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            TO MY DAUGHTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      In a world that will try to tell you who you are,

      write your story boldly.

      Live it fiercely.

      The hero is already within you.

      

      Yrs. affecty.

      Dad
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      Delta Heat started with two women. Neither one is in it. Both of them are.

      The first was Mississippi to the bone. Grew up in it, and her people are there still — her folks on the same ground to this day, the kind of roots you can't fake and can't buy. She had the sort of presence that turned a room before she said a word, a face people had pointed cameras at, a grace that came up out of the soil and not out of any finishing school. But that was never the part that mattered. The part that mattered was the heart. True all the way down. The kind of woman who remembers your mother's birthday and how you take your coffee and the thing you were scared of last spring.

      The second never set foot in Mississippi.

      She was California — a burned-out non-profit lawyer who'd spent herself down to the studs for people the world had quit on. No land. No legacy. A law degree, a short fuse she called principle, and a flat refusal to let a wrong thing stand in front of her if she could do anything about it. Where the first woman had roots, this one had a cause. Where the first one made you feel known, this one made the whole world a little better for everybody inside arm's reach, and dared you to say it couldn't be done.

      Two women who never met. One who could never leave Mississippi for long, one who never made it there.

      They would not stay two.

      They kept bleeding into each other on the page — the grace and the fire, the deep roots and the borrowed cause, the heart of gold and the short fuse — until they were one woman stepping off a train into the heat, a dead grandmother behind her and a fight in front of her. Jessie Grayson. Rooted and ungovernable at the same time.

      Set a woman like that down in Mississippi — and there isn't much left to invent.

      You just write down what she does about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I wrote this book to music. Not background noise⁠—

        music that knew something the words were still

        figuring out. These are the songs that understood

        the Delta before I did. They're yours now too.

      

        

      
        "Take Me to the River” Al Green

        “Born on the Bayou” Creedence Clearwater Revival

        “A Change Is Gonna Come” Sam Cooke

        "Delta Dawn" Tanya Tucker

        "Southern Man" Neil Young & Crazy Horse

        "Rollin' Stone" Muddy Waters

        "When the Levee Breaks" Led Zeppelin

        "The Sky Is Crying" Elmore James

        "Ain't No Sunshine" Bill Withers

        "Fast Car" Tracy Chapman

        "What's Going On" Marvin Gaye

        "The Joke" Brandi Carlile

        "Mississippi" Bob Dylan

        "This Land Is Your Land" Bruce Springsteen

        "Stubborn Love" The Lumineers

        "I Shall Believe" Sheryl Crow
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            BLOOD AND BOTTOMLAND
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        Many things in life are hereditary. But it is the path of my father’s footprints I wish I could inherit — not the ones that led him away from here, but the ones, deeper and older, that led him home.

      

      

      She was halfway down the platform before the heat caught her. It came all at once — the back of her neck first, then the damp of her shirt against her spine, then the hollow of her throat — every place eight years of dry western air had taught her to forget. She kept walking. The boards were warped and loud under her heels and the depot at the end of them had not sold a ticket since she was in high school, and she made for it without slowing, because slowing meant standing still in this air, and standing still in this air meant she was home.

      Eight years gone and the Delta had not come looking for her. It had simply waited. It let her get most of the way down an empty platform thinking she might walk back into the place a stranger, and then it laid its hand on the back of her neck, unhurried, and reminded her there had never been anything strange between them.

      She did not cry. Grayson women did not cry where people could see, and her grandmother had put that in her before she could read; it had held through a divorce and her father’s funeral and eight years of cold clean offices, and it held now, on the platform, with the whole green weight of the bottomland opening up past the end of the boards.

      There it was. Cotton to the west gone to weed, the rows crooked. Soybean to the east, somebody else’s now, squared off and heavy with money, worked by a man who had never walked it barefoot. Between them the river road ran north under the oaks toward water she could smell before she could see it — mud and fish and rot, the first smell she had ever known, the one she had moved a thousand miles to get out of her sleep and never had.

      Her people were up that road. Her name was up that road, cut in a dozen stones, on women dead a hundred years who had buried husbands and sons and failed crops on that rise and never once packed a bag and gone. She had gone. The first Grayson woman in two hundred years to leave, and the ground had kept count of it every day since.

