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				Women are never virgins. Purity is a negative state and therefore contrary to nature.

				—William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury

			

		

	
		
			
				• Contents •

				Retrospective

			  About the Author

			  Acknowledgments

			  Credits

			  Copyright

			  About the Publisher

		  

		

	
		
			
				• Retrospective •

			  1.

				Libby learned of her ex-husband’s move back to the old homeplace the way such information was usually gathered in Roma, Kentucky: through contact with a barely tolerated acquaintance, in Super Wal-Mart, at the unhappy convergence of circumstance and Frozen Foods. Nita Greene, who was supposedly kin to Libby through her mother’s side and several generations back, blocked Libby’s path with her shopping cart, leaned in conspiratorially, and whispered, “You know about Stephen and that woman, don’t you?” before Libby had time to realize she’d been cornered. Libby was holding a bag of broccoli florets, and she dropped them into her shopping cart almost guiltily.

				“I’m sorry?”

				“Stephen,” Nita repeated, face flushed with—yes, Libby was sure of it—the pleasure of knowing that she had gotten to her first. “He and his new wife’s building out on his people’s property, where the two of you had that farmhouse. Bonnie Brentwood told me that the frame went up over the weekend.”

				“That a fact,” Libby said, leaning on her cart a little.

				“Sure enough,” Nita said. Now she smiled sympathetically. “I know it’s strange, hon, but I figured you ought to hear it from a friend before the gossip mill starts running.”

				Libby couldn’t look at her. “That’s good of you.”

				“Anytime,” Nita said, and in another moment Libby was alone. The whole conversation had transpired so quickly that she couldn’t be rightly sure it had happened, excepting the physical evidence: the lingering smell of Nita’s lavender bouquet, her own white-knuckle grip on the blue plastic handle of her shopping cart.

				Stephen was building on the homeplace.

				She drove home from Wal-Mart in a daze of memory and vague bad feeling. It was the way she’d felt in the first year after her mother died: cleaning house, preparing dinner, going through the motions of a day, and realizing again—and again—that her mother was gone. That sense of reverberating loss. When she parked her car and unloaded her groceries, making that frustrating second trip to get all of the bags inside, she went to her bedroom and lay down on the bed, stunned. This, she believed, was Stephen’s final act of betrayal, and also somehow the worst.

				She forced herself up and into the kitchen after an hour spent staring at the ceiling, then prepared the meal she’d been looking forward to all day: a nicely marbled filet, sliced thick and cooked rare; a side of home fries. She ate with the familiar mix of emotions that accompanied such an indulgence—deep satisfaction, guilt, distraction—in a manner that had also grown familiar to her through years and practice: seated on a bar stool at her kitchen island, pulled up close to a 10-inch black-and-white television. Libby wasn’t any good at being single; her loneliness dismayed and embarrassed her. She was a woman who had defined her worth through her abilities to please others, and eating by herself was a ritual of the most painful sort. But she’d eaten often in the kitchen as a young mother, retreating to its smells and heat as a reprieve from the demands of her sons, and taking her meals here was a comfort. It made her situation seem temporary—a matter of choice. On television, the six p.m. entertainment news program was doing a feature on “Oscar Fashions,” and Libby learned that dark nail polish was back in vogue—but only if the nails were worn short and neat—and that, if the Golden Globes were any indication, the hair trend would be soft, romantic, and artfully disheveled. Libby’s own hair, at fifty, was a yellow-brown that wanted to be gray, that could be perceived as gray if the lighting were bad. She wore it most days pinned back, half up and half down, with a Goody barrette. She kept a spray of thick bangs to hide her high forehead.

				After eating, she went down to the basement with a flashlight and a sweater, hunkered awkwardly beside the Rubbermaid tub where she’d been storing the photos and mementos from her other life, and spent two hours sorting, stopping every now and then—too often—to fix her waning flashlight beam on some picture, particularly those with the old farmhouse in the background. Seeing it again this way, a blurry impression behind the smiling faces of Stephen and the boys and even herself, gave Libby a chill. She had spent the five most difficult years of her life in that two-bedroom shack—the first years of her marriage to Stephen—and she had spent the worst afternoon of her life there, too. She’d sworn never to go back. But here she was, wading into these memories again, hating Stephen all the more because his image, his smile, made her ache for him as much as for her old and better self. She threw all of the pictures from the homeplace back into the Rubbermaid tub, then all of the photos of Stephen except for two, and she weeded out the pictures of her sons—the ones that began after their move into town, the school photos and Christmas photos and studio shots of them as babies—and placed those in her stack, to keep.

				Jaime and Sean were both grown and out of the house, living separate lives: Jaime a half-hour away in Bowling Green with his wife, a girl he’d met during college, and Sean in Louisville, playing minor league baseball and probably doing things that Libby didn’t care to know about. Upon returning from the basement, Libby called them both and told them that they could come home and take whatever pictures and mementos they wanted; she would throw out the rest. Sean said, with exaggerated regret, that he didn’t have any storage space. “Do what you need to do, Mama,” he added gravely, as though he were granting her a difficult favor.

				Jaime, however, was quiet for a moment, characteristically thoughtful. “You sound upset,” he said. “Everything okay?”

				“Well, you know,” Libby said. “I hear he’s building out at the homeplace. Threw me a little.”

				“It makes sense,” Jaime said. “The land’s just sitting there.”

				He didn’t know what happened there so many years ago, and Libby fought a sudden urge, selfish and destructive, to blurt it out. “I just have a lot of memories attached to that place,” she said instead. “Good ones and bad ones. And the good ones are about as difficult as the bad these days.”

				“I know what you mean,” he said. “All right, then. I’ll look through them. It might be fun.”

				He came down that weekend, leaving his wife, Ashley, in Bowling Green—a turn of events that pleased Libby more than she would ever tell him—and spent hours in the basement with a file box and a Sharpie, organizing and discarding, fastidious as always. Saturday night, over fried chicken and mashed potatoes, his favorite meal since childhood, Jaime told Libby that he’d kept about half: “The ones with me and Sean, plus a few others. Good riddance to the rest.”

				“You sure?”

				He nodded.

				She looked down at her plate, steeling herself, and made her old, halfhearted plea, honed now by time—six years—and repetition: “He’s still your father. He was a good dad to you and Sean.”

				“That’s bull and you know it.”

				“He didn’t lay a hand on you,” Libby said. “He coached all your sports. Spent time with you. He did better than most of my friends’ husbands, and I can’t take that away from him no matter what he’s done since.” She sighed. She couldn’t.

				“I’m tired, Mama,” Jaime said. “I love you, but I’m tired of this martyr shit of yours. He was a bastard, okay? A grouch when we were kids and a cheater when we got old enough to know better. If he gave a damn about his family, he wouldn’t have been so quick to throw it away for a piece of ass.”

				“Watch your mouth,” Libby said, scraping their plates—bones in the trash, the rest in the garbage disposal. But she felt satisfied, and guilty for the satisfaction. She had promised herself that she would never play games with her and Stephen’s children. Had she?

				“You’re going to have a kid of your own one of these days,” she told him. “And you’ll want it to know its granddaddy, even if you don’t believe that now.”

				He rose and helped her load plates into the dishwasher, oddly quiet. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.”

				She patted his arm. “You’re a good boy,” she said. “Go on now. Sit. I made a butter cake.”

				He didn
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