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The Overlook

It’s been proven that time goes faster on mountaintops, slower in valleys.
Susquehanna Valley is slowest of all. Each step takes a century. A school
day lasts thousands of years. Your English teacher’s notes turn yellow in
her hand, crumble to the floor. Still The Scarlet Letter remains the same,
and so do its themes. The pace here has to do with gravity, the way clouds
come down so far to earth they turn to constant fog along the riverbanks.
And yet no one forgets anything, like what you did with whom and behind
what building. If you did nothing, that was its own crime. Say you carried
a Snoopy bag in sixth grade instead of a backpack like a normal person.
People would be talking about it in tenth grade, in between discussions of
The Scarlet Letter. You might as well carry that bag for the rest of your life in
the valley. Or you could go to live in the mountains, like the Hermit of Blue
Hill. In 1839, he built a lookout tower that hung from the side of a cliff over
the valley, some say at 45 degrees, others 22. He collected books and read
them in a hammock. It was rumored the books were erotic. Years after his
death, his neighbors were still talking about how he carried an umbrella
everywhere. They tore down his tower and threw it in the river far below.
But when he lived on the hill, days passed swiftly for the Hermit, who read
for pleasure, unconcerned with symbolism. If he was wearing a cousin’s
hand-me-down sweater, only the birds knew.
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