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Three locusts clung to the kitchen window screen.

The refrigerator hummed.

Outside, the wind moved through the milo.

Sally had abandoned the subject of Old Greeny and was now explaining why Mrs. Harlan’s grandson was an idiot.

Sanderson McCaffrey mostly listened.

Every now and then he’d nod.

Or grunt.

Or say something like, “Yep.”

Which was usually enough.

“...and then he backed right into the ditch. He said he was checking the depth.”

“With the truck?”

“That’s what he said.”

Sanderson laughed.

The sound surprised both of them.

The older he got, the less he laughed.

Not because he was unhappy.

Just because most things stopped being surprising after a while.

Sally reached for the tea pitcher.

“May I?”

“Go ahead.”

She filled her glass.

The refrigerator hummed.

Old Greeny was still running and still ugly.

Sanderson’s late wife, Mary, had hated that name. Not enough to stop saying it, but enough to complain every time Sanderson did.

Outside, the wind moved through the field.

A few moments passed.

“Think we’ll get another freeze this year?”

“No.”

“You said that last year.”

“I was right.”

“We got one.”

“We got cold.”

“Same thing.”

“It ain’t.”

Sally rolled her eyes.

She was twelve, which meant eye rolling had become part of the language.

Sanderson let it pass.

He had learned, raising a daughter, that not every argument needed a judge.

The kitchen settled again.

The three locusts stayed where they were.

One old shell hung loose from the screen.

Sally ate another bite.

“You ever gonna buy a new truck?”

“No.”

“You always say that.”

“I always mean it.”

“What’s wrong with new trucks?”

“They think too much.”

“Trucks don’t think.”

“The new ones do.”

She smiled.

“They do not.”

“They absolutely do. Every time one breaks down, you gotta plug a computer into it so it can tell you how confused it is.”

Sally laughed into her tea.

Sanderson smiled and looked down at his plate.

That laugh was Mary’s.

Not, all the way.

Not exactly.

But enough to make the house feel different for a second.

Sally looked toward the refrigerator.

“If I get married someday, can I have Old Greeny?”

Sanderson looked over at it.

“You want that thing?”

“It still works.”

“So does a shovel.”

“You gonna answer?”

“If it’s still running, it’s yours.”

Sally nodded like a deal had been struck in front of witnesses.

“Good.”

“You got somebody picked out?”

“No.”

“Then don’t start measuring doorways.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were.”

“I was thinking ahead.”

“At twelve?”

“Especially at twelve.”

Sanderson shook his head and took another bite.

The conversation drifted somewhere else.

Then somewhere else again.

The way supper conversations usually do.

Finally:

“Daddy?”

“Yeah?”

“If somebody comes by while you’re gone, what am I supposed to tell them?”

“Depends on who it is.”

“One of them.”

Sanderson looked up from his plate.

“Which one of them?”

Sally shrugged.

“Them.”

A few seconds passed.

Then Sanderson nodded.

“Been a while since we talked about that.”

“I remember.”

“Repeat it back.”

Sally made a face.

“I haven’t forgot.”

“Sometimes you’re twelve.”

She smiled.

“If you tell me to get back in the house, I get back in the house.”

“Yep.”

“If you tell me to stay inside, I stay inside.”

“Right.”

She took another bite.

A minute passed.

“And if you say it the other way?”

Sanderson reached for his tea.

“If I say it the other way, you already know.”

Sally nodded.

The conversation moved on.

The next morning, Sanderson saw the dust before he saw the car.

He was under the shed roof with the hood up on the ’72 Chevy, tightening a belt he had tightened twice already that month. Sally sat on an overturned bucket with a coffee can full of mixed bolts between her feet. She had sorted them by size for twenty minutes, then by usefulness, then by rust. 

“Company,” she said.

Sanderson stepped out from under the shade.

The car came down the road slow.

Too slow for a neighbor.

Too clean for a feed salesman.

Too sure of itself for anybody lost.

White sedan.

State Government plates.

Sanderson wiped his hands on a rag.

“Finish them bolts.”

Sally looked at the car.

Then at him.

“Yes sir.”

The sedan rolled past the first shed and stopped near the barn.

A man stepped out with a leather folder under one arm and a hat that looked like it had been bought after someone told him he was going to visit a farm.

He was younger than Sanderson expected.

Mid-thirties, maybe.

Clean shirt.

Clean boots.

He shut the car door and looked around.

That was the first thing Sanderson didn’t like.

Not the looking.

Everybody looked.

It was the way he did it.

Like everything had already been judged part of a report.

“Mr. McCaffrey?”

“Depends.”

The man gave a polite smile.

“Ted Harper. Texas Department of Agriculture.”

“Then it don’t depend.”

Ted held out a hand.

Sanderson let him hold it there long enough to feel it, then shook it.

Mary would have expected that much.

Ted glanced toward the field.

“That’s a fine stand.”

“It is.”

“Drought’s been hard on everyone else.”

“Been hard here too.”

Ted looked from the field back to Sanderson.

Sanderson did not help him.

The silence lasted long enough for Ted to open his folder.

“We’ve had some questions come up about your production numbers.”

“Government usually does.”

Ted almost smiled.

“Three harvests last year.”

“Co-op has the receipts.”

“And you verified the deliveries.”

“I delivered the grain.”

Ted looked toward the milo again.

The field stood high and red-headed beyond the yard, running south and west toward the lower forty. The land dipped there, not much, but enough. Sanderson’s father had always said that was where the farm remembered things.

Sanderson had been eighteen when he understood that wasn’t a joke.

Ted closed the folder halfway.

“Mind if I walk the property?”

“Yes.”

Ted paused.

“Is that yes you mind, or yes I can walk it?”

“Yes.”

Sally dropped a bolt into the wrong coffee can.

It rang sharp.

Sanderson didn’t look at her.

Ted looked from father to daughter.

“I’m not here to cause trouble.”

Sanderson nodded.

“That’d be a first.”

The inspection took most of the morning.

Ted asked questions.

Sanderson answered some.

The upper field.

The north fence.

The irrigation lines.

The equipment shed.

The grain bins.

The receipts from the co-op.

All of it normal enough if a man didn’t know what he was looking at.

All of it wrong enough if he did.

The numbers were too high.

The soil was too dry.

The yield was too steady.

The farm did not behave like farms behaved.

Ted knew that.

Sanderson saw the knowing settle in.

A little at a time.

Like fever.

Around noon, Sally brought out two glasses of tea.

She handed one to Sanderson first and the other to Ted.

Ted accepted it.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

She did not smile.

Ted took a drink.

“That’s good tea.” 

Sally nodded, her index finger twitching as the eye contact lasted a bit too long. Then Sanderson knew and sighed. 

“It’s tea.”

Sanderson almost laughed.

Ted glanced at him.

“She yours?”

Sanderson looked at him.

Ted corrected himself.

“Your daughter, I mean.”

Sanderson drank his tea.

“Yep.”

“She
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