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Willa 

Willa’s short, mud-colored hair was matted to her head, and her pajamas clung to 

her skin. Wiping drool off the lower right side of her face, she wondered what time it 

was.  

It was pitch black outside, as well as below her brother and dad’s bedroom doors.  

Her mom always used to wake in the middle of the night, take a shower, and then 

take a walk in the nearby forest. “Nature,” she used to say. “Brings sleep to my 

conscious, where I can remember my dreams.”  

Willa figured she would imitate her mom, and so took a shower. 

It was September, and she was a senior in high school. She lived in The Dalles, 

Oregon, a very small city and archeological hotspot of its continent. Her favorite part of 

the town was the Columbia River that wandered through it, but the river had never been 

enough—all Willa’s life she had wanted to go to the ocean. 

She changed back into her flannel pajamas, slipped on a wooly coat and fuzzy 

boots, made sure she had her cellphone, and went to the back door. Closing the door as 

quietly as possible, the darkness pressed around her like a protective embrace.  

The backyard opened up to woods and went on for miles across grassy plains and 

through river valleys towards Portland. She remembered making a tree house with her 

brother and parents about eight years ago. Three years ago they had tried to find it again, 

but never did.  

Shaking the memory of nostalgia and disappointment away, she found the well-

trodden path her family used and started trekking. It was so beautiful, and she recalled 

walking with her mom in the evening, just walking and listening. 
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A fox hopped onto a fallen tree beside her. It was pure white, and seemed to glow 

in the night. She ignored it and continued her hike. 

 An owl hooted in the distance, and for a moment she marveled at how incredibly 

comfortable she was, when her senses should’ve been freaking out at the past three 

minutes’ sudden drop in temperature, lack of light, change of smell, and introduction of 

unexpected sounds. If she got scared or lost, she could always call her brother Oliver with 

her cell phone. 

The fox began to jog gracefully beside her, and she watched it curiously. She had 

known these creatures her whole life, and they were never so comfortable around 

humans. Shoving her hands in her pockets, she followed the fox off the path. It seemed to 

be leading her somewhere. 

They reached a small parting in a thick abundance of trees and bushes, and the fox 

jumped through with a swish of its tail. Willa couldn’t see much by the sliver of 

moonlight shining from the tiny opening, but squeezed through anyway into a roughly 

circular patch of grass. The fox was sitting tall and lovely on the side of the clearing 

opposite the entry. Only now, in the patchy light, did she see that the creature’s fur coat 

was fading in places to a brownish-gray color. It truly was a gorgeous animal.  

Clouds must’ve uncovered the moon above the lattice of trees that topped the 

clearing, because bright moonlight filled it, glimmering on the dewy grass and chilly 

night air, making it look as though everything was made of wet silver. The luscious grass 

stood abruptly on end, just like the hairs on the back of Willa’s neck. 

She heard a branch crunch nearby, but as far as she could see nothing was 

moving. She trembled in fear and glared at the fox.  
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“How am I supposed to get home?” she hissed, even though of course it couldn’t 

understand. “Hm? You took me all the way out here and for what? Is there a point in all 

of this, or am I just crazy?!” 

Crickets chirped and another owl hooted. 

The fox seemed to smile at her. Its furry muzzle twitched and its ears smoothed 

back against its head, like it was purring.  

She had come out here and followed the pretty canine, so it was her adventure to 

finish or abandon. If nothing happened in three seconds, she would turn around and find 

her way home. 3…2… 

“There’s no valid reason for you to be afraid. I won’t let you be harmed. Your 

mother would not allow that, Willa.”  

Willa couldn’t move for two full minutes. She stood motionless, staring blankly at 

the fox. It sat proud and dainty a few feet away from her, seemingly oblivious to the fact 

that talking foxes weren’t normal.  

“My name is Brayden. Your mother, Jill Qynne, told me to find you and take you 

here. She wishes to see you. We will wait until you are comfortable. You may lie down.” 

As if on cue, Willa’s knees buckled and she fell sideways onto the mossy ground. 

It was very comfortable. Her mind flew into unconsciousness. Her eyes narrowed and 

Brayden’s “smile” vanished.  

#1 

“Willa…” 

 The images funnel away, and all I am left with is blackness. Sounds float through 

my ears and into my brain, and I know I recognize the sounds and the speaker. 
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 “Willa…” 

 My name. Willa is my name. And the speaker—it’s Casey, my therapist. Her 

door’s nameplate states, “Grief Counselor,” but I like Therapist.  

 “Hey, Willa…Can you tell me where you are?” 

 I really don’t want to open my eyes. I don’t want to totally abandon the promise 

made by Brayden the fox; the promise to see my mom again. So I don’t open my eyes 

when I answer. 

 “The United States of America, the northwestern state of Oregon, approximately 

82 miles from home—I know because Dad made me look up directions to this place, the 

Portland City Psychiatric Center, an ugly building made of gray bricks—like the architect 

was trying to imitate black-and-white photos of red-brick buildings, but just succeeded in 

making an ugly building. I’m on the fourth floor, in room 417, which belongs to you, 

Casey Bernadette, therapist extraordinaire. I’m on a blue bed-chair thingy, I’m lying on 

my back…And Brayden the fox is my mind’s own attempt at tricking itself!” 

 I slit my eyes open, glaring at the ceiling, hating my sanity. I wish I could believe 

what’s not real. 

 “You’re obviously back here with me, Willa. Can you tell me who ‘Brayden the 

fox’ is?” 

 Embarrassed, I don’t say anything. But then I remember what I just said, so I 

repeat, “Brayden the fox is my mind’s own attempt at tricking itself.” 

 Out of the corner of my eye, I see Casey smile and scribble in her beige notebook 

she always holds. She looks back at me and I look back at the ceiling. 

