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FADING INTO 
REFLECTION

a review by Sharon E. 
Colley
Spencer K.M. Brown. Move 
Over Mountain: A Novel.  
J. New Books, 2019. 

SHARON E. COLLEY is a Professor 
of English at Middle Georgia State 
University. Her most recent article, 
“Kaleidoscopic Swirls of Lee Smith,” 
was featured in NCLR 2021.

SPENCER K.M. BROWN  is the 
recipient of the 2016 Penelope Niven 
Award and the 2018 Flying South 
Fiction Prize, and a finalist for both 
the 2019 Doris Betts Fiction Prize 
and the 2019 Thomas Wolfe Fiction 
Prize. His short fiction has twice 
been nominated for a Pushcart and 
has appeared in Scalawag, Parhelion, 
Empty Sink, Prime Number, Flash 
Fiction Magazine, and others. He 
lives in Winston-Salem, NC. 

Present day for Spencer K.M. 
Brown’s debut novel, Move Over 
Mountain, is October 2053, but 
the book is not fantasy or sci-
ence fiction. The sixty-eight-
year-old protagonist, John 
Underwood, says of the year, 
“You never think those far-off 
dates will ever arrive, and if they 
do, one imagines them to be 
far-fetched sci-fi Jetson-esque 
times – not some boring con-
tinuation of yesterday. Not a 
time where your spouse gets 
sick” (2).

Move Over Mountain is a text 
that does not strain to appear 
“Southern.” While Underwood 
has a deeply meditative attach-
ment to North Carolina moun-
tains and forests, his culture 
does not seem uniquely South-
ern. Underwood’s early years 
and his high school girlfriend’s 
life suggest the Grit Lit of Doro-
thy Allison, Kaye Gibbons, or 
Connie Mae Fowler, but those 
books couch the stories in spe-
cifically Southern aesthetics. 
Move Over Mountain could be 
set in many regions of the US. 
By utilizing a Southern setting 
reminiscent of many American 
spaces, the novel somewhat 
radically stresses the similari-
ties rather than the differences 
between the South and a broad-
er culture.

The plot focuses on the 
interior life of Underwood. His 
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ABOVE Spencer K.M. Brown 
reading from his debut novel at 
Scuppernong Books, Greensboro, 
NC, 15 Feb. 2020

exterior life is drama enough, as 
his comatose wife is slowly dying. 
Underwood reacts by withdraw-
ing into reflection, as many do in 
moments of crisis. His meditations 
are especially poignant because of 
his lifelong difficulty connecting 
with others. While he finds mean-
ing in his relationship with his wife, 
he is estranged from his daughter 
and seems to have difficulty con-
necting with those around him. 
This detachment makes his wife’s 
impending death even more ter-
rifying, and Underwood spends 
much of the novel reflecting on his 
past familial and romantic relation-
ships.

Underwood’s early life did not 
prepare him for human connec-
tions. His mother struggled with 
substance abuse and suffered 
domestic violence at the hands of 
her boyfriend. Underwood’s father, 
a psychiatrist at a mental hospital 
in Asheville, NC, kidnapped his 
son from the mother. The father 
cares deeply for his son, though he 
also struggles with depression and 
alcoholism. 

Throughout his life, Underwood 
suffers with seizures, which he 
refers to as “episodes”; these sud-
den physical crises often cause 
blackouts and contribute to his 
sense of isolation. Underwood’s 
only friend as a teen is Aliza, a girl 
whose homelife is worse than his. 
Underwood explains, “We were not 
outcasts, because outcasts would 
mean that at one point in time you 
were part of something in order 
to be cast out from it. Instead, 
Aliza and I were the forgotten. The 
unrecalled and unremembered. We 
came to relish in this” (141). The 
reader can see emotional parallels 
between his sudden loss of Aliza 
and his impending loss of his wife.

The novel is not only about 
Underwood’s past, however. 
While it focuses on the narrator’s 
attempts to sift through his life for 

meaning as his wife dies, the novel 
also captures with painful honesty 
his lonely trips home while his 
wife is in the hospital. Time seems 
to freeze, for both character and 
reader, as Underwood encounters 
interminable waiting. Early on, he 
states, “This silence is killing me” 
(30). In this time of crisis, Under-
wood ponders his childhood, mar-
riage, God, nature, and the future, 
working to figure out the puzzle of 
his life. 

Reflecting on the past and medi-
tating on the meaning of life are 
understandable responses to a 
present crisis. In this novel, howev-
er, the reflection sometimes over-
whelms the event or idea explored, 
as in this early passage:

I am of this habit, of telling myself that 

nothing is to happen right now, right 

here; in fact, nothing will ever or could 

ever happen right now, in this moment. 

