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  To the ones who left before they knew what they were leaving.

To the ones who stayed and never said how much it cost them.

To the ones who came back, the long way, the only way.

And to the creek that kept running

while everyone stood on their own bank

trying to find the words.

Some roads only make sense

when you are finally at the end of them.

This one was always pointing home.
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There are roads that carry you forward and roads that carry you back, and a man does not always get to choose which kind he is driving.

I had been on the second kind since before light, three states and most of a night behind me, the coffee in the cup holder gone cold an hour past the state line. I could have flown. Tess had offered to send for me, had said it twice on the phone in that careful voice people use when they are afraid you will say no to the wrong thing. But flying would have meant arriving fast, and I did not want to arrive fast. I wanted the long version. I wanted the hours of nothing so that by the time the nothing ran out I would be ready, and I told myself that was the reason, and for a while I believed it.

The truck ate the miles the way it always had, a steady drone under everything, and somewhere past the last city the land began to flatten and brown and lean toward winter. I knew I was getting close before any sign told me. You can feel a place you grew up in the way you feel weather coming, a low ache in the back of the body that has nothing to do with anything you could point to. The fields opened up. The billboards thinned and then quit. The trees along the road stood bare and gray and patient, the way they stand in February when they have given up everything green and are only waiting to be allowed to start over.

I had not been back in fifteen years. I had counted that number more than once on the drive, the way you press on a bruise to see if it still answers, and it did. Fifteen years is long enough to build a whole life. Long enough to stop calling a place home and start calling it the place you are from, which is a different thing, a smaller thing, a thing you can hold at the proper distance. I had gotten good at the distance. I had a job that kept me busy and an apartment that kept me nowhere and a way of answering the question, where are you from, that closed the door before anyone could walk through it. Hadley, I would say. North Carolina. You have not heard of it. And that was usually the end of it.

It was not the end of it now.

The sign came up on the right, the same green sign, the paint faded but the words holding on. HADLEY. POP 2,140. I did not slow down to read it because I did not have to. I had read it ten thousand times as a boy from the bed of my father’s truck, the numbers changing by a person here and a person there across the years, and the only thing different now was that one of the two thousand was about to be one fewer, and I was the reason the count had brought me back.

My father was dead. I had been saying it to myself for three days, in motel rooms and gas stations and the long dark stretches between, trying to get the words to mean what they were supposed to mean. My father is dead. They came out flat every time. They came out like a fact about a stranger, like a thing read off a form, and I had begun to wonder on the drive whether that flatness was grief wearing a mask or grief refusing to show up at all. I did not know. I had not seen the man in fifteen years. We had spoken maybe four times in all of those, three of them about money and one of them about nothing, a wrong number that turned into ten minutes of weather before we both ran out of road. He had not asked me to come home and I had not offered, and that silence had hardened between us the way a fence post sets in concrete, and now the concrete was all that was left, and I was driving back to bury the man inside it.

So I did what I had decided to do somewhere around the third state. I made it a job.

That was the word I used. A job. There was a body to put in the ground and a house to empty and a piece of land to be rid of, and a job has steps to it, and steps are a thing a man can do. You do not have to feel a step. You only have to take it. Get in, I told myself, watching the white line feed under the hood. Bury him. Settle what needs settling with the lawyer and the land. Then get out and let the distance close back over the place like water over a dropped stone, and go on being from here instead of of here, the way I had managed for fifteen years before the phone rang.

That was the plan. I want to be honest about the plan, because of everything that came after, the plan is the part I am least proud of and the part that was most truly me.

The road narrowed where it always narrowed, where the county had never found the money to widen it, and the trees came in close on both sides, and then they fell back again and the first of the farms opened up. I knew them all. That was the trouble with the place, the thing I had forgotten I knew until the knowing was right there in front of me. I knew whose land this was and whose fence that was and which of the two churches the people in that white house drove to on Sunday and which of them they only talked about. The Pruitt place, run-down worse than I remembered. The old Vance dairy, the barn caved in on one side like a man kneeling. A mailbox with a name I recognized and a hand-painted sign for eggs, two dollars, the kind of sign you would believe had been there since before I was born.

