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[F I C TI O N]   VAN C E

  ERIN EMILY ANN VANCE  

All the Pretty Bones

It has been one day, six hours, and 29 minutes since they spoke to me. For the 
first time in four years I am alone. The doctors cut the baby out and all of the 
whispers went too. My sister glares from the corner of the room. My husband 
is always asleep when I am awake. Dead flesh has been ripped from mine. A 
blackness expands in my womb like rot.

On the second day of high school, my bones started to whisper, 
straining against my skin. I could hear murmurs from deep within the 
marrow. They vibrated softly, like that feeling you get in your appendix when 
you wake up in the night falling back into your body. 

On the third day of high school, I woke up in the hospital with a 
headache. My parents were sleeping on chairs in the corner of the room. 
A soap opera played quietly on the television beside my bed. At first, I 
welcomed the company. My sister was dead and I didn’t have many friends. 
Then the bones started to whine, telling me to eat less to make space. They 
were like goldfish, they said, and they needed more room to grow. 

A joyful heart is good medicine, 
but a crushed spirit dries up the bones. 
(Proverbs 17:22) 

The nurse tells me that my body is a garden in the late autumn. It will lay 
dormant for a number of seasons, and then once again it will rise and explode 
in colour. I sip apple juice from a plastic cup and nod at her. The silence bends 
my bones to the point of breaking. I cry.

When my grandfather died, my grandmother chose to have him 
cremated. My great aunt protested, “We’ve never done this before and it 
always worked. Those bones were important; you could learn from them. 
No rebirth can happen now. Only destruction happens when you change the 
order, Sonia.” My grandmother kept the ashes in a cigar box by her bed, and 
a decade later my grandmother suffocated in her bed. We don’t cremate our 
loved ones anymore. 

Bones always fascinated me. Our bones are all made of the same 
material, but each family’s bones take on a different gleam in the light of 
memory. They have a different sound when you bang them together.  

Some cultures believe that bones are living. This leads to the belief 
that they can communicate. The practice of scapulomancy is a form of 
divination that involves studying the pattern of cracks and fissures in bones 
that have been heated over an open fire. 
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I was two when Grandpa Jay died, but I remember him playing with 
me at family reunions or weddings. The day Grandma Sonia died, he didn’t 
want to play with my dolls like usual, he held me on his lap, telling me fairy 
stories in Polish and reciting his favourite lines from The Tempest. I felt as 
though I was sitting on a sand castle and wet mud was slowly drying beneath 
me and crumbling. I shut my eyes tight, afraid to look around me and see a 
pile of silt in place of him. A breeze swept through the room and I swallowed 
a mouthful of ash. I coughed and coughed, and the phone rang and rang. 

My mother sent me to live with my aunt and my aunt sent me to a 
hospital for people with eating disorders. They didn’t believe me when I told 
them I wasn’t trying to be this way. “It’s just that my ancestors live inside 
me,” I told the doctors, “and there isn’t much room for extra stuff. They get 
angry when I eat too much.” I stayed there for 26 days and 12 hours. The 
province only allowed a certain length of time in the hospital every quarter. 
An older woman, Lolly, had bright yellow fingers and her teeth were eroded. 
The enamel on teeth is the strongest substance in the body, and hers was 
dead. She still sends me letters. She is in a nursing home now, and she says 
she fits in well there; she can pretend it’s dementia hiding food under the 
covers.

Her bones are tubes of bronze, 
her limbs like bars of iron.  (Job 40:18)

Have you ever seen the way that our mothers’ wombs stitch together the plates 
of our skulls? Imagine the care that God has to take to make sure the stitches 
don’t come apart. Except, sometimes that stitching does come apart. Anita’s 
did. The baby’s did. My husband lies, floppy in a chair by the hospital bed. I 
keep bleeding, and he keeps reading the posters in the hallway over, and over. 

After Grandpa Jay’s ashes killed Grandma Sonia, my ancestors 
sought refuge in my bones. Their bones were no longer safe from the fire. 
They live in the pores of my marrow; they build homes into the walls that 
look like pumice stones. Every time someone in my family dies, I feel a sharp 
pinch deep inside one of my bones, and I know that uncle Anil or Grandma 
Pearl has moved in. A sweet hum swells from inside and the others are 
welcoming them home. 

Let me hear joy and gladness; 
let the bones that you have broken rejoice.  (Psalm 51:8) 

My sister, Anita died when she was 16. She fell in the snow outside Boston 
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pizza walking home from a college party. The doctors said she drank a lot 
of alcohol and that she was dressed inappropriately for the weather. I know 
what really happened though, because every Thursday at 10:47pm, Anita and 
I watch Pretty in Pink on the television in my room. We curl up on my duvet 
like when we were kids, except now I’m bigger so she is the little spoon.

“How come I’m not in your bones, Hetty? How come I’m still here?” 
she asked last Thursday, while my husband was at work, and the hospital 
was still a few days away. My calendar said it was the 367th time we watched 
Pretty in Pink. Her feather-light head rested on my shoulder. “I don’t know. 
How come everyone lives in my bones and not yours? How come you’re dead 
and I’m not?” “I’m not dead, Hetty. I’m just not alive right now.” She stays 
with me until I fall asleep and when I wake she is gone and my arms are 
wrapped around a pillow instead of my sister.

I met my husband when I sat in on the classes I’d dropped in 
university. We drank Pepsi on the bleachers during our lunch breaks. 
Sunny’s eyes look like her Christmas, deep green with flecks of red. Like the 
scraps of Anita’s dress from her last night, satin with bloodstains. 