No, it is better left for another time, 

another moment. I will not die today, 

not right now, but perhaps tomorrow. 

Tomorrow, the world will come to a 

quiet end. Tomorrow is when it will all 

come to a halt, when the soft song of 

autumn will let its last chords ring out, 

when the rooster will cry its last dawn 

into being, when the rivers will no longer 

bend with the earth and will slow and 

slow until they remain motionless at last 

and fall in love with the earth beneath. 

(1–2)

While Underwood communicates 
here his aesthetic, he also takes the 
reader down a dense, meandering 
trail that obscures the destina-
tion. Meditative moments like this 
can be in keeping with the novel’s 
tone, but they can also be over-
whelming at times.

Move Over Mountain tells the 
story of a man who struggles to 
relate to the people in his life. By 
the end, the character weaves 
together a variety of personal and 
spiritual concepts to help him 
understand life and the connec-
tions he wants to make. n

LIVING ON  
SHIFTING 
GROUND

a review by Monica  
Carol Miller

Judith Turner-Yamamoto. 
Loving the Dead and Gone. 
Regal House Publishing, 
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MONICA CAROL MILLER is the author 
of Being Ugly: Southern Women 
Writers and Social Rebellion (Louisiana 
State University Press, 2017), editor 
of Dear Regina: Flannery O’Connor’s 
Letters from Iowa (University of 
Georgia Press, 2022), and co-editor 
of The Tacky South (Louisiana State 
University Press, 2017). An Assistant 
Professor in the English department at 
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JUDITH TURNER-YAMAMOTO is an 
art historian who grew up in a small 
mill town in rural North Carolina. 
Her award-winning writing has taken 
her around the world, interviewing 
luminaries such as Annie Leibowitz 
and Frank Gehry, and winning 
awards, including two Virginia Arts 
Commission fellowships, an Ohio 
Arts Council fellowship, and the 
Thomas Wolfe Fiction Prize, among 
others. She has taught fiction at 
the Chautauqua Writers’ Center, 
Chautauqua Institution, the Danville 
Writer’s Conference, and the Writers’ 
Center, Bethesda, MD. 

Loving the Dead and Gone by 
Judith Turner-Yamamoto is a 
haunted and haunting account 
of two generations of North 
Carolina women whose lives 
intersect and collide through 
two tragic deaths: the suicide of 
one woman’s secret beloved and 
the senseless fatal car accident 
of another woman. The novel 
begins with a fatal car accident 
in 1963 and the ripples of trauma 
that ensue from this death, 
trauma experienced not only 
by Darlene, the wife of the late 
Donald Ray, but also by Clayton, 
who discovers the accident, and 
his wife, Berta Mae. Their stories 
are interspersed with flashbacks 
from forty years earlier, when 
we learn the story of Berta Mae’s 
mother, Aurilla, and gain insight 
into why she seems so hateful 
to her daughter, with whom she 
frequently clashes. The anguish 
reverberates throughout these 
relationships as well as their rela-
tionships with their families and 
even their larger communities.

The plotlines intertwine and 
circle back on themselves. We 
are introduced to an embittered 
Berta Mae, alienated from her 
husband, daughter, and mother 
in the present-day of 1963, and 
then we flash back forty years to 
her mother’s life, learning about 
the emotionally barren life that 
Aurilla endured in a loveless 
marriage, living in a crowded 
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house with her husband’s 
extended family. Throughout, 
these characters grab at brief 
glimpses of joy and love, learn-
ing that – even in the best of 
circumstances – happiness is 
fleeting and love is difficult.  

There are no easy answers 
in this novel. Its preoccupation 
with grief and regret is rooted 
in its examination of a myriad of 
types of love: romantic, paren-
tal, and friendship, and the ways 
that death and distance can 
skew, damage, and even trap 
people in these relationships, 
threatening what once looked 
like true love. The plotlines 
between these characters reach 
soap opera levels at times, as 
death and loss draw together 
unlikely pairs into clandestine 
romance and connection. These 
connections emphasize the 
Faulknerian theme of Southern 
literature that the past is never 
fully gone. As past decisions and 
tragedies continue to reverber-
ate, the very landscape contains 
a history of trauma. 

One of the strengths of 
the novel is the description 
of nature, which provides an 
undercurrent of the inescap-
able past, such as within this 
description of Aurilla’s mother 
Leonora’s house:

The neighborhood was an oasis of 

green. Ivy covered the frame walls; 

yellow roses ran up the trellis behind 

the swing on the front porch. The 

bushes and trees were as old as the 

house itself, built before the Civil War. 

