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​CHAPTER ONE

​THE HUM THAT WASN'T THERE

THE COLD CAME OUT OF the ground first. It always did, in the Driftless, in March. I felt it through my boots before the sky ever lightened, that deep coulee chill that lives in the dirt and waits for you.

I walked the home yard slowly. Smoker in my left hand, hive tool in my right. The lid of the smoker breathed a thin gray ribbon into the blue, and the blue was the kind you only get up here before the sun clears the ridge.

My grandmother called this hour the listening hour. Stana said a keeper learns more in the dark than in the light. You cannot see a colony at first light. You can only hear it.

So I listened.

The first hive gave me what I wanted. A low, even roar. A sound like a held breath that never quite lets go. That is a queenright colony. That is a hive that knows who it is.

"Good," I said quietly. "You made it. Good girl."

I rested my bare palm flat against the cold box. The wood was damp with the night. Under my hand the whole thing hummed, faint and steady, and the propolis caught my skin and held it for a second when I pulled away. Sticky. Sweet bitter. The smell of it stayed on me all day, every day, for years, and I had stopped minding that a long time ago.

I moved down the row.

Second hive, the same low roar. Third, the same. I counted them the way some people count rosaries. Each sound a small mercy. Each winter survived.

It had been a hard winter. The hardest I had worked through. We lost more than half the yards in January when the cold snapped down and would not lift, and I had spent those weeks hauling fondant and praying in a language I do not really speak, the language Stana muttered over her boxes when I was a girl.

Stana is gone now. She died in the winter and the hives went silent. I still reached for the phone to call her some mornings, and then I remembered, and the morning got colder.

A truck passed out on the county road. I did not look up. The Driftless is all hills folded into hills, and sound travels strange here, bends around the coulees, comes from everywhere and nowhere. You learn to ignore engines.

But this one slowed.

I straightened up. Looked toward the lane that runs back to the breeding yard, the far yard, the one that holds the line. Stana's line. The closed Carniolan stock she carried over the ocean in her grandmother's care, gray bees, winter hard, gentle on the comb. The most valuable thing on this whole farm and the least valuable thing too, depending on who you asked.

The lane was empty. No truck. Just the ruts.

I had seen the ruts a week ago and told myself nothing. Fresh tire tracks in the breeding yard lane. Wide tracks, a dual rear axle, not ours. I told myself a delivery turned around. I told myself a lost hunter. I told myself a hundred soft things because the true thing was sitting in my chest like a stone and I was not ready to lift it.

Gus had been in town a lot. For the books, he said. Always for the books.

"A queenless hive makes a sound you feel in your teeth before you ever name it," Stana used to say. I had been hearing that sound in my own house for a season and calling it winter.

The sun broke the ridge. The yard went gold. And I stood there in the gold with the smoker dying in my hand, listening to my good hives hum, not wanting to walk back to the empty house.

I walked back anyway.

The kitchen was cold. Gus had not made coffee, which told me he was gone before light again. I did not make any either. I went down the hall to the little office off the mudroom to pull the inspection log.

I needed the log because the state inspector, Esther Lund, was coming the following week, and Esther wants numbers, not feelings. Mite counts. Frame counts. Dates. I keep good records. Stana drilled that into me. A keeper who does not write it down is a keeper who is lying to herself.

The log lives in the top drawer of the desk. The drawer Gus never locks, because there has never been a single thing in this house either of us needed to lock.

I opened it.

The log was there. Under the log was a folder I did not know. Manila, new, the corner still sharp. I lifted it out and set it on the desk and opened it the way you open anything you have no reason to fear.

Inside was paper with a logo at the top. A clean green hexagon. APEX POLLINATION, it said. And under that, in the dull gray language of contracts, words I read three times before they made any shape at all.

Bill of sale. Transfer of queen stock. Carniolan breeding line, closed, with a number beside it. A dollar number. And at the bottom, a signature.

His signature. August Sorensen, in the fast lean hand I had watched sign our marriage license, our mortgage, the back of a thousand ordinary checks.

I did not understand it. I want that to be clear. I stood there and I did not understand it, because there are some facts the mind will hold at arm's length as long as it possibly can.

The mudroom door opened behind me. Boots on the mat. The particular weight of Gus coming in, which I knew the way I knew my own hives.

"You're up," Gus said. Then he saw the folder open under my hands, and the rest of the words left him.

I did not turn around right away. "What is Apex, Gus."

"Lida."

