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I stood staring at the wooden shelves down in the root cellar. A line of canned corn stretching to the horizon. Or, at least the dark far corner of the cellar. But the one right at my eyes, right in front of me, was the last one that Everett had helped us can. It was his handwriting on the little yellowed scrap of paper tied to the bale of the jar. 

He didn’t write well or confidently. Having a big, schoolboy scrawl, that you could see the pauses in— especially if he was unsure about what he was spelling. His neat and perfect knot in the yarn that tied the note. The month and year written with greater care than my sister or I ever bothered to. 

I couldn’t seem to reach out and grab it. I’d been so resentful coming downstairs, appetite dampened by my sister saying “corn casserole, you think?” to me, and flapping her hand down the stairs toward the cellar, for me to go collect the corn.

Sick of corn— guts full of it, piss colored by it. But the children ate corn casserole with the sort of ravenousness that made my sister glad. 

There was an unexpected grief with the death of Everett. It crept up on me. Mourning Everett was like a mouse in the house of my mind. Popping out unexpectedly and startling me. Taking small things from me, to leave me wondering where it had gone. Making little scritching noises to distract while I worked at other tasks.

Of course Everett was everywhere on this farm. It was his farm, and he’d made it into something grand. The farmhouse had been built by his great grandparents, when they first came from up north— still speaking Acadian French. Everett’s father Ellis built the barns. Everett built the bunkhouse for workers. The family portraits— including propped up dead siblings— lay quiet and frequently dusted on our mantelpiece. The chairs he caned. The table he sanded. The pump he kept working. The tin tub he fell on as a boy, that gave him a scar on his forehead, above his right eyebrow, a little cleft making him constantly look worried, though he wasn’t a worrier.

Somehow, this god-forsaken Last Jar though was strumming my heart with the kind of force that could make me shiver. 

Family is hungry, sister dear.

He called me sister dear unfailingly. It had no insincerity to it, no mawkishness. I could tell it was how he thought of me. With complete guilelessness and unconditionality. When he spoke of me to the family, it was how I was titled. When he spoke of me to outsiders, I was Sister Tremblay— or Miss Tremblay if he wasn’t familiar with them. I could hear his voice so easily on the farm. Especially outside, especially in the rustle of the corn. Though of course, there was nothing to rustle in winter, and no reason to be out-of-doors if it could be avoided.




I cried before anyone else at his deathbed did. Of course his wife, my sister, was shocked. I knew her heart, as I couldn’t ever fail to. She felt like she was dropping— from a great height, with nothing to stop her, only sky all around. She couldn’t grieve yet, she was in free fall. His brother, Eli was a hard man. Who loved him, but wouldn’t have wept regardless. His grandfather— still alive, outliving Everett’s parents and grandmother— eventually cried with me. One hand in mine, the other on Everett’s rapidly cooling arm. 

But I cried first, because when I saw his working face go still, some sort of elemental warmth leaving him in one easy breath, I knew I’d never hear ‘sister dear’ again. Desperately I tried to claw back the last time he would have said it. 

When death is sudden, the obsession to go over and over the last few minutes, hours and days becomes a well-trodden and unlovely road. Destination never in sight, just exhaustion. So I tried to think— was it when I brought him his lunch in the field? When I handed him the paper? When I took his squalling son from his big hands? When I poured us tea? When I sniffed the corn whiskey he brewed and made a moue of disgust? “Thank you sister dear.” “Go to sister dear.” “I know it ain’t much to your taste, sister dear.”

I still did. In quiet moments, when I was sad, when I needed him the most. When my sister, his wife, was bad. When the children ran roughshod. When I couldn’t fix or lift something on my own. When I read an article that would make him sigh and shake his head. When I had to sharpen a scythe out in the barn. When the fear of town struck me silly. When I needed him. I’d think of any of those possible last times he’d called me by my special name. And I missed my brother worse.

But it meant I could play his voice perfectly in my head. My brain is a perfect mimic of Everett. And though it hurt me to play those possible last times I worried if I ever stopped, I’d lose the ability.

So I did it again, staring at the Last Jar.

Well, get to it, sister dear. Family is hungry.