 “Do you want to know what your face looked like when you were dreaming?” 
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 The room still smells like the incense she burned, swearing that it would help my 

dreams be vivid. I didn’t believe that and I still don’t. It was expectation of this 

appointment—hers and my dads—prodding my psyche. I blow the air, swirling the 

lingering scent, and itch my nose when it fills my nostrils as a result. “Why not?” 

 “You looked afraid.” 

 There are 200 brown specks in one square ceiling plate, and there are 120 ceiling 

plates in this office, so there are 24,000 specks. I watch the small clock on the wall tick 

until we have 20 minutes remaining of our 90. 

 “I had a brother.” 

 I guess Casey was distracted, because she gasps at my sudden outburst. “Oh?” she 

says, eager for more. “And you find this significant?” 

 I close my eyes. “Not really. I just don’t really have a brother, but I did.” 

 “You had a brother in your dream, and you find this weird, because you don’t 

have a brother in this world.” 

 Goddamn, it’s hard to keep in check around Casey, even now, in our third 

appointment together. I bite my tongue. “That is all correct.” 

“Willa, I know you’re sassy, I know you’re smart, I just want you to realize that I 

can’t experience your dreams or read your thoughts about them. You requested that we 

do grief therapy through dreams. If you want this counseling to help you, then I 

encourage you to take our appointments seriously.” 

I respond with silence, as I often do these days. Casey permits this for a minute, 

then curiosity gets the better of her. 

“Did your mysterious brother have a name?”  
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“Yes.” 

Frustrated sigh. “Do you remember his name?” 

“…Harold, no…Frederick, no, no…Al—no, it was Oliver, I think.” 

“Okay, Oliver. Have you ever known an Oliver?” 

I squint at the ceiling, pretending to consider this. “Hm…well, that was 

Olivia…oh! There was an Oliver in third grade. He was nerdy and ginger-haired and no 

one liked him—but come on, he still ate his boogers! After third grade, he moved…Then, 

in seventh grade, my best friend Julie’s grandfather was supervising her birthday party—I 

still don’t know why they had an old man sit through High School Musical 1 and 2, and 

fashion, hair, and makeup homemade-tutorials—anyway, the grandpa told us to call him 

Sir Oliver…oh yeah! So I broke my wrist when I was 16, and the medic’s nametag said 

Oliver…And yeah, that’s all.” 

Stony silence. Dang, did she know I was making that all up? I think my drama 

teacher would’ve been proud! I wait for her to say something. 

“Was there anything else weird about the dream?” she wonders. “Besides the 

mysterious brother with the mysterious name, and…” She glances at her notebook. 

“‘Brayden the fox?’” 

“Not really…” 

She seems to get that I don’t want to answer this question. “Where was the 

dream? Anywhere familiar?” 

“Yeah…my backyard.” 

 She waits, letting me play a round of solitaire tic-tac-toe using the ceiling tiles. I 

win, and simultaneously I lose. 
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“My backyard is open forest. I was walking in the forest.” 

“Okay. Was Brayden the fox in the forest?” 

“No, he was in a hamster-ball.” 

I can’t help it—I crack up. And I’m laughing, so hard I feel like I have to sneeze, 

so hard my mouth goes dry, and suddenly I’m crying. I’m horrified, naturally, so I grab 

the pillow that’s under my head, and smash it on my face. The pillow eats my squeaks 

and drinks my tears, but it also makes it very difficult to breath, so I lessen its pressure on 

my face and turn my head just enough to swallow some unobstructed air. 

I see Casey is folding and unfolding the corners of her notebook before I slide my 

face under the protective pillow again. Only then do I acknowledge my gratitude for this.  

I sit up for the first time in 85 minutes and set the pillow beside me. Casey has a 

lot of the books on the case behind her desk. I grab a tissue, start cleaning my face, and 

read some of the titles. There’s Struggling to Smile; Buddhist Dissection of Grief; The 

Battle; Hiding Hurt; Don’t be a stoic, Meet the Stoics; The Necessary Weaponry for 

Grief, etc. So much violence! As a girl raised in a Quaker family, I instantly reject the 

grief-violence connection. I look at Casey to let her know she can talk again. 

“Willa, I’m going to ask you one more question today: Why are you here?” 

Facts. I can deal with facts, and I appreciate that she seems to be understanding 

that. “My dad made me start coming here when a local, talk-it-out-type therapist wasn’t 

working for me—I mean, you’ve seen how good I am at talking. Dad just wants me to 

have a rad senior year; he wants me to have lots of friends, be in the senior talent show, 

go to prom, plan for my future—he basically wants my life to be ‘normal’. But my mom 

died five months ago! For months after it happened, I kind of went into a coma, in every 
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sense but medical. And I’ve been trying really very hard to come out of this coma, but 

I’m sorry, dad, that I don’t think I’ll ever come back, not completely! I’ve decided that 

loss of a person is permanent, but loss of a mother is eternal.” 

“…” 

The silence is so long that I begin to ache all over, like quiet turns grief into a 

tangible thing, and this thing is heavy. Casey doesn’t seem phased, and alternates 

between scribbling in her notebook and staring at me.  

She takes a breath, and for once I can’t wait for her to break the silence.  

“Willa,” she begins. “Do you have a journal?” 

Oh, geez. The talk-talkey therapist asked me this, and I told her no—because I 

really didn’t—and she told me “journals can help people sort out the jigsaws grief makes 

of their minds.” 

 

 You can assume Casey said something pretty great about journals to lessen my 

skepticism, because this is an excerpt from my first entry. And—I can hardly believe it 

myself—I’m actually looking forward to seeing her in a month. 

 


