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Stand Up, Dead Things

Marge Montgomery was born not as one person, but as two. A genetic chimera. Her skin 

is composed of faint patchwork, whorls and spirals of two-toned flesh, hardly noticeable to 

anyone but her. She admires them from time to time and traces her fingers over the patches that 

don’t belong to her. They are uneven and slightly darker than the rest of her skin, and she and her 

father believe that the patches are strange birthmarks. A few people at school have asked her 

about them, but once she explains that they’re just birthmarks, their curiosity dries up. She does 

not know that she is a chimera, and she never will.

These are Blaschko’s lines, roadmaps, twists of DNA, the fingers of life and death. They 

stretch across her body which is not entirely her own; part of it belongs to the fetal sibling that 

nobody ever knew about. And because of this, Marge Montgomery is, in part, a being of both the 

living and the dead. She does not know this about herself, and yet, she’s dimly aware that she 

owes her life to death.

When Marge Montgomery is nine years old, her mother dies. The funeral is strange and 

absurd to her, and as she sits in the church pew between her father and her brother, she feels 

completely at peace and very, very small. The chapel is an enormous Catholic church with 

traditional stained-glass windows and stone walled spires. Gothic, pointed-crown arches line the 

inner walls of the sanctuary and the air is mystic and grandiose.



Marge thinks of her little brother’s christening.

“There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the heavens,” the

priest reads. His voice is old, somewhat weak and monotonous, but Marge sits still and listens.

“A time to be born and a time to die, a time to plant and a time to uproot, a time to kill and a time

to heal…” He goes on, listing more activities, but Marge is stuck on the first one. A time to be

born and a time to die, she thinks, and who knows when either will be?

Marge Montgomery’s birthmarks spread as she grows older. They don’t change color but

they become more intricate and lovely and sometimes she wonders why she has them. She has

never heard of chimerism, but if she had, she would get tested. The doctors would find two

different blood types, two distinct sets of DNA, two beings. They would tell her that two

fraternal twins merged in her mother’s womb. That instead of dying, her twin’s cells grew

through her. That she now carries the DNA of her unborn sibling. Suddenly, as she looks down at

her mismatched skin, she would see the patterns as distinctions, as Her and Me, and a lot would

make sense about the way her life has gone thus far. She would be able to look back and she

would think to herself, it’s been Us the whole time.

But Marge Montgomery has never heard of chimerism. So she will never be tested.

When Marge is ten years old, she finds a baby squirrel lying limp in her backyard. It’s

early March and the ground is still frozen solid from a recent bout of cold. She screams for her

dad and he comes running. Kneels to look at it.

“Can we save it?” Marge asks quietly. He says nothing, but runs back inside to grab a

shoebox. Marge gently picks up the squirrel with gloved hands, and she realizes suddenly that



she can feel its fragility resting on her palm. She is a strong and wiry girl, always has been, but

she has never felt as powerful as she does now with the infant squirrel in her hand.

Her father carries the squirrel inside and they wash it gently with warm water and Dawn

until the fleas stop jumping. It shakes, eyes half-closed, limp. They wrap it gently in a pink

washcloth, offer it some water that it refuses, and they lay it in back in the shoebox. Marge thinks

it looks sturdier.

“Will he survive?” she whispers as she watches it.

“I don’t know. I’ve never done this before. I don’t know if it needs anything else,” her

father says. His voice sounds like he’s trying to cover his helplessness. Marge thinks that he

doesn’t sound at all like an adult. She thinks that maybe he’s trying to protect her feelings. She’s

not sure how to tell him that she’ll be okay.

When they come downstairs for breakfast the next morning, they find that the squirrel has

passed. It is still wrapped in the pink washcloth, eyes closed. Its face is soft and Marge strokes its

nose as she thinks. Her father is looking out the window.

“I don’t know what to do with it,” he says.

“Bury it.”

“The ground is solid, Marge.”

“We can find a spot where it’s soft.”

“I really don’t think it’ll work.”

“Can you please try?”

He turns from the window and leans against the granite counter. “I think the best thing to

do would be to seal the shoebox and place it in the garbage outside. The truck is coming

Monday. Can we just do that?”



“Place it in the garbage? You mean throw it out?”

“Come on, Marge. The ground is too hard.”

The idea of throwing the squirrel in the trash is appalling to her. While her father seals the

box with hot glue, Marge runs out to the shed and finds their shovel.

It takes her twenty minutes to find a soft enough spot. It’s near to the house, between

some weedy bushes. It takes her another forty minutes to dig a big enough hole. Her father

doesn’t help because he doesn’t want her to do it, but he doesn’t stop her either. When she

finishes, she brings the shoebox to the hole and holds it.