I reached out, and to the left. Taking a different jar. One I had done. Let someone else come down and lay hands on it. Let someone else crack open the baling top and let out some essential last bit of Everett. God willing one of the children would come down, try to reach it with their still-short arms, and it would fall with a crash and a wet, golden mess all over the dirt floor. 
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For the first seventeen years of my life I was known by my unit; the girls. As in “where are the girls?” “Have the girls finished their chores?” “Are the girls in bed?” “Girls, when will you act like ladies?”

I didn’t think of myself as an individual until my sister got married. Her marriage, her standing at the altar and smiling up at big Everett was the thing that finally set me free of being one of a pair. I was just allowed to be a sister. 

Weird, troublesome, single Paulitha. Helping sister Johnette get dressed for her wedding and suddenly single. Johnette never got to be anything other than the pepper to someone else’s salt; first me, then Everett. Even after he died, she was paired to his ghost. The widow Bernart. I remained sister Tremblay.




And yet… We were always called the Tremblay sisters. The farm was Bernart— no disputing that. Directions given to strangers would call it such. But who lived on the Bernart farm? The Tremblay sisters lived on the Bernart farm. I didn’t know if my sister lost her married name to the force of her widowhood or my spinster power. It was impossible for the Bernart farm to be anything but— Everett and his blood was all around. Practically a red glow over the sweetest butter-sugar corn in the county. The wind thrummed on stormy nights like his bass voice. His parents, grandmother, and all other ancestors, at least as far back as his great grandparents were all buried up at the churchyard… and him now too. But nothing remained of them there, under their gravestones. All of them, all of the truth of the Bernarts, colored the leaves and grass of Bernart farm. But we were the Tremblay sisters. 




Before even that, before my birth, of course, Johnette was named after our father; as I was too. John Paul Tremblay, the one reporter for the town of Anwohsinook 

There had been a brief, and passionate but small push to rename Anwohsinook to Caldwell— one of the big families in town. While the business council was all for it, and the Caldwells themselves, obviously, there was a surprising and silent up-welling of total resistance to the idea of the name change— any change at all. And so it remained Anwohsinook without further conversation or debate. 

My father was a good man; or that was to say, kind. Unfailingly kind. And certainly bright. Quick to make connections, see patterns, spit out a smart turn of phrase. Johnette got that from him.

But not a strong man. No one could say he was firm, not one to be combative, or even confrontational. He would occasionally write fiery, but he’d never speak fiery. They said that’s why he married Zipporah.

Anwohsinook had gone through about two generations of having a mania for pulling out names for children from the old testament. Likely begun when a traveling preacher had come through. Someone who’s favorite subject had been the flood and hellfire— not necessarily in that order.

It was a shame our mother, Zipporah, had been born a woman. Born a man, she’d be a preacher herself— nation-known. Or more likely, the greatest carny known in the states. Whatever fire John Paul lacked, Zipporah had an overabundance.

In my memory, and in truth, every decision I ever witnessed was hers. The most he would do was nod in agreement. I never even saw him avert his eyes in disagreement. His money was handed to her— which was for the best— along with an inability to speak up, he wasn’t good at holding onto money either. Always ending up with neighbors, or in a “promising” investment. She directed most of his articles, he was merely the wordsmith. Of course she told him how to vote. And what to write about campaigns and politicians.

Though his byline was always on the front page of the Advocate, the understanding was that Zipporah had told him what to write, and what to write about.




My mother, like many mothers, ought not to have been one. Johnette and I were weights on her that pulled her to the bottom of the ocean. When I first thought consciously about the fact that we were named after our father, I wondered how that had even come to be. It seemed so unlike my mother— having already given up her surname, how absurd that she named the daughters she’d birthed after a mere man— her husband or no. It came to me in a flash, writing my name in a primer. It was because we weren’t hers. We were of no interest to her. Like a bauble picked up from a shop counter and then put back down because it failed a test of taste, we passed out of her mind as easily. It seemed likely that my sister and I were perhaps a step or two above a piece of embroidery; something that had been worked on for a few months, and once finished, put away and forgotten.

My mother was never cruel, and since our father was terribly loving, the most we suffered was a benign neglect. Hair tending to tangle, being called wild or unladylike. Both of us had been called too smart for our own good and untidy. Hearing other children get beaten, or sent to bed early (or sent to bed at all!) was a shock to me. We were more like four adults living in a household in tenuous agreement. Two lovers and two sisters kept together only by habit.