It was all still here. That was what got under me, mile by mile, more than any single thing. Not that it had changed. That it had not. I had imagined, in the way you imagine the places you leave, that Hadley would have gone on without me into something I would not know, that the town would have moved and grown and forgotten the shape I left it in. I think I needed it to. A town that had changed would have let me off the hook. A town that had changed would have meant the leaving counted for something, that the years had moved everyone the way they had moved me. But the town had not changed. The town had stayed exactly where I set it down, the same diner with the same crooked O in the OPEN sign, the same feed store, the same water tower with the same washed-out letters, and the staying felt like an accusation. It felt like the place had been holding its breath for fifteen years, waiting to see if I would have the decency to come back, and now here I was, and it was too late to matter to the one person it should have mattered to.

I passed the turnoff to the high school. I did not look. There is a discipline to not looking that you learn if you leave a place properly, and I had learned it, and I kept my eyes on the road and my hands at ten and two and I did not look at the gravel lot where I had learned to drive or the field beyond it where I had done a great many things a boy does in a town this size when there is nowhere else to do them. I made it a job. The road bent left at the old Bowen barn and then it ran straight again toward town, and I told myself I was minutes out now, that I would find the funeral home and the dark suit Tess had told me she had hung on the back of the door for me, and that the day would take me by the hand the way a day full of obligations does, one thing and then the next thing, no room in it to feel.

And then the road lifted over the little rise before Pell Creek, and the Sutton place came up on the left, and the plan came apart in my hands without a sound.

I did not decide to slow down. I want that to be clear, because it is the truest thing I can tell you about that morning. I did not look at the speedometer and think, slow down. My foot came off the gas the way a hand comes up to a face in the cold, before the mind has any say in it, and the truck eased back, and the engine dropped its voice, and the fence line of the Sutton farm came sliding past my window slow enough to read.

It was a working farm still. I could see that much. The fences were kept. The fields were turned under for winter, dark and even, and there were cattle standing in the far pasture with their backs to the wind and their breath showing, and smoke was coming up thin and steady from the chimney of the house that sat back off the road under the two big oaks. Somebody was home. Somebody had been up early in that house, feeding stock and keeping fences and laying a fire against the cold, all the small daily work that a place like that takes, the work that does not care whether you are grieving or in love or fifteen years gone. The work that just keeps asking.

The half-acre was there too, down where the land dipped toward the creek. I could not see the old fence from the road, but I knew where it ran, and I knew where the creek ran, and I knew they had not run together since before either family had a deed to argue about. My father had argued about it. His father before him. There was a Sutton on the other side of that argument going back just as far, two families standing on opposite banks of a creek that had moved out from under both of them a hundred years ago, neither one willing to be the first to let go of a piece of mud worth nothing to anyone. I had grown up with that quarrel the way you grow up with a relative you do not like, a thing that was simply in the house, that nobody chose and nobody questioned. The Suttons were the other side. That was all you needed to know in Hadley. You were a Mercer or you were a Sutton, and the creek ran between, and that was the world.

Except it had not always been the whole world to me. That was the part I did not let myself think about, slowing on the road with the Sutton fence going by. That was the part I had packed away so carefully fifteen years ago that I had almost convinced myself it had been packed away by somebody else. There had been a time when that fence line was the most important place on the earth to me, and not because of any deed. There had been a time when I knew every gap in it and every spot where the wire sagged low enough for a body to slip under, and I had not slipped under that fence for the land.

I made myself stop there. I made myself put my eyes back on the road. That was old work, and I was still good at it, and I pressed the gas down and let the truck gather its voice again and the Sutton place fell away behind me in the mirror, the oaks and the smoke and the kept fences shrinking down to nothing the way the whole town had shrunk down to nothing fifteen years ago when I drove out the other direction and swore I would not look back, and did not, for fifteen years.

But I had slowed down. That was the thing I could not give back. A man can keep his eyes on the road and tell himself any story he likes about why he is here and how long he will stay and how little of it can reach him. He can call it a job. He can make a list. But the body keeps its own accounts, and the body had taken its foot off the gas at the Sutton fence without asking me, and there is no lying your way out of a thing your own foot has already told the truth about.

Pell Creek went by under the little bridge, low and brown and cold-looking between its banks, the same creek, going the same way it had always gone, which was nowhere in particular and in no hurry to get there. And then the road climbed up out of the bottom and the trees fell back one last time and Hadley was in front of me, the steeple of the Methodist church first, the way it always came first, white against a low gray sky, and beyond it the steeple of the Baptist church, and between them the few low blocks of the town I had been from for fifteen years and of for the eighteen before that.