Marge tries to remember her mother’s funeral. She remembers every detail of the

building but very little of the ceremony itself. She stands for a long time, holding the box in front

of the hole she dug, trying to remember some words to say. She thinks back to every other

ceremony she can remember: her cousin’s graduation, her violin recital, the funeral. Eventually,

she puts together a haphazard poem that she thinks will suffice to bury the infant squirrel.

There is a season for everything under the sun

A time to be born and a time to die.

Stand up, dead things;

Stand and be recognized.

She says it to herself, quietly. During the first line, she glances up at the sky and lifts the

box to her chest as if in offering. But the embarrassment of the melodrama is too much and she

lowers the box into the ground at the last line. She shovels as much dirt back on top of the box as

she can, presses it down, and steps back to admire her miniature grave.



Marge Montgomery, as she stands on the tiny squirrel grave, is aware of what has

happened. She has taken on a job that few want; in her mind, she has become the protector of the

dead. (The sweeping crowned arches of the chapel, the glowing glass. The beauty of the funeral.

The stretches of life, and then the whorls and twists of death that cut through them. It’s all so

beautiful.) At only ten years old, she drops her shovel and looks around at the world, and she

becomes enthralled with death. She falls in love.

From that moment on, Marge Montogmery sees herself as a sort of avenging angel. She

becomes good at finding the dead things of the world and rescuing them from the depths of

forgottenness. She wears gloves like her dad taught her with the squirrel and she collects dead

bugs, dead flowers and leaves, even small dead creatures, and she buries them in their weedy

garden or in the woods behind their house. Although she is careful to keep herself safe from

disease, all her attention is focused on the dead things. When she buries them, she recites her

little poem. For the bigger things that she can’t bury, like the dead deer on the side of the road,

she can only think her poem as they drive by and hope that it finds the creature well.

She’s fascinated by death, but her love only extends to its victims. Most often, she finds

herself in a deep rage, unsettled by its destructive and mindless procedures. It seems to her like

an utterly selfish being. She buries animals and bugs and plants, and with every dead thing she

becomes more and more enraged and disturbed by the world around her.

Soon, it’s common for Marge to fall into deep pits of fear, anger, and anguish. She thinks

that she’s experiencing the feelings of all the little animals that she’s buried. Her father worries.



One day, when Marge is thirteen, she finds herself nearing one of those pits as she tries to

study for a biology test. The material is monotonous, each word is blunt and meaningless, and

the frustration that simmers under her skin becomes hot. Her mind drifts from her work to a

beetle she buried earlier in the day. Her father tries his best to help her study but his efforts are

wasted on her mood. After hours of useless work, Marge throws herself on her bed and refuses to

move.

For a while, both she and her father are silent. He is sitting on the floor next to her bed,

reading through her textbook, his hand resting lightly on her arm as it does when he knows she’s

upset. Eventually, he begins to read some of the text out loud.

“Nitrogen,” he says, “cycles through the ecosystem. Did you know that?”

She looks at him but does not respond. He turns to face her and touches one of the faint

birthmarks on her hand. “It’s found in the air, but some bacteria can collect it and put it in the

soil. The plants need nitrogen, so they use it, and then animals eat the plants, and when the

animal dies and decomposes the nitrogen is returned to the soil. Have you learned that yet?”

Something in those words makes her pause. “No, I didn’t know that.” She is suddenly

aware of her heartbeat.

“So every animal you bury is helping the ecosystem. That’s pretty cool.” And here, he

touches her hand again, right on the birthmark. (The whorls of death that strike through life--a

looping cycle, a reunification.) A thought comes from nowhere; you owe your life to death. In

which way, she doesn't know. It’s not quite a realization; she doesn’t yet have the words for it.

But she feels as if something has snapped into place, as if a piece has completed the cycle.

She imagines the first squirrel that she buried, still asleep in the box, and on top of the

box grows a tiny tree. The tree continues to grow, taller and taller in her mind, branching out and



stretching toward the heavens, collecting bird nests and living beings. It stands before her, proud

and quivering with life. Oh, she thinks. It stands!

Marge Montgomery will never know that she is a chimera. She has no explanations for

the faint patterns that cover her body. But somewhere unknowable inside her, she understands

that they are the patchwork that makes up everyone, though they are visible only on her. They

are the amalgamation of branches and roots, of life and death, of loads and sources, of givers and

takers, of Her and Me. She stops collecting the animals shortly after her biology test. Deep in the

woods behind her house where she used to bury all those dead things, she starts a garden of

multicolored flowers. Marge Montgomery’s patches and patterns don’t fade with time, and

somehow she knows that they will stick with her until it’s her turn to stand and be recognized.