We ate together, but merely because it was the one thing my father set his foot down on. Our mother didn’t necessarily eat with us. She may not have been family minded but she was certainly community minded. Again, a shame for her to be born a woman. On every board she was allowed on, the speaker at every town meeting, the leader of all women’s clubs. She likely would have been mayor if she’d been allowed.




The two of us got a little bit worse in every way we could have once our father died. There seemed to be so little tying us to anything but each other. A home that didn’t feel like ours, a mother who wasn’t a mother, our one true parent dead. We floated; those wispy clouds of late winter, like drawn-far cotton. Speaking to each other only, and then, rarely. Breaking the day up by our little vegetable patch in the summer, foraging in the spring and fall, reading for hours every day and taking long, rambling walks, often ending up at our father’s gravestone.

And then one day, even Zipporah was gone. Living a town over, apparently, with a dark haired man. Johnette, now going by ‘Nettie,’ at least in town, suggested we go looking for her. I wondered why. While Nettie made plans; drawing maps, suggesting a door-knocking campaign of a search, I continued to shrug.

We had a home. We had our father’s gravestone. We each had an inheritance— not much, but enough to buy us whatever we couldn’t grow for decades to come. Nettie was an exceptional bee charmer, and could find medicine anywhere in the woods. I painted portraits when I had the supplies, and did fine needlework for those that could afford it in town. To my mind, we’d been surviving before Zipporah left. Now we were surviving and it was quieter.




Nettie and I looked nothing alike. I looked like John Paul, she looked like Zipporah and we both bemoaned our fates as such. Nettie white-blonde with sky blue eyes. Hair straight, hanging around her face like a knight’s helm. Prone to grease and making her look like a slick weasel when unwashed. But where Zipporah was tall and strong, looking like a white-crowned Valkyrie, Nettie was small, dollish. I had the same moth-brown hair as our father; cow licked, voluminous and untameable. The no-color eyes most like dirty water when it iced over. I got Zipporah’s height, at least. Her absurdly long fingers, our wrists and elbows folding thinly like a praying mantis, swaying alien-like when we walked. On her it had been interesting and exotic, if not lovely. On me, it was merely eerie and off-putting. Not a beauty, not set aside Nettie’s high-sky coloring; her white and blue, her red lips and red nose and vein-less, pore-less skin.

It was no wonder to me that Nettie became our de facto contact with the outside world. Unless I was actively having a subject sit for their portraiture, I rarely went off our land to town. She sold our products, such as they were, and returned with our necessities, small though they were.

Being in the hustle and bustle was exhausting to me. Nor had I any charm or ease with people. Nettie may not have been charming either, but she had the cool calmness of Zipporah and John Paul’s quickness with words, so people enjoyed her. I just watched bemusement and confusion go over other people’s faces when talking with me.

When I asked Nettie why that was, what the difference was, she only hugged me.

“I don’t know Paw, I just know you’re the only person I like to talk to. Guess that makes you better than everyone else.”

Nettie had been unable to pronounce Paulitha as a small child, when I’d first been born. I think I remembered her arms and care best, even over my father. Surely she’d most often done my bathing, my powdering, my changing. And being unable to get her little tongue around ‘Paulitha,’ had settled on Paw and never called me by any other name.

Because of her cleverness, ease and simple prettiness I was unsurprised when she blithely and with a Zipporah-like disinterest, said she was being courted. I nodded; that made sense. If I was better than everyone else, Nettie was certainly more lovable than anyone else. I was more surprised that it had taken the men of Anwohsinook so long to try.

Everett Bernart was slightly too old for Nettie; in both our opinions. And perhaps in the opinion of the town. I think most folks, including his own people, were just relieved he was finally sitting with some woman, come evening. Just a shame it was one of those Tremblay girls.

He took absolutely no advantage. He sat in our front room with the both of us there unfailingly. Bringing tea, thread, flowers, the golden-sweet corn from his own fields, cake from his mother, deer meat from his brother and cousins. He listened calmly and happily to Nettie’s chatter. He asked awed questions of all the books in the home, what we had read. He was appallingly impressed with our reading. Admitting that the only things he’d really read, and apparently not with any closeness, was the Old Testament, the Farmer’s Almanac and Treasure Island. He said the almanac was useful, but the only one he’d really enjoyed was Treasure Island.