"What is Apex." I turned then. He was still in the doorway, coat half off one shoulder, keys in his fist. His face had gone the color of old wax.

"It's complicated," Gus said.

"It's a signature." I held the page up so the green hexagon faced him. "Yours. On my grandmother's bees. There is nothing complicated about a signature."

He started talking. That was the thing about Gus, the thing I married and the thing I came to dread. When Gus is frightened he does not go quiet. He floods. The words come fast and overlapping, every one of them reaching for a hand to hold.

"I was going to tell you, I was, I had it planned, I just needed the right, the farm was drowning, Lida, you don't see the books, you don't want to see the books, and the breeding line is worth more than the whole home yard combined and we were going to lose everything, all of it, and I thought."

"Stop."

"I thought if I could just."

"Stop talking." My voice did not rise. That is not how I break. I get quieter. Stana was the same. "You sold them."

Gus closed his mouth. In the silence I heard the kitchen clock and the furnace ticking and, somewhere far off, my good hives, still humming, not knowing anything had changed.

"Yes," Gus said. Just that. The flood gone, all at once, leaving the one true word stranded.

"The whole line. Stana's line."

"The breeding yard. Yes."

I set the page down on the desk very carefully, the way you set down something that might break, though it was only paper, and the breaking had already happened somewhere I could not see.

"When," I said.

"In the dark of the year. After. When everything was."

"When I was on my knees in the snow trying to keep the rest of them alive." I was not asking. "You signed my grandmother away while I was carrying fondant in the dark."

Gus did not answer. There was no answer. We both knew it.

I walked past him. Close enough to smell the cold on his coat and something under the cold, a sweetness that was not honey and not mine. I did not stop to name it. Not yet. I had one thing to confirm first, and confirming it was the only thing my body would let me do.

"Where are you going," Gus said.

"To see for myself."

The breeding yard sits a quarter mile back, up the coulee, in a notch of land Stana chose seventy years ago because the cold air drains off it down the slope and the bees stay dry. You cannot see it from the house. You have to want to go there. I had walked that lane ten thousand times.

I walked it now without a coat. The cold did not reach me. I had gone somewhere past cold.

Gus came behind me. I heard his boots in the frozen ruts, the dual axle ruts, and now I knew whose truck had made them, and the knowing was a small dull click, like a frame seating into a box.

"Lida, wait," Gus said. "Let me."

"No."

"You shouldn't see it like this."

"There is no other way to see it."

The yard opened up ahead. Stana's yard. Twenty colonies once, in the good years. Twelve when she died. The hive boxes still stood in their two neat rows where they always stood, and for one breath my heart lied to me and said it was fine, look, they are all still there.

Then I got close.

The boxes were open. Lids gone or canted sideways. The frames inside hung empty, drawn comb gone gray and silent, no bees, no roar, no held breath. Nothing. A graveyard of good woodenware standing in the gold morning light, and not one living thing inside any of it.

I stopped at the first box. Stana painted the fronts herself, the old way, the panjske končnice she learned from her own grandmother. Little painted boards nailed to the hive faces. A saint on one. A bear stealing honey on another, a folk joke a century old. A red cheeked woman scolding a tiny man, which made Stana laugh every single time she passed it.

The painted faces were still there. Bright. Cheerful. Nailed to dead boxes.

That was the thing that did it. Not the empty frames. The painted faces, still smiling, still telling their little stories, with nothing left alive behind them.

I put my hand on the saint. The wood was cold and the paint was rough under my fingers and I felt the whole bottom of myself go out from under me, quiet, like ice giving way in the middle of a pond where no one can hear it.

I did not scream. I want that on the record too. I am not a woman who screams. I stood very still and I let one breath go all the way out of me, and when it was gone I did not take another for a long moment, and that was the closest I came.

"They came with a flatbed," Gus said behind me, soft. "They took the boxes that had bees. Left the dead outs. Left these because the colonies in them didn't make winter anyway."

"I know what a flatbed leaves," I said.

"Lida."

"Whose truck."

A pause. A pause that lasted one beat too long, and in that beat I learned there was a second thing, a thing under the first thing, the way there is always rot under the soft spot in the wood.

"The broker's," Gus said. "Renata."

He said it wrong. That was all. He said the name the way you say a name you have said in the dark, in soft places, with your guard all the way down. There was a warmth in the two syllables that did not belong in a business arrangement, and my ear caught it the way it catches a queenless whine, before the mind agrees to know.

I turned around.

