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The thing about knowing everyone’s secrets is that nobody knows you know.

I learned this in my first week on the job, seventeen years ago, when I delivered a certified letter to Earl Pickett at 14 Clover Lane and watched his face go the colour of old milk. I didn’t know what was in the envelope. I didn’t need to. The way he snatched it and pressed it against his chest, glancing left and right like I might be working for whoever sent it - that told me everything about Earl Pickett that his cheerful waves and Christmas card had not.

People forget the mail carrier sees them. We become furniture. Moving furniture, sure, but furniture nonetheless. You don’t worry about what the lamp thinks of you.

My name is Nora Bell, and for seventeen years I have been the lamp.

I drive a 1998 Ford Econoline van that smells permanently of rubber bands and old coffee. The van is white, or was white, and the passenger seat is stacked with trays of sorted mail by 6:45 every morning, which means I’m at the Clover Hollow post office by 6:30, which means I’m awake at 5:15, which means I’ve had this same argument with my alarm clock 6,205 times and lost every one. My route covers forty-one miles of Vermont back road, 312 delivery points, and one covered bridge that I have to fold the side mirror in to clear, which I forgot to do exactly twice in seventeen years. The second time, I lost the mirror entirely. It’s still in Hester Prout’s rose bed. She uses it as a birdbath.

Clover Hollow has a population of 847, down from 1,200 in 1990, up from 820 last year when the Petersons moved in with their four kids and their enormous dog, which is always loose, which always chases the van, which I have made a kind of peace with. His name is Butterscotch and he’s mostly teeth. We have an understanding.

The town sits in the valley between Jasper Hill and the ridge locals call the Spine, and in October it is the most beautiful place on earth, which is the only reason anyone would put up with January. Main Street has a diner, a hardware store, a post office, a bakery that serves cinnamon rolls that could bring a man to religion, and a volunteer fire department operating out of a building that used to be a two-car garage. There is one stoplight. It blinks yellow on Tuesdays for reasons nobody has ever adequately explained.

I moved here in April of 2007. Before that, I lived somewhere else. I don’t talk about it.

This is not evasion. This is efficiency. People in small towns will fill whatever silence you leave them, and if you stay quiet long enough about where you came from, they eventually decide you were always here. That’s what I wanted. To have always been here. To be furniture in the nicest possible sense - solid, reliable, part of the room.

It mostly worked.

My house is a yellow colonial on Finch Street, three blocks from the post office, with a mailbox shaped like a covered bridge that I bought at a craft fair in 2009 and have felt ambivalent about ever since. The mailbox is technically unnecessary, given that I am the mail carrier and could simply take my own mail from the truck, but Dolores Finch - no relation to the street - insists on the formality of separate delivery, citing postal regulations I have never been able to verify and suspect she invented.

Dolores is the postmistress. She has been the postmistress since Gerald Ford was president, or so she implies. She is seventy-one years old, four foot eleven in her orthopaedic shoes, and is to small-town gossip what a nuclear reactor is to electricity: theoretically manageable but best treated with caution and protective gear. She has a collection of ceramic roosters on the shelf above the sorting table - fourteen of them, each with a name, each with a personality she will describe in detail if you show the slightest interest and also if you do not.

“Morning, Nora,” she said, when I came in that Tuesday in September. She was sorting envelopes with the focused efficiency of a cardsharp, not looking up. “There’s a package for the Grubb woman. Fragile. She ordered more of those ceramic dipping bowl sets, I expect. She ordered three in August and I don’t know what a person does with three sets of ceramic dipping bowls unless she’s planning to serve soup to an army.”

“Morning, Dolores.” I hung up my jacket and started checking my tray. “Where’s the fragile?”

“Back shelf, yellow tag. Also you have a certified for the Whitmore property. New tenant.”

I paused. The old Whitmore place, at the end of Maple Ridge Road, had been sitting empty for eight months, since Ernie Whitmore’s nephew finally gave up trying to sell it and put it on a long-term rental listing. I’d been watching the driveway for a moving truck. “Someone moved in?”