      Now she was back to bury the one who stayed. Evangeline had held the rise alone for eight years against a thing Jessica had been too far away, and too willing, to see coming. She had come home to put her grandmother in the dirt beside the rest of them, and to settle the account that had been open since the night she left — due now, this afternoon, in this heat, the moment her heels ran out of platform.

      The truck that pulled up was not the one she remembered. Newer, meaner, jacked high on tires that had never been in a true bog. The man behind the wheel was her brother, and she knew him before her mind caught up to her eyes — the set of the jaw that had been their father’s, the shoulders already starting to round.

      “You’re late,” Holt said through the open window. He did not get out. He did not open the door. Eight years since he’d laid eyes on her and he sat in his fine new truck with the engine running and told her she was late, and that, more than the heat, more than the smell, told her she was home.

      “The train was late.”

      “You shoulda flown. Memphis is two hours.”

      “I wanted to come in the way Mama came.” She didn’t know why she said it. She watched it land — the muscle moving in his jaw, their father’s jaw — and thought that the two of them had been fired out of the same clay into different bricks, and that a wall built of both would not stand one season.

      “Grandmother’s asking for you,” he said, and looked away down the road. “She don’t have long.”

      “How long.”

      “Long enough to ask. Not long enough for you to make her wait.” He leaned over and shoved the passenger door so it swung wide on its hinge, an invitation made out of an insult. “Get in, Jessie.”

      Nobody had called her Jessie in eight years. Out west she was Jessica — sleek, bladed, a name like a closed briefcase. Jessie was a barefoot girl on a turn-row with her grandmother’s voice at her back. Jessie was who this place had made before it broke her. She got in. The leather was hot enough to brand and she let it.

      They drove north toward the water without a word, and the silence between them was old enough and full enough to be a third person on the bench seat, riding along with its hands folded in its lap.
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      The house had been white once. Now it was gray — weathered down to bone and driftwood and the inside of an oyster shell — standing on its low rise above the Yazoo under live oaks so old the light came through them already broken and green. Spanish moss hung in long ropes off the limbs and moved a little without any wind. Jessica had been small enough once to believe the moss was the beards of drowned men come up out of the river to listen, and small enough to believe her grandmother when the old woman said the belief was not far wrong.

      Evangeline Grayson was dying in the front room where she had been born.

      They had pulled the iron bed over to the window so she could see the river. She had shrunk down to almost nothing, the woman who had once made grown men in good suits stammer and study their own shoes, who had stood on the courthouse steps with a fistful of moss and dared the county to come move her. But the eyes were the same — bright as struck matches, deep as the river at flood — and when they found Jessica in the doorway they did not soften, and Jessica loved her so hard and so fast that she had to put a hand on the frame to keep her feet.

      “Come here, child.” The voice was a ruin and it was still the most certain sound Jessica had ever heard. “Let me see what they made of you out there.”

      Jessica crossed the room and knelt at the iron bed and put her face down into the old woman’s hands, and the hands were paper and bone now, and they smelled of camphor and snuff and, under that, faint, the river — always the river. And Jessica, who had not cried at her own divorce or at her father’s grave, who had built a whole hard life on not crying, cried like the child the old name had pulled back up out of her.

      “There she is,” Evangeline murmured, stroking the dark hair. “There’s my Jessie. I knew they couldn’t keep her. The Delta gets in the blood, child. You can carry it to the far side of the world and it’ll still run out of you when you bleed.” A long breath, rattling in her. “They’re coming for the land.”

      Jessica lifted her head. “I know. That’s why I —”

      “Hush. Listen. I’m short on words and I mean to spend them right.” The grip tightened, the last of the iron still in it. “Hollis Burrus wants this bottom. Wanted it forty years. His daddy wanted it before him. They mean to run their poison pipe straight through the graves of everybody that ever loved you, and they have bought every man in this county that came with a price.” Her eyes cut to the door, to where Holt stood with his hat in his hands and his face gone to stone. “Every man that came with a price,” she said again, softer, and Jessica understood that the worst thing was being said out loud in front of the one it was about, and that her grandmother had set it up that way on purpose. The old woman had never once let a hard truth go unwitnessed.