Gus stood three feet back in the dead yard, hands open at his sides, and his face told me the rest before I asked. Wax pale. Wrecked. And under the wreck, guilt of a kind that has nothing to do with money.

"Renata," I said. I made my voice flat. I made it a frame I could read. "Say her whole name."

"Renata Bloem."

"And what is Renata Bloem to you, Gus. Besides the woman who took my grandmother's bees off a flatbed."

The good hives hummed behind us down the slope. The sun was full up now, gold on the dead boxes, gold on the painted saint, gold on the man I married, and I stood in all that gold and waited for the second box to come open.

Gus opened his mouth.

I already knew. God help me, I already knew. But I made him say it anyway, out loud, in Stana's yard, with her painted faces watching, because some things you have to hear in the daylight or you will spend the rest of your life calling them winter.

"Lida," Gus said. And his voice broke on my name. "I need to tell you something else."
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​TWO BETRAYALS WEAR ONE COAT

The walk back down from the breeding yard took the same quarter mile it always took. It felt like crossing a country. Gus came behind, three steps back, saying nothing now, because the flood had finally run dry and a man learns when there is no more water to give.

I went into the kitchen and I did the smallest, stupidest thing. I filled the kettle. My hands needed a task or they were going to do something I could not take back. So I filled the kettle and set it on the burner and I stood with my back to the room and watched the blue flame catch.

"Sit down, Gus," I said.

A chair scraped. The old pine chairs Stana bought at a farm auction before I was born. One of them was hers, the one at the head, and nobody had sat in it since the winter the hives went silent, and Gus knew better than to sit there. The chair scraped at the side. Good.

I turned around. He had his hands flat on the table. A man bracing.

"How long," I said.

"Lida."

"That is not a hard question. You answered the hard ones already. The bees. The flatbed. The number with a dollar sign." My voice stayed level. Level is the only weapon I have ever been any good with. "How long."

Gus looked at his own hands like they belonged to somebody he was ashamed of. "It ended before the hives did. It ended in the dark of the year." A breath. "That doesn't make it better. I know that."

"No," I said. "It makes it worse."

He flinched. He had thought, I could see it land on him, he had thought the ending might count for something. That telling me it was over might soften the floor under both of us.

"It makes it worse," I said again, and I came closer, and I set my palms on the table across from his so we were two people braced against the same wood. "Because that means you finished with her. And then you sold my grandmother to her company. After. Like a man cleaning up after himself. Like you were wiping down the counter."

"That isn't."

"Was Renata Bloem in your bed before she was on my breeding yard lane, or after."

The kettle began to tick as the metal warmed. Small sounds get very loud in a kitchen where two people are deciding whether a marriage is still a marriage.

"Before," Gus said. "Months before. The deal came later. The deal was. Lida, by the time the deal happened it was already over between us, I swear that to you."

"You keep saying that word. Over. Like it's a clean edge." I straightened up. "Nothing about this has a clean edge. You broke two things, Gus. You broke our bed and you broke Stana's life's work, and you broke them in that order, and then you handed the second broken thing to the woman you broke the first one with. Tell me how I am supposed to hold those two facts in the same hand."

He did not answer. The honest ones never have the answer. That was the cruelest part of Gus, the part the affair was teaching me in real time. He was not a liar standing in front of me building a story brick by brick. He was a man who had done the unforgivable and then come home and laid it all on the table the second he was caught, because some broken part of him had been waiting, maybe wanting, to be caught.

It would have been easier if he had lied. I could have hated a liar cleanly.

"Her name," I said. "In the yard. You said it soft."

Gus closed his eyes. "I didn't mean to."

"That's the whole thing, isn't it. You didn't mean to. You didn't mean to fall into her, you didn't mean to sign the paper, you didn't mean to say her name like she still lives somewhere warm in you." The kettle started to whine, low, climbing. "You're a man who does enormous damage entirely by accident. Do you know how much more frightening that is than a man who plans it?"

"I'll do anything," Gus said. The flood threatened to come back. I watched him fight it down. "Tell me what to do."

"Don't," I said. "Don't ask me to give you a job that makes you feel useful right now. That is the exact reflex that put us here. I can feel you reaching for it."

He went still. That landed somewhere deep and true, I saw it, because his jaw worked once and he looked away toward the window, toward the home yard where the good hives were humming through all of this, indifferent, alive.

The kettle screamed. I took it off the heat. The silence after a kettle is its own kind of loud.