I slowed coming in because the speed limit dropped and because a man does not roar into the town where they are about to bury his father. The diner was open. There were three trucks nosed in at the front of it and a light on inside, and through the glass I could see the shape of people at the counter, somebody pouring coffee, the small machinery of an ordinary morning going on the way it had gone every morning I was alive and every morning since I left. A woman I did not recognize crossed the street with a child on her hip. A dog I did not recognize watched me from a porch. The town did not know me anymore, and that was fine, that was the arrangement, that was what fifteen years was supposed to buy. But the town knew my name. It would know it by noon if it did not already. The Mercer boy was back. The one that left. Come back to put his daddy in the ground at last, and not a day before he had to. I could hear them saying it without hearing it, the way you can hear a clock in a quiet house, and I gripped the wheel and let them say it, because there was nothing in it that was not true.

I found the funeral home where it had always been, the big white house on the corner with the wide porch and the dark green awning, and I pulled the truck to the curb across the street from it and put it in park and I did not get out.

The clock on the dash said I had time. Tess had said ten. It was not yet nine. I had built the extra hour into the drive on purpose, the way you build slack into a rope, and now the slack was here and I did not know what to do with it. I sat with the engine ticking as it cooled and I looked at the porch of the funeral home and the dark suit waiting somewhere inside on the back of a door, and I thought about my father, and I tried again, one more time, to make the words land.

My father is dead.

They came out flat, the way they had come out for three days. But under the flatness now, for the first time, there was a low movement I did not have a name for and did not want one. It was not for him exactly. Or it was not only for him. It was for the town that had not changed, and the fence I had slowed down at, and the smoke coming up out of a chimney in a house I had no right to think about, and the eighteen years and the fifteen years and the creek that had moved out from under everybody before any of us were born and gone on running anyway like none of it had cost a thing.

I had come to do a job. Get in, bury him, settle the land, get out. I told it to myself again there at the curb, the whole plan, start to finish, the way you say a thing to make it true.

But I had taken my foot off the gas at the Sutton fence, and I had not decided to, and I sat in the cold truck across from the place where they were keeping my father and understood, the way you understand a thing you have known all along and only now run out of room to deny, that the long way back had not been about being ready.

It had been about not wanting to get here at all.
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There is a version of every man that lives only in the people who knew him, and a funeral is the one morning all of those versions are gathered in a single room, and you learn standing among them how little of him you ever held.

I learned it in the front pew of the Methodist church, in a suit that did not fit me the way it had the last time I wore one, with my sister’s hand cold in mine and a box at the front of the room that was supposed to hold my father and instead held a stranger I had spent eighteen years living beside and fifteen years not speaking to.

Tess had been right about the suit. It was on the back of the door at the funeral home where she said it would be, pressed and waiting, and a woman with kind eyes and a soft voice had shown me to a small room and left me alone to put it on. I had not owned a suit in years. The work I did never asked for one. I stood in front of the mirror in that small quiet room and knotted the tie by feel because my hands remembered how even if I did not, and I looked at the man in the glass and did not know him much better than I knew the one in the box. He had my father’s jaw. I had been told that all my life, said as a compliment by people who liked my father and as a warning by people who did not, and standing there I could see it for the first time, the line of the thing, the way the face set itself when it had decided not to feel anything. I had spent fifteen years building a life out of not being my father and I had his jaw the whole time and never knew it until the morning I came back to bury him.

Tess found me before the service. She came into the little room without knocking, the way she always had, and she stopped in the doorway and looked at me in the suit and her face did a thing I was not ready for. She had been a girl of fifteen the last time I saw her in person. She was a woman of thirty now, with lines at the corners of her eyes and gray coming in at her temple she had not bothered to cover, and she stood in the doorway and looked at her brother in their father’s funeral suit and her chin went tight and her eyes went bright and she did not let either one of them win.

“You came,” she said.

“I said I would.”

“You said a lot of things over the years, Cade.”

It was not cruel. That was the thing about Tess. She could put the truth in front of you and somehow keep the meanness out of it, so that you had nowhere to go but to look at it. I did not have an answer for her, so I did the thing I do, which is to find a task. I straightened the tie that did not need straightening. I asked her where I was supposed to sit and when the thing started and whether the lawyer would be there, because the lawyer meant the land and the land meant the job and the job meant I could keep both feet on the steps and not look down at the long drop on either side of them.