      “I’ll stop him,” Jessica said.

      “I know you will.” The old woman smiled, terrible and tender at the same time. “That’s not the warning. Here’s the warning.” She drew Jessica down until their foreheads nearly touched. “Burrus has got a man. A pretty one. He sends him out ahead the way a snake sends its tongue out, to taste a thing before it strikes. And the man is good, child. So good that even I would have believed him in my day, and I could read a liar through a brick wall. He will come to you carrying the truth like it’s his own. And the danger is not that you won’t see through him.” The grip went to pain. “The danger is that you won’t want to.”

      Outside the window the river went by, brown and indifferent, going where it had always gone and carrying what it had always carried.

      “His name is Daniel,” her grandmother said, and shut her eyes, and slept, and did not open them again.
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      He came to the funeral, and she made him the second she saw him.

      A man in a suit a shade too good for a country burying, standing off at the edge of the oak shade where a decent stranger stands, except that his attention was not on the box or the preacher or the hole in the ground. It was on her. Steady, the flat assessing look of a man pricing a thing he means to acquire. Jessica had spent eight years across boardroom tables from men who looked at people that way, and she knew it on sight, and she felt the lawyer in her come up cold and awake behind her grief. There he is, she thought. The pretty one. The tongue. She held his stare across her grandmother’s grave until he was the one who looked down, and she counted that a small thing won.

      Reverend Elijah said the words — ashes, dust, the Lord giveth — and the first fat drops of the building rain began to tick down through the leaves, and when the rain came on hard and the mourners put up their black umbrellas the man used the confusion to cross to her, the way she’d known he would. He stopped a careful, correct distance off. Up close the suit was wrong on him somehow, worn like a costume he’d never stopped being aware of, and the face was not what she’d braced for — less polish, more wear, a tiredness around the eyes that she distrusted precisely because it worked on her.

      “Miss Grayson. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “No, you’re not.” She did not look at him. She looked at the coffin. “You’re here to see what kind of fight I’m going to be. So look, and report back, and let me bury my grandmother.”

      “That’s fair.” He didn’t flinch and he didn’t leave. “I’m not going to tell you I’m not his. I am his. You’d catch me in it inside a sentence anyway — your grandmother could’ve, and you’ve got her eyes.” A beat. “Daniel Garcia. Houston. He sends me ahead of the paper because I’m good at it. I’d rather you hear that from me standing here than work it out later and feel like a fool.”

      It was not what a snake’s tongue says. A snake’s tongue flatters, soothes, slides; it does not walk up to you at a graveside and hand you the knife by the blade. That was the thing that unsettled her — not his face, not any pull, but that he would not behave like the villain she had every right to make of him, and a man who won’t fit the box you built for him is a harder thing to fight than one who will.

      “My grandmother warned me about you with almost the last breath she had,” Jessica said. “She said Burrus had a man who’d come carrying the truth like it was his own coat. She was a better read of people than I’ll ever be, and she was afraid of you. So whatever this is — the honesty, the tired eyes, the standing out here in the rain to confess — I’m going to assume it’s the most expensive lie he owns, because that’s the only safe way to assume.”

      “Assume it,” he said. “I’d tell you the same, in your place.” He looked down at the grave then, at the red clay going to mud, at the name GRAYSON cut fresh and white in the stone, and something moved across his face that she could not price, and did not trust herself to. “I’ve got no people in the ground anywhere, Miss Grayson. That’s my whole worth to him — a man with no graves of his own, who can stand over somebody else’s and feel nothing. I’ve done it a long time.” His jaw worked once. “I’m having some trouble doing it today. That’s all. You don’t have to make anything of it. I’m just telling you it’s true.”

      “Go home, Mr. Garcia.”

      “I will.” He stepped back, and reached into the wet coat, and took out a card, and when she would not take it he set it on the marble lip of the headstone and weighted it with a small river stone he must have carried there for the purpose, so the rain couldn’t take it. “When you decide to fight him — and you will — there are things I know that you’ll need. Things he’s done. Things I’ve done.” The rain was hammering now and he had to lift his voice over it. “I left a long footprint, Miss Grayson. Twenty years of it. Start with the card.”