“Saturday. I saw the truck myself. One man, mid-thirties, very pleasant face. He came in to set up his box on Monday.” Dolores aligned a stack of catalogues with a precision that suggested they had personally offended her. “Cash Moreau. From Connecticut, he said, which is what people say when they don’t want to specify further. He paid six months of box rental in advance. In cash. Which is what people do when they’re not planning to leave but don’t want to say so.”

I filed this away. In my experience, Dolores was right about people’s intentions roughly eighty percent of the time, which beat any other intelligence-gathering option in Clover Hollow by a significant margin. The remaining twenty percent tended to be dramatic.

“What do you make of him?” I asked, though I knew the question would cost me.

Dolores set down her envelopes. This was the conversational equivalent of someone cracking their knuckles before a piano recital. “Now that reminds me,” she said. “In 1994, we had a man move into the Barker cottage - you don’t remember, you weren’t here - name of Terrence Gill. Very pleasant face. Came in, paid his box rental, very polite, very private. Turned out he was a regional manager for a discount carpet company. Which isn’t interesting except that he fell in love with Helen Barker’s sister, and they had the most dramatic breakup in Clover Hollow history, which resulted in the garden party incident of 1996, which I cannot fully describe to you because some of the parties involved still live here, but I will say that a considerable amount of cucumber salad was involved and there were consequences.”

I waited. There was always a landing.

“My point,” Dolores said, picking up her envelopes again, “is that very pleasant faces are the ones you watch.”

I took my tray, my certified letter, and my fragile package, and I went to work.

The route runs roughly counterclockwise from the post office - out Maple Ridge, down through the hollow, up along Creek Road, back through the centre of town and out to the farms on the east side. I know it the way I know the layout of my own kitchen: without thinking, my hands ahead of my brain, the decisions already made before I’m aware I’m making them.

First stop, as always: the cluster of rural boxes at the top of Maple Ridge.

I noticed the new name on box 31 as I sorted: C. MOREAU, written in clean block letters on a strip of white tape, the kind you make with a labelmaker. Precise. The old box had WHITMORE scrawled in permanent marker, the W half-worn off. I put his mail in - a water bill, a hardware store circular, and one piece of first-class mail with a Connecticut return address - and moved on.

The rest of the morning went the way mornings go: Mrs. Okafor at number 8 was waiting on her porch and wanted to know if the package with the blue dot was her compression socks or her daughter’s birthday present, because she’d ordered both from the same website and couldn’t remember which was which. I helped her determine it was the compression socks. She seemed genuinely delighted by this. The Henderson boys - fourteen and twelve, home-schooled, running loose on a Tuesday morning - flagged me down at the Creek Road boxes to ask if I’d seen their cat. I had not seen their cat. I had, however, seen it twice last week sitting on Patsy Grubb’s porch like it owned the property, which I didn’t mention because the Hendersons and Patsy have been in a low-grade property-line dispute for three years and the cat would only make it worse.

Patsy.

My route has forty-one stops that I think of as weather systems. Some are calm. Some are partly cloudy. Patsy Grubb is a Category Three.

She runs the bakery on Main Street - Grubb’s, which has been a source of gentle mockery since 1987, when her late husband Roy opened it and she apparently did not object to putting his surname on the window. The cinnamon rolls are extraordinary. I have never met anyone in Clover Hollow who disputes this. The rolls have a specific architectural quality, layered in a way that suggests genuine structural ambition, and they smell like what happiness would smell like if happiness were a baked good. I eat one every Friday. I have eaten one every Friday for seventeen years, with the exception of three weeks in 2019 when the bakery was closed for a health inspection dispute that nobody ever fully explained and that Patsy absolutely refuses to discuss.

She lives in the house at the end of Clover Lane - a large Victorian that Roy left her, painted a particular shade of yellow that Patsy calls “buttercup” and everyone else calls “alarming.” The porch is decorated with seasonal items that change with almost military precision. It was September, so there were gourds. A great many gourds. Arranged in patterns that suggested either folk art or mild obsession.

I pulled up with her mail - three catalogues, a bill, and the fragile package from the post office.

She was on the porch before I’d rolled to a stop, which meant
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