She let me ask my questions. She answered the ones that had answers. And then she came across the little room and she put her arms around me, my sister, the only person in that whole town with as much right to the grief as I had and more, because she had stayed for it, she had been here for the leaving of him a piece at a time while I had only the one clean cut of it from three states away. She held on longer than I knew how to. I put a hand on her back and I did not say any of the things a better brother would have said. I had been gone fifteen years. You do not get the words back all at once. You do not get them back at all, some of them, and a funeral is no place to go looking.

“It’s a good turnout,” she said into my shoulder, and there was something in how she said it, a little dry twist, that told me she found it as strange as I was about to.

It was a good turnout. That was the first thing I understood when she walked me out and around to the side door and into the church, that the room was full, that it was more than full, that there were people standing along the back wall because the pews had run out of room. I had not expected that. I do not know what I had expected. A handful, maybe. The men he drank coffee with. A cousin or two. My father was not a soft man and he had not collected people the way some men do, and I had built the day in my mind as a small and bare and quick thing, get in, bury him, get out, and instead I walked into a church packed to the walls with the better part of Hadley turned out in its dark clothes to put Roy Mercer in the ground.

I sat where Tess put me, in the front, and I looked at the back of the box, and behind me I could feel the whole town breathing.

The preacher was new. Young, earnest, a man who had not been here long enough to know my father and had the grace to admit it, more or less, in the careful way preachers have. He talked about Roy Mercer the farmer, the neighbor, the man who showed up when the Pruitt barn burned and the man who plowed the church lot every winter without being asked and would not take a dollar for it. I sat and listened to him build a man out of other people’s stories, and the man he built was a good man, a quiet man, a man who did his kindnesses in the dark where no one would have to thank him for them, and I did not know that man. I want to be honest about that, because it is the thing that cracked me open that morning more than the box or the flowers or the hymns. The whole room knew a man I had never met. They wept for him, some of them, real tears for a real loss, and I sat in the front pew where the son sits and I felt like a thief, like I had walked into a stranger’s funeral and taken the best seat, because the Roy Mercer they were burying was not the one who had not called me in fifteen years and I was not sure which of us had gotten the man wrong.

People got up to speak. A man named Hollis I half remembered, older now, bent, talking about a hunting trip forty years gone and a thing my father had said around a fire that I had never heard and would have given a great deal to have heard. A woman from the church who could not get through it. Old Earl Sutton’s name came up, once, from the man named Hollis, who said the two of them had been thick as thieves when they were young before whatever it was that came between the Mercers and the Suttons came between them, and a small uneasy sound moved through the room when he said it, a shifting, the sound a town makes when somebody steps too close to the thing nobody talks about, and Hollis caught himself and moved on. I sat very still through that part. I did not let my face do anything. I had spent fifteen years keeping my face from doing anything, and I was glad of the practice, because I had not known that. Thick as thieves. My father and Earl Sutton. I had grown up understanding the two families the way you understand the points of a compass, the Mercers here and the Suttons there and the creek between and that is how it has always been, and now an old man in a borrowed suit was telling a room full of people that it had not always been, that there had been a before, and the floor of the thing I thought I knew shifted a half inch under me and did not shift back.

I tell you about it because it mattered later. At the time it was one more stone in a morning full of stones, one more piece of a man I did not know, and I set it down with the rest and kept my eyes on the box.

We sang. I did not. I held the hymnal Tess put in my hands and I looked at the words and I could not make my voice work, and around me the whole church sang the old song the way only a country church sings it, ragged and certain and far too loud, and I stood there in the middle of it like a post in a river, the sound going around me on both sides, belonging to all of them and to none of me. That was when the day got hardest to hold. Not the eulogy. The singing. There is something in a room full of people singing a thing they all know that will find the seam in a man whether he wants it found or not, and I felt the control I had driven in with, the careful job-shaped control I had built across three states, begin to give at the edges, the way a turned field gives under the first warm rain, soft and then softer.

I did not let it. I want that on the record too, because it is also the truest thing about me that morning, and not the part I am proud of. I found the task. I counted the panes in the window over the altar. I thought about the lawyer and the land and the half-acre and the deed, cold flat practical things, things with steps to them, and I built the control back up pane by pane and word by word until the song ended and the room sat back down and I had my feet under me again.