      He went, a tall shape folding into a black car at the edge of the cemetery road, and the rain came down in sheets and took the rest of him, and there was only the grave and the river and a small wet card pinned under a stone. Jessica stood over it, soaked through, until Holt came and took her arm and said, “Come on, Jessie. She’s in the ground. Let’s get you dry.”

      She took the card. She did not tell Holt she took it. That was the first lie, and she felt it settle into her and send its rings out toward a shore she couldn’t see yet.
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      That night the storm sat down on the Delta and would not get up.

      She lay in her grandmother’s bed. They had carried the dead woman out of it that morning and she had insisted, over Holt’s horror, on sleeping there, because she could not stand the thought of the warm hollow going cold with nobody in it. The rain came down on the tin in long shifting sheets. The river was up; she could hear it working at the bank below the oaks, a low steady sound under the rain, closer than it had any business being.

      The card lay face-down on the nightstand where she had put it. She had read it once and turned it over. Now she picked it up again and held it over her chest in the dark and could not see a word of it, and did not need to.

      His name. A number. And under that, in a small hard hand, four words.

      The graves can be moved.

      She had known what it meant the first time she read it, standing in the rain. It was not a threat. It was Burrus’s plan, written down for her by the one man Burrus paid to keep such plans quiet. The graves. The stones with her name cut in them. The women who had buried husbands and sons up on that rise and never left it. Burrus meant to dig them out of the ground to lay his pipe, and Garcia had handed her that, four words on a card under a stone, over the open grave of the woman who had used her last breath to warn Jessica off him.

      She turned the card over and over in her fingers. The man had admitted he was a liar. He had admitted he was Burrus’s. The card could be a hook with a true thing on it — those were the kind that caught you. She knew all of that, and she was going to call the number in the morning regardless, because four words about a graveyard were the kind of thing a person could check, and the checking cost her nothing but a phone call and her pride.

      She set the card back on the nightstand, face-up this time.

      Then she got out of the bed and went to the window. The yard was a black sheet of water with the oaks heaving in it and the river beyond them risen out of its banks into the low pasture, catching what little light the storm let down. Her people were three hundred yards up that rise in the dark, under their stones, with the water climbing toward them. She stood at the glass a long time and was not afraid — not of the storm, not of the river, not of the man with the tired eyes who would not behave like the enemy he was. Her grandmother had been afraid of him. She found, standing there, that she was not, and she did not know yet whether that was her strength or the beginning of the trouble the old woman had spent her last breath trying to spare her.

      By the time the gray came up over the water and the rain wore down to a whisper, she had not slept, and she had settled two things in her own mind. She was going to keep them from taking the bottom. And she was going to call the number — to save the bottom, she told herself, and most of her believed it.

      Three miles up the river, in a white house on the highest ground in the county, a light burned in a window that looked down on all of it, and an old man sat behind a desk and watched the storm come and did not sleep either, because he never slept while a thing was still in motion, and a Grayson coming home was a thing in motion. He had waited forty years for this one. He could wait out a storm.

      The river ran. The graves waited. And the rain kept on until first light, when it quit all at once, the way Delta rain does, and left the whole drowned county steaming under a white sky.
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            THE NUMBER SHE CALLED
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        The more we talk, the more irresistible I find you, and I wait for the day you will actually exist in my world. This began as a flicker. It is on its way to becoming a fire — and I have never once, in my whole life, known how to leave a fire alone.

      

      

      She made him wait nine days.

      Nine days was discipline. Nine days was the lawyer reasserting herself over the woman, the cold western self climbing back up out of the warm Delta dark and buttoning its blouse and squaring its shoulders. In nine days she buried her grandmother properly, sat the wake, accepted the casseroles and the held hands and the she’s with the Lord now, child from women who had known her in pigtails. In nine days she drove the county and saw what had been done to it — the shuttered gin, the boarded square, the new Burrus Agricultural Solutions signs standing in fields where her childhood had happened, white and clean and obscene. In nine days she read every filing in the pipeline case until her eyes bled, and she understood that her grandmother had been losing, badly, alone, for two years, and that the law as it currently stood was going to let Hollis Burrus dig up the dead.

      And in nine days she did not call the number, and the not-calling was its own kind of touching, the way the space between two hands held close together is its own kind of touch — a charge, a heat, a thing that builds in the gap precisely because the gap is being kept.