Twisting scuppernong vines covered 

the grape arbor out back. The flow-

ers in the cutting garden grew so 

thick you had to turn sideways to get 

between the rows. In the middle of it 

all was the vegetable garden with an 

herb border. (97) 

In this scene, Aurilla is becoming 
aware of the lush vegetation of 
her childhood home, lushness 
she was indifferent to until leav-
ing home for the emotionally 
barren, physically demanding 
married life at her mother-in-
law’s house, where the closest 
to a garden she has is raking 
designs in the dirt. In Aurilla’s 
life – and in the lives of many 
of these characters – nature 
reflects the emotional life of the 
people who live there, the his-
tory of the region, and even the 
brevity of life. In this description, 
even historical events and man-
made structures are susceptible 
to time and nature; twisted vines 
and trees endure even as houses 
and relationships decay. 

And yet, nature responds 
to human cultivation, as the 
vegetable garden reflects. The 
characters in Loving the Dead 
and Gone do persist and perse-
vere, whether together or apart. 
The novel opens with Clayton 
alone, discovering the body of 
Donald Ray, who has been killed 
in a car accident after a day of 
fishing: “A man couldn’t work 
on a spring afternoon like that. 

Hot, like the first day of summer, 
the sun made everything green 
come up looking brighter than 
you ever mentioned. You want-
ed to sleep the earth was work-
ing so hard, and I didn’t know a 
better place to do that than at 
the end of a fishing rod” (1). And 
the novel ends with Clayton, 
too, alone in his car, coming 
home to his wife Berta Mae, also 
interacting with nature in signifi-
cant ways:  

The tough yet supple branches 

swayed together with a clattering 

sound like the twilight chatter of 

birds, then parted to reveal the open 

sweep of the pasture, and beyond, 

the fields newly-planted with fes-

cue. I got out of the truck, knowing 

I would smell grass or cow dung, 

depending on which way the wind 

was blowing, and that the thin crust 

of ground would give beneath my 

feet as I crossed the bare yard that 

led to home. (245) 

All of the characters in Loving 
the Dead and Gone must navi-
gate their own difficult ground, 
affected by the direction the 
wind is blowing at any given 
moment, more or less aware 
of how their environment has 
brought them to their current 
circumstances. Through these 
characters, we learn that “lov-
ing the dead and gone” may be 
painful, but it can sometimes 
be less painful and complicated 
than engaging with those still 
here and alive. n

2022 JAMES APPLEWHITE POETRY PRIZE SEMIFINALIST
BY ANNIE WOODFORD

Draft Animal 
Percherons restrain their strength, quivering 
against the rein, metal welded to hooves 
and clamped against their mouths. Brown velvet 
and sweat. They hold back and then they give –
like all good beasts of burden – with the massive 
muscle of their hearts. Deep in the steepest 
coves, where hemlocks bend bewitched white limbs, 
such horses still haul timber on slopes 
too slanted for roads, heaving logs even 
the railroads missed – patrimony 
of red oaks, of hickory trees, of poplars
dropping orange flowers – chained to their flanks.
I would like to be a nineteen-hand mare, 
and drag those crowns shaking with sky behind me. 

ANNIE WOODFORD is the author of Bootleg (Groundhog Poetry Press, 
2019), which was a runner-up for the Weatherford Award for Appalachian 
poetry. Her second book, Where You Come from Is Gone (Mercer 
University Press, 2022), is the winner of Mercer University’s 2020 Adrienne 
Bond Prize. Her poetry has recently appeared in Beloit Poetry Journal, 
Asheville Poetry Review, and Smartish Pace. A recipient of scholarships 
to the Appalachian Writers’ Workshop as well as Bread Loaf and Sewanee, 
she was awarded the Jean Ritchie Fellowship in 2019. Originally from 
a Virginia mill town near the North Carolina border, she now teaches 
community college English in Wilkesboro, NC. 

Born in  Atlanta, GA,  ALEX HARRIS grew up in the South, lives 
in Durham, NC, and is an Emeritus Professor of the Practice of 
Public Policy and Documentary Studies at Duke University. He 
taught at Duke for four decades, and he is a founder of Duke’s 
Center for Documentary Studies and of DoubleTake Magazine. 
His work appears in major collections such as the Museum 
of Modern Art, the High Museum of Art in Atlanta, and the 
North Carolina Museum of Art. His numerous awards include 
a Guggenheim Fellowship in Photography and a Rockefeller 
Foundation Humanities Fellowship. His most recent book, with 
Margaret Sartor, is Our Strange New Land: Narrative Movie Sets 
in the American South (Yoffy Press, 2022).
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Transylvania County, Summer 1972 (photograph, 12x16) 
by Alex Harris

https://alex-harris.com