"How did it start," I said, with my back to him again, pouring water over nothing, over an empty cup, because I needed the steam to look at instead of his face. "Not the deal. Her."

"You don't want to hear this."

"I will not ask twice."

A long quiet. Then Gus spoke, and his voice had changed. The flood was gone. What came now was slow, and ashamed, and the worst kind of honest.

"After we lost." He stopped. We do not say it. We have not said it, either of us, since the autumn. He went around it the way we both always go around it. "After. You went so quiet. You went into the hives and you didn't come out, not really, not for me. And I didn't know how to reach a person that quiet. I'm not built for quiet, Lida, you know that, I'm built to fix the thing in front of me and there was no thing to fix. There was just you, grieving, and me, useless, standing in the same house not touching."

"So you found a thing to fix."

"She made me feel like a man who could still do something." His voice cracked clean across the middle. "That's the whole ugly truth of it. It was never that she was better than you. There is nobody better than you. It was that with her I wasn't standing in a house I couldn't fix. I'm not telling you this so you'll understand. I'm telling you because you asked, and because you deserve every true thing even when the true thing is this small and this disgusting."

I set the cup down. The steam rose off it, curling, and I watched it instead of him because if I looked at him I might forgive him too soon, and forgiving him too soon would be its own kind of suicide.

"You found somebody to make you feel strong," I said, "while I was busy not falling apart in front of you."

"Yes."

"I needed a husband, Gus. I needed one body in this house that would stand in the wreckage with me and not run toward the nearest thing it could rescue. And you needed an audience."

He did not argue. He put his face in his hands, and his shoulders went, once, a hard silent heave, and the man I married cried at my grandmother's table while the kettle steam died between us.

I did not go to him. That is the thing I am most and least proud of, depending on the day. I stood across the kitchen and I let him cry alone, because comforting him would have been the old reflex, mine this time, the rush to tend the nearest hurting thing. And I was done tending the wrong things first.

"Stop," I said, when it had gone on long enough. "Wipe your face. We have to talk about what happens now, and you do not get to do it crying."

Gus wiped his face with the heel of his hand, the way a boy does it. He looked up at me, red eyed, wrecked, waiting.

"Here is what happens now," I said.

And then the mudroom door banged open without a knock, because nobody on this farm has ever knocked, and my brother walked in out of the cold with murder already sitting in his face.

Matej is younger than me by four years and built like our father, all shoulders and certainty. He took one look at the kitchen, at Gus folded over the table, at me standing apart with my arms crossed, and he read the whole room in a single breath the way only family can.

"Dot called me," Matej said. He did not take his coat off. He never sits down when he is angry. "She said you came into the tavern lot at six in the morning and turned around without coming in. That's not a thing you do. So I drove out. What's he done."

"Matej."

"What has he done, Lida." Matej's eyes were on Gus now, and they had gone flat and dangerous. "Because that's a man who's been crying, and you don't cry, you've never once in your life cried where a person could see, so it isn't your grief on his face. It's his own. What did you do, August."

Gus stood up. Stood up to take it, at least, I will give him that. "Matej."

"Don't say my name like we're friends."

"He sold the breeding line," I said. Flat. Quick. Better it come from me. "To Apex. Stana's line. It's gone. They took it off a flatbed in January while I was saving the home yard."

Matej went very quiet. In our family, the quiet is the dangerous part. He looked at the empty chair at the head of the table, Stana's chair, and something moved across his face that was older than anger.

"And the rest," Matej said. "Because that's a money sin, and money sins don't make a man weep at the table. What's the rest."

I did not answer. I did not have to. Matej looked at Gus, and Gus looked at the floor, and my brother is not a stupid man.

"You son of a bitch," Matej said, soft. "While she was grieving the baby."

The word hung in the kitchen. Baby. Nobody had said it out loud in this house since the autumn, and Matej said it like a stone going through a window, and I felt it go through me too, clean and cold.

"Get out of my sister's house," Matej said. "Get in your truck and go and don't come back, and if you've got a Christian bone left I'll only break the one arm."

"Matej, stop," I said.

"He doesn't get to stand in Stana's kitchen, Lida."

"He's not leaving."

That turned my brother all the way around. "What?"

"He's not leaving," I said again. "Not today. Not the way you mean."

Matej stared at me like I had started speaking in Stana's old language. "You can't be serious. Lid. Look at me. He robbed you and he, and the other thing, he did the other thing, and you're going to what. Keep him?"