      On the ninth night she called.

      He answered on the second ring, which told her he had been waiting, which told her the nine days had been his discipline too, and the knowledge that they had been doing the same hard thing apart went through her low and warm and she was glad of the dark of the porch so the river could not see her face.

      “Jessie.” Just her name. The way he said it — like a thing set down carefully, like a man laying a full glass on a table he isn’t sure is level.

      “How do you know that name.”

      A pause. Cicadas. The river. “Your grandmother,” he said. “Three years ago. Before any of this. I came up the river road to make Burrus’s first offer on the bottomland — a clean offer, a fair one, I thought, God help me I actually thought it was fair — and she met me on that porch with a shotgun across her lap and a glass of sweet tea poured for me on the rail.” She heard him breathe. “She made me drink the tea before she ran me off. And while I drank it she told me about a granddaughter out west who’d forgotten where her blood was buried. She said, that girl is going to come home one day to a fight, Mr. Garcia, and when she does, you had best decide which side of the river you’re standing on.” The river ran. “She called you Jessie. I’ve called you Jessie in my head for three years. I’m sorry. It slipped the leash at the grave.”

      Jessica sat down on the top step of her grandmother’s porch, slowly, because her legs had rather suddenly stopped being entirely reliable.

      “She never told me,” Jessica said. “About the tea. About any of it.”

      “She wouldn’t have. She was saving it. She saved everything, your grandmother, for the moment it would cut deepest.” A sound that might have been a laugh, or its grieved cousin. “I think she liked me. I think she’d have shot me dead on that porch and wept at my funeral, both, and meant both.”

      “That’s the truest thing you’ve said.”

      “Give it more time,” Daniel Garcia said. “I’m just getting started, Jessie.”

      And there it was — the flicker she had felt across the grave, leaping the gap, catching. She gripped the phone and she looked out at the dark river and she let it catch, just for a moment, just to feel it, the way you let a struck match burn down toward your fingers to know you’re still alive enough to feel the heat.

      “Tell me about the graves,” she said.

      He told her, and the telling took the better part of an hour, and by the end of it the sweet-talk was gone from his voice entirely and what was left was something flat and exhausted and clean, a man emptying his pockets onto a table. The pipeline corridor ran north-by-northeast straight through the Grayson bottomland because it was the only route that let Burrus avoid buying out the big soybean operations to the east — operations Burrus himself secretly owned, through three shell companies Daniel could name, so that the public route would enrich him twice. The graves stood in the corridor. Burrus’s lawyers had already drafted the disinterment petition under a state statute meant for highway projects, a statute nobody had ever pointed at a private pipe. The judge, Williamson, was not bought — Daniel was careful about that, almost protective of it — but Williamson was tired, and a tired honest judge is a different kind of danger than a crooked one, because you cannot shame him and you cannot buy him; you can only out-argue him, and Burrus had four firms and Jessica had a card and a river stone.

      “Why,” she said, when he was done. The porch had gone full dark. The fireflies had come up out of the wet grass and hung in the heavy air like the lanterns of a drowned town. “Why are you giving me all this. You’re handing me the rope to hang the man who made you.”

      “I know.”

      “Men don’t do that. Not men like you. There’s an angle. There’s always an angle. Burrus taught you there’s always an angle and you’d be a fool to throw away twenty years of teaching, so tell me the angle, Daniel, because I cannot let you near this fight or near —” she stopped. Or near me. She did not say it. The river heard it anyway. “I cannot let you near it until I know what you’re getting.”

      He was quiet so long she thought the call had dropped.

      “Come to the levee tomorrow,” he said. “Sundown. The old pump station above your land — you know the one, you’ll remember it, you can’t have forgotten the pump station.” She had not. She would never. It was where the children of the bottomland had gone to be wicked in the long-ago summers, the broke concrete and the rusted iron and the deep cold pool below the spillway where she had learned to swim and learned, later, other things. “I’ll show you the angle,” he said. “I’ll show you all of it. And then you can decide whether to use me or shoot me, and I swear before your grandmother’s God that I’ll stand still for either.”

      “That’s very gallant for a snake.”

