emily’s mother 
in the grocery store at all. Rather, she will always be in 
her car, on her way home to make supper on a Saturday 
night. Emily and I are sitting on Emily’s bed, endlessly 
anticipating her mother’s arrival. When she finally gets 
home, we’ll eat, and then ask her to take us to a movie. 
In the dark, we press our hands over our mouths, forcing 
silence. 

pain. The run seems long—much longer than I’d imagined. 
Maybe the bales are larger than they looked, or maybe I’m 
even slower on the ground than I am in the air.

When I reach the end of my tunnel, Emily is waiting.
“How long have you been here?” I say between breaths.
“Not long!” she says, unconvincingly.
I pretend not to know that she is lying. We walk back 

to the house at an easy pace, though I sense that Emily 
wants to move faster. My muscles feel like jelly, and the 
burning sensation around my ankles isn’t helping. By the 
time we reach Emily’s front door, I can hardly stand it, and 
rush to the bathroom to inspect my legs. I sit on the lid of 
the toilet and look down to find a series of red, puffy welts 
all over my skin.

I move to the doorway and beckon Emily into the 
bathroom.

“Look at this,” I whisper.
“Oh my god,” she says loudly, “that’s nasty!”
Emily’s mother’s voice sounds from the kitchen, “What’s 

nasty?”
“Come look at Alison’s legs!”
Emily’s mother rushes into the room with her Elephant 

walk, stopping firmly beside Emily in the bathroom 
doorway. Her eyes widen.

“Come here,” she says, leading us into the living room.
She sits on the floor, and I take a seat in front of her. 

I tenderly extend my foot to her, some of the welts brush-
ing painfully on the carpet. Emily’s mother grabs me by 
the ankle and turns my leg over in her hands. Her grip is 
simultaneously firm and soft. 

“It’s stinging nettle,” she says.
“What?”
“It’s a weed, kind of like poison ivy.”
I squirm on the carpet, desperate to dig my nails into 

my skin. “It’s so itchy,” I whine.
“No kidding,” says Emily’s mother, dropping my leg to 

the floor with an exaggerated roughness that I assume is 
meant to be comical. “What the hell were you doing?”

“We were out in the field,” Emily tells her.
“Did you get any of it?” I ask.
Emily runs her hands over her smooth, tanned calves.

She grins. “I don’t think so! I’m fine.”
I throw my head back and groan. This is suffering, I 

think. I’m going to die. Beside me, Emily and her mother 
stifle their laughter. At dinner, even Emily’s dad joins in, 
teasing me.

Maybe it’s a sign, he says, that I should leave the com-
petitive stuff to Emily.

Emily pops a bite of steak into her mouth, chewing fast. 
But her lips fail to resist forming a large, satisfied smirk.