"It's spring," I said. "The yards came through winter half dead. Esther Lund inspects next week. I have forty colonies that need splitting before the flow, and a brother with his own three hundred acres to run, and there is exactly one other person alive who knows these specific hives in these specific coulees, and I am looking at him, and I hate it, and it's true." My voice did not rise. It never does. "I cannot run this farm alone. Not this season. Not after the winter we had. If I send him down the road today I lose the home yard too, and then Stana has nothing left at all, not even the bees I bled to keep."

"So hire somebody."

"With what money, Matej." I let that sit. "He sold the breeding line because we were drowning. That part, God help me, was not a lie. There is no money. There is only labor, and his is the only pair of hands that already knows the work."

Matej shook his head slow. "You're keeping him to work the yards." He said it like he was tasting something gone off. "That's not strategy, Lid. That's a wound you're calling a plan."

It was a good line. It was true enough to hurt. I held my brother's eyes and I did not look away.

"Maybe," I said. "But it's my wound and my plan and my farm, and I have decided. He stays through the season. He works. And he does not set one foot back in this house."

I turned to Gus then, and I set the terms in front of him the way you set frames into a box, even and deliberate, no gaps.

"You'll sleep in the honey house," I said. "There's the old bunk from when Stana boarded the summer help. You'll take your meals out there or in town, I don't care which, but not at this table. You work every yard I tell you to, every day, and you do it without being thanked, because I am not going to thank you for showing up to fix something you broke. You don't touch the books anymore. Hollis Tran handles the books now, and the contract, and whatever fight there is to be had with Apex. You don't speak that woman's name in my hearing again. And if I tell you to go, on any morning, for any reason, you go that hour and you don't argue. Those are the terms. You take all of them or you take none."

Gus was quiet a long moment. Then he nodded, once. "All of them."

"Say it back to me. So there's no daylight in it later."

"I sleep in the honey house. I don't come in the house. I work every yard, every day, no thanks owed. I stay off the books. I don't say her name." His voice was steady now, steadier than it had been all morning, because a man drowning will hold onto any rope, even one you hand him out of spite. "And if you tell me to go, I go that hour."

"Good."

Matej made a disgusted sound and finally took his coat off, which is how I knew he was going to stay and that the worst of him had passed. "I think it's a mistake," he said. "I want that on the record. When this breaks your heart a second time, I want you to remember I stood in this kitchen and said it out loud."

"It's already broken, Matej." I picked up the cooling cup of water I had poured for no one and poured it down the sink. "You can't break a thing twice in the same place. After the first time it just stays open."

Nobody had anything to say to that.

Gus went out to the honey house before noon with an armful of blankets I would not carry for him. Matej stayed until dark, splitting kindling he knew I did not need, because that is how my brother loves a person, by making himself useful in the yard where the grief is. By dusk he climbed in his truck and drove back over the ridge to his own life, and the farm went quiet, and I was alone in Stana's house for the first time since the morning my whole marriage came open like a robbed hive.

I did not go to bed. I went to the back room instead, the cold room off the kitchen where Stana kept her woodenware and her paints, where the smell of beeswax and turpentine has soaked into the walls so deep it will outlive the house.

Her chair was in there too. The painting chair, low and worn, with the cane seat she patched herself. I did not sit in it. I sat on the floor in front of it, the way I used to sit when I was small and she painted the panjske končnice and told me which saint protected which kind of weather.

The shelf of finished panels stood against the wall. The bear stealing honey. The scolding red cheeked woman. The saint for cold, the saint for storms, the little joke faces a hundred years of Novak women had nailed to the fronts of their hives so the bees would have something cheerful to come home to.

And on the workbench, where it had sat since the autumn, was the one that was not finished.

It was small. Smaller than the others. We had cut it together, Stana guiding my hands on the saw the last good month she had, because I had asked her to teach me to make one of my own, finally, for a hive that did not exist yet. For a hive I was going to start in the spring. For the baby's hive.

We got as far as the sketch. The underpaint. A pale yellow field, a suggestion of two figures not yet given faces, a sky begun and abandoned. Then the autumn came, and the autumn took what it took, and neither one of us ever picked up the brush again. Stana died not long after, the winter the hives went silent, and the little board sat there with its faceless figures and its empty sky, waiting for hands that did not come back.

I touched the bare wood at the bottom corner where no paint had reached. Rough. Unsealed. The grain still open to the air.

I did not cry. I have told you. I am not a woman who cries where anyone can see, and there was no one to see, and still I did not, because some grief is too big to come out in water. It just sits
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