      “I’m trying to molt,” he said, and this time the laugh was real, and it undid her a little, the way real things do. “Sundown, Jessie. Bring the shotgun if it helps. She’d want you to.”

      The line went dead. She sat on the dark step a long time with the phone warm in her hand, and the fireflies rose and fell, and the river ran, and she did not call Holt, and she did not call the firm out west, and she did not do a single one of the careful cold things the careful cold self would have done. She sat in the dark her grandmother had sat in for ninety years and she let herself want, just want, with no plan attached to the wanting, and it was the most reckless thing she had done since the night she fled, and it felt, God forgive her, like coming home.
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      She did not bring the shotgun. She brought herself, which was worse, and she knew it was worse, and she chose it anyway.

      Sundown on the Delta is not a moment; it is a long slow surrender, an hour of the sky giving itself away in colors that have no honest names — the bruised gold, the wound-red, the deep aching violet that comes last and lasts longest, the color of the inside of a closed eye. She drove the river road with the windows down and the hot wind in her hair and the radio off because the country was its own music — the cicadas, the frogs coming up, the far dogs, the river under everything like a held bass note — and when she came around the last bend and saw the old pump station black against the failing light and saw his car already there, and saw him standing at the broke lip of the spillway with his fine coat gone and his shirtsleeves rolled and his hands in his pockets looking down into the deep cold pool where she had learned to be a body in the world, her own body answered before her mind could stop it, that turning, that helpless exact turning, the compass finding its terrible north.

      He heard the truck and turned, and the dying light was on his face, and whatever was left of the snake’s tongue had been left behind with the coat. He looked, in that light, like what he had told her he was — a Gulf-flats boy Burrus had pulled off a derrick floor and dressed in a suit, a man with no graves of his own, grown now into someone who had spent so long pretending to feel things that he had catastrophically started.

      “You came,” he said.

      “I came to hear the angle.”

      “You came,” he said again, softer, like it was the only fact in the county that mattered, and she did not argue, because it was.

      He showed her the angle. He had brought it in a flat leather folio, and they sat on the warm broke concrete with a foot of charged air between them and the violet coming on, and he laid it out the way a penitent lays out sins — the shell companies, the doubled enrichment, the disinterment petition, a memo in Burrus’s own initials that called her grandmother’s graves a soft obstacle, removable, and Jessica read that and went very still, and Daniel watched her go still and said, low, “I drafted around that memo for two years. I made it sound like progress. That’s the angle, Jessie. That’s all of it. There’s no clever play, no long con, no card up the sleeve. The angle is that I am tired down to the bone of being the man who makes a soft obstacle, removable sound like progress, and somewhere up that river there’s a girl in a stone with your name on her, dead a hundred years, who wore it harder, and I would like — before I die, before Burrus finds out and ends me, which he will — I would like to have stood on the right side of the river one time. Once. That’s the whole angle. It’s not even a good one. It won’t hold up in court. But it’s true, and I haven’t had a true one in twenty years, and I’m so —”

      She kissed him.

      She had not decided to. That was the thing she would tell herself after, in the long nights to come, and it would be the truest lie she ever told, because the body had decided days ago, at the grave, in the rain, and the mind had only just now run out of arguments fast enough to stop it. She kissed him the way the heat had kissed her on the platform — completely, and without asking — and for one suspended second he held perfectly still, a man who cannot believe the door has opened, and then the stillness broke and his hand came up into her hair and the folio slid off both their laps into the spillway pool below and neither of them heard it go.

      He tasted of bourbon and rain that hadn’t fallen yet. His hand at the back of her skull was not gentle and was not rough; it was sure, surer than anything in her thin-edged western life had ever been, and she made a sound against his mouth that she did not recognize as her own, and the violet light lay down over the two of them and the broke concrete and the cold pool and the rising frogs, and somewhere a hundred years up the river the dead women in the stones turned over once, slow, the way the satisfied dead do, and went back to their long sleep.

      He pulled back once — just once, an inch, his forehead against hers, both of them breathing like they’d run the levee. “Tell me to stop,” he said, wrecked. “Tell me you only want me because I handed you the rope, and I’ll get in the car. Eyes open, Jessie. I have to know your eyes are open.”

      “They’ve been open since the rain,” she said. “Since the grave. You’re the one who’s
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