There is only one bone in the human body that isn’t attached to any 
others. It is a little wishbone-like piece, floating at the base of the tongue. All 
of the other bones vibrate and whisper and scream and build, but this one 
stays silent. I am acutely aware of its jellyfish suspension in my body.

And now you have destroyed us altogether. 
Remember that you have made us like clay; 
will you return us to the dust? 
Did you not pour us out like milk 
and curdle us like cheese? 
You clothed us with skin and flesh, 
knit us together with bones and sinews.  (Job 10:8-12)

On my first day of college, Anita pulled all of the film from my tapes and 
videos. She fashioned them around herself like the prom dress she never 
wore and sat on the bed in my dorm room. “I hate you,” she spat, “I was 
always smarter than you, all you did was chew gum and talk to dead people. 
I was supposed to go to college, you should’ve been the one who got killed.”

“Can I kiss you?” Sunny and I stood in a meadow, just outside of 
town. The sun sunk and his face fragmented in the light. He touched my cheek, 
and I nodded. “Hetty? Hetty? Are you okay?” My bones were being pinched, 
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constricting, the whispers were getting louder. Sunny knelt above me. My lips 
felt sunburnt. “Hetty?” I sat up, my bones murmured. They rippled beneath 
the fine black hairs on my thighs, like worms escaping out from my denim 
shorts. Clearly, my bones did not like sharing me.

For you are like whitewashed tombs, 
which outwardly appear beautiful, 
but within are full of dead people’s bones and all uncleanness.
(Matthew 23:27-28)

“Hetty,” Anita said, stepping in front of me on my wedding night, “you 
look like you’re sprouting wings,” “Maybe I am,” I said, throwing on flannel 
pyjamas over my bridal lingerie and flopping onto the bed. We sat in silence, 
my discarded wedding dress between us. I felt Anita’s soft hand in mine, 
“They’re trying to get out. They want to get out of me.” “Who?” asked Anita, 
her hand on my cheek. “Everyone, all of the people inside of me. Grandma 
Sonia. Uncle Sunny. Daddy.” “Your husband will be back soon. You should 
take a shower.” Anita disappeared, and I didn’t see her again for nearly a 
year.

The hand of Hetty was upon us, and she brought us out and 
set us down in the middle of the valley; it was full of bones. 
And she led us around among them, and behold, there were 
very many on the surface of the valley, and behold, they were 
very dry. And she said to us, “Can these bones live?” And we 
answered, “You know.” Then she said to us, “Prophesy over 
these bones, and say to them, O dry bones, hear the word. 
Thus says Hetty to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to 
enter you, and you shall live.  (Ezekiel 37:1-5)

Each time I made love to my husband, my bones screamed and I felt like I’d 
laid in the sun for hours. Each touch, each kiss hurt. I loved Sunny, though, 
so I clenched my toes and tried to silence the whispers within. A month after 
the wedding, I fell pregnant. It started like most pregnancies. I woke up one 
morning with the urge to vomit, and the urge lasted for three weeks. Sunny 
and I decided we would name the baby Sophia. We didn’t have any names 
picked out for a boy. 

The pregnancy was ideal, at first. My bones were quiet for the first 
month and a half. I spent most of my waking hours with vomit in my hair, 
but Sunny and I were able to make love without a tsunami of voices inside 

109336 Filling-Station-Issue-68_Guts.indd   56 2017-10-23   1:44 PM



57

f
IL

L
IN

G
 S

T
A

T
IO

N
 #

6
8

[F I C TI O N]   VAN C E

my head. We were happy. When the first trimester came to a close, my bones 
rose in a rebellion. They didn’t like that I’d gained weight and they hated 
that they had to share me with Sunny. They were prepared to do anything to 
avoid sharing me with a child, too.

“She will surely visit us, 
and she shall carry up our bones from here.”
(Exodus 13:19)

I see Sunny collapsed in a heap at the end of the bed. Tears and drool dried like 
glue on his face. He clutches the same pamphlet that has not left his hand for 
a week. Terminating a Planned Pregnancy: What you Need to Know. Anita 
stands over his shoulder, grinning.“Hey, sis. You look like hell.” I groan and 
she moves closer. “I told you, it was all in your head. Grandma ate granddad’s 
ashes, you think people live in your bones. Sophie probably didn’t want a crazy 
for a mother.” “Anita, wait.”  My marrow stirs, slow at first, then louder, faster, 
the bed vibrates. The colours of the room blend into one. I hear Sunny’s voice 
in the distance, yelping.

My husband wakes up in a pile of blood, my blood. I lay there, 
unmoving, I look on from the ceiling with Anita by my side. My lips parted 
and my hair matted with sweat. He shakes me, but I refuse to wake, stubborn. 
My lips are curled into a smile, like I am playing a practical joke. He calls 
the nurse, as husbands often do when their wives are grinning madly in their 
sleep, pale and clammy like cutlets of haddock. Anita grabs my hand. My body 
vibrates in the bed. Sunny clutches at my hair and my face. 

“See, sis, I told you it was all in your head.” She grins, and then she 
is wearing the dress she wore the night she died. She walks over to the bed and 
like sand dissolves into my body.

I awake curled in the fetal position, naked and unable to open my 
eyes. I feel warm, silky tissue surrounding me. I hear a pulsating chorus, but 
this time it does not come from within me, instead it consumes me, vibrating 
from the tissue that encloses me. 

Just as you do not know 
the path of the wind and how bones are formed 
in the womb of the pregnant woman, 
so you do not know 
the activity of she who makes all things.  
(Ecclesiastes 11:5)
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