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RAILROADS, 
RELATIONSHIPS, 
AND REALITY

a review by Jessica Cory

Dean Marshall Tuck. Twinless 
Twin: A Novel. University of 
Nebraska Press, 2025.  

Dean Marshall Tuck’s Twinless  
Twin won the 2024 James Alan 
McPherson Prize for the Novel, 
and judge Jason Mott described 
the book as “a dreamy tale that 
unravels with hypnotic precision. 
A story of love and secrets, all 
played out against a backdrop 
of meticulous, flowing writing 
. . . that relies heavily on the 
established traditions of rural 
storytelling – with its tropes 
of magic, danger, and folklore 
– while grappling with contem-
porary themes with no loss of
momentum or impact.”* Mott’s
assessment rings true, and there
is much more to this haunt-
ing novel that remains with the
reader long after it’s finished.

Twinless Twin follows a 
family as they move through 
the decades and choices that 
separate them from one another 
and bring them back together. 
Among the characters pre-
sented are Cindy; her unnamed 
older brother; his stillborn twin, 
Aaron; their mother, Martha; 
and their father, Ray, who aban-

dons the family. The chapters 
offer multiple, shifting narrators, 
and it’s not always clear who is 
narrating until midway through, 
which I found added an air of 
mystery and a sense of unknow-
ing that meshed well with the 
aura of the book. 

The academic in me wants 
to draw attention to how this 
novel engages uncertainty and 
liminal spaces – those locations, 
states of being, and perceptions 
that exist in the in-between, 
not in clearcut binaries. Much 
of the novel is set in spaces that 
are neither public nor private, 
such as the woods near one’s 
home or a party with cowork-
ers. In fact, environment plays 
a significant role in Twinless 
Twin, which is primarily set in 
the foothills and mountains, but 
also travels to western deserts 
and other landscapes. These 
landscapes, however, are more 
than just settings, as Tuck’s 
attention to the details of these 
places provides them with an 
almost agential energy, as in the 

author’s description of an old 
tree in the family’s woods: “This 
ancient oak among the cedars 
had sprawling roots that spun 
a kind of wild, serpentine web 
in the ground, creating spiral 
stairsteps here and undulating 
like massive tentacles there” 
(34). The ability of this tree and 
its roots to “spin,” “create,” and 
“undulate” add to the story’s 
mysterious thematics and also 
brings to bear the relationships 
between the characters and the 
environments in which they find 
themselves. 

Tuck then furthers this limin-
ality through much of the plot, 
which moves between one’s 
inner life and how the choices 
we make or what we believe 
is countered by others’ judge-
ments and understandings. The 
narrators’ ample considerations 
of time adds to this liminality 
with Tom, a long-time acquain-
tance of Cindy, observing of the 
woods and the outside world in 
the chapter “Debutante”: 

Yeah. There’s always a barking dog 

or a loud truck or a honking car or a 

shouting drunk on my street, but here 

it feels like we’re stepping into the 

past – like before this land was set-

tled. Imagine how peaceful it must’ve 

been. No one for miles. We’re like 

two deer moving unseen through the 

forest. Hell, why stop there? Through 

the river of time, we’re two trilobites 

tickling the ground, millennia before 

the first uttered sounds. (177)

Such attention to time and one’s 
place in its murky palimpsest is 
furthered by Tuck’s emphasis on 
dreams and dreaming, as both 
highlight how much of our lives 
is spent existing in between. 

The theme of dreams shows 
up most poignantly in the novel’s 
final chapter, in which Cindy 
shares a dream with her brother 
and offers her interpretation of 
the dream. Her brother then 
gives a very different interpreta-
tion, reflective of their problem-
atic family dynamic on display in 
the earlier parts of the novel. This 
return to family (dys)function  
at the end of the novel gives 
the reader a sense that the 
plot has come full circle, even 
though some ends remain 
seemingly unresolved. 

More than once, a character 
seems to disappear into thin air, 
leaving one character to ask of 
another, “I need you to tell me 
that he was a real person who 
really exists because the more I 
think about this summer, every 
conversation we had, the more I 
think maybe you’re right that we 
knew nothing about him. Now 
I’m doubting if there even was a 
him, and maybe this whole thing 
has been some vivid, fevered 
dream” (165). Other entities 
seem to shapeshift or morph 
before the narrators’ very eyes: 

In the span of thirty seconds, its skin 

turned a paler gray, its spine straight-

ened, its limbs shortened, as did its 

hair, so that by the time it turned to 

face me, it was closer to human – 

even its gait seemed more upright 

– than when I’d first seen it crest

the tracks. To illustrate the creature

would have taken several separate

sketches, and it occurred to me then

that perhaps I’d witnessed the thing

mid-metamorphosis, wounded in its

evolution, struggling to become. (120)

Twinless Twin, however, is not a 
story of scary monsters lurking 
in the woods, but rather how we 
perceive monsters, human and 
otherwise and, if we’re unafraid, 
what they might teach us. Thus, 
some of the interactions that 
lack conclusive resolutions 
seem best interpreted as the 
narrators’ reflections on events 
or responses to their actions, 
both of which we can under-
stand as learning experiences 
for these characters (and per-
haps ourselves).

In the spirit of this magical 
in-betweenness, Twinless Twin 
also seems to exist amid mul-
tiple genres – it has elements of 
environmental literature, horror, 
fantasy, sci-fi, bildungsroman, 
and other subgenres. Yet, the 
novel’s lack of clear categori-
zation also means that it will 
likely appeal to a broad swath of 
readers who will certainly glean 
different takeaways from Tuck’s 
wonderful writing, especially if 
one returns to its pages again 
and again. n
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* Quoted from the judge’s statement 
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Prize for the Novel, Association of 
Writers and Writing Programs, web. 
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