And it was in the sitting back down, in the small shifting moment when a whole room turns and settles and a man can let his eyes move without it meaning anything, that I saw her.

She was at the very back. Standing, not sitting, against the back wall on the left near the doors, in a dark coat, her hands folded in front of her, her head a little down. I knew her before I knew I knew her. That is the only way I can say it. I knew her the way my foot had known the Sutton fence the morning before, the body running ahead of the mind, so that I was already turned a few degrees toward the back of the church before any part of me had formed the thought, that is Della Sutton, that is her, she is here.

Fifteen years. I had built a wall fifteen years high and three states wide and I had laid every brick of it myself, and she stood at the back of my father’s funeral in a dark coat with her head down and the whole thing was not even a wall anymore, it was the memory of a wall, it was a line drawn on water.

She did not look up. Or if she did, she did it in the moment I was not looking, the way you pass a person in a doorway and each of you waits for the other to go first and so neither does. I sat in the front pew with my back mostly to her and I did not turn around, because turning around at your father’s funeral to find a woman in the crowd is not a thing a man does, and because the whole town was watching the back of my head and would have made a story out of it before I got the truck started, and because I did not know, I honestly did not know, whether I wanted her to be looking at me or whether I would not survive it if she was.

She had no reason to be there. That was the part I kept coming back to, then and after. The Suttons did not come to a Mercer funeral. That was not how it worked. That had never been how it worked, not in eighty years, not over the dead body of a man who had spent his life on the wrong side of a creek from her family. Earl Sutton was not there. None of her people were there. There was no version of the arrangement, no version of the town and the feud and the world we had both grown up inside, in which Della Sutton had any business standing against the back wall of the Methodist church on the morning we buried Roy Mercer.

And yet there she was. And there was only one reason in the world I could think of, and it was the one reason I had driven three states and built three states of control specifically so that I would not have to think about, and I sat in the front pew and felt the day tilt under me a second time that morning and worse than the first.

The preacher said the last of it. We stood. There would be the drive out to the cemetery after, the small hard part, the box going down, and the people drifting away to their trucks, and the casseroles, and the long afternoon of being the son who came back. I stood with Tess at the front and the room rose behind me and began, slowly, the way a country congregation does, to move and murmur and turn toward the doors, and I had a few seconds, I understood I had a few seconds only, in which I could turn around. In which I could let my eyes go to the back wall and find her and let whatever was going to happen on both our faces happen, in front of God and the whole town and fifteen years.

I did not turn around fast enough.

I felt the doors open at the back, the cold air coming up the center aisle the way it does, and by the time I let myself turn, by the time the better and the worse parts of me finished their argument and the worse part lost, the spot against the back wall on the left was empty. The dark coat was gone. The doors were swinging shut on a gray rectangle of morning, and a man named Hollis was shaking my hand and saying my father’s name, and the town was folding in around me, and Della Sutton had come to my father’s funeral and stood at the back where she had no reason to be and left before I could decide whether to look at her.

I shook the hands. I said the things. I stood at the front of the church and let Hadley file past me one weathered face at a time, and I performed the son the way you perform a part you have not rehearsed, a half beat behind every cue, and the whole time, under the hands and the names and the kindnesses, I was doing the other thing, the quiet desperate arithmetic of a man trying to make a fact mean nothing.

She was passing by, I told myself. The church is on the road home from town. She saw the cars. She is the kind of person who stops, that is all, she was always the kind who stops, it is nothing, it does not mean anything, the dead get a certain courtesy in a town this small and she was only paying it the way you would for anyone.

I told myself that. I shook Hollis’s hand and I told myself that, and I shook the next hand and told myself that, and I did not believe it for one second of one minute of that long gray morning, and I knew I did not believe it, and I went on telling myself anyway, because the alternative was to let in the thing her standing at the back wall meant, and I was not ready. I had come to do a job. Get in, bury him, get out. There was no line in the job for a woman in a dark coat at the back of the church. There was no line in it for the way the floor had moved twice in one morning, once at the word before from an old man’s mouth and once at the sight of her, and stayed moved.

Tess took my arm. It was time to go out to the cars, time for the drive to the cemetery and the part with the dirt. She walked me up the aisle toward the doors Della had gone out of, and the cold came in to meet us, and the town came out behind us, and I went where I was led the way you go where you are led on a day like that, one foot



