They courted for perhaps four months. He proposed with his great grandmother’s ring. He asked for my sister’s hand from me. I’d flown out of my rocking chair and kissed him— three times, in a flurry of either scratchy cheek. He’d been flustered and chuckled, pale skin going cherry red.

“Take that as a ‘yes’ sister dear?” he’d asked, still chuckling, feeling brave with his assumptive ‘sister.’

And I’d been sister dear ever since that day.
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The wedding had been strange. Nettie was calm, cool, collected, but very happy. I was glad she’d had no chills, no unnameable dread. All of which she was prone to. Twitches in her upper eyelid, shaking hands, a cold sensation in her chest, an inch that couldn’t be relieved on her scalp. All signs of some upcoming, awful something.

I was also cool, but because I was living through a real shock. I felt like a shucked ear of corn. First leaf, father. Second leaf, mother. Third leaf, sister.

But having sister shucked away left me truly nude, flesh open to air and sun, wind and rain. Able to be plucked and eaten by any fly-by bird. Because I’d always been one of two. The girls. The Tremblay sisters.

She would go on to be part of a new pair. The Bernarts. Perhaps ‘the young’ Bernarts. Bride of Everett. Everett and Johnette. Almost pretty.

But who was I? The twisted little spinster at the end of the lane. The reader. The painter. Most importantly the oddball, if not the out-and-out freak of Anwohsinook.

Everett was now comfortable exchanging kisses with me, and did. As did all of his still living family, excepting his brother. His parents, his grandfather and grandmother embraced me in the church. His mother and his grandfather said, “we’re so glad you’re here.”




The Bernarts never took their arms from me, either. After the wedding, we ended up back at the Bernart farm. Over run with the siblings who’d gone elsewhere; cousins and nieces and nephews, aunts and uncles galore. Humorously similar looking. That coarse, healthy golden hair, Gentiana blue eyes. All the men with great, big, paw-like hands. Quiet, embarrassed chuckles, just like Everett. The women kind, their hands landing easily and warmly on everyone around them. No cuffed ears for the children, merely gentle redirection. Aunties and cousins circling their hands around my wrists and exclaiming over their slimness. Touching my chin with soft knuckles to tilt my face left and right and discuss the changeability of my eyes— especially compared to theirs.

I sat and stared most of the night. Danced a few reels with some cousins. Watching them loving on each other. Singing and hugging and doing what they all agreed was most important— ‘catchin’ up’. Nettie and I talked. About books. About dreams. About the thoughts that were variably distanced knots while we walked. We never ‘caught up.’ She never came home from town and gossiped. Never told me what our neighbors were doing. I never asked. Listening about births and deaths, harvest and fallow, travel and different towns, different farms.

Everett sat beside me on the porch, about three fingers worth of the corn whiskey he and his grandfather and father made together, out in the hidden back patch of the farm. Swirling it, then tipping the cup to me. I sniffed it and shook my head. He laughed, low and grumbling— a far off storm.

“The only thing I’m really missin’ tonight is my cousin Emmet,” he said, beginning to rock. There were seven rocking chairs out on the Bernart porch, all facing the south field. Everett and Johnette got married in January. No one else joined us on the porch. The wood underneath my hips was painfully cold, but I was beginning to feel airless inside the old fashioned and hugely rambling Bernart home. I started rocking in time with Everett.

“Got a lot of cousins, brother Ev,” I said.

He chuckled happily, reaching over to pat my hand before taking a sip and giving a long, satisfied exhale.

“Callin’ this one the ‘Bride Batch’, me and papa are,” he said. “And I do, I do have a lotta cousins, y’ain’t wrong. Bernarts, I’ll grant’cha, we spread. But me and Emmet would be friends even if we wasn’t blood. And I think you’d like him.”

“I like all your family, Ev,” I said, totally truthful. It had been revelatory to watch them, sit with them, eat with them. Dance with them and listen to them, even if I didn’t much want to talk with them myself. Being with them was like laying in a hammock in the sun. Watching Nettie heft one of her new nieces up on a hip to dance with her while an uncle played a fiddle made my eyes go wide. Oh, this is family, isn’t it? I’d thought. It heated me up so hard I had to go out into the barren fields.

“Good, sister dear,” he said. “You’re a part of it now. Makes it easier if you like ‘em.”
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When I got back upstairs I sat at the kitchen table to peel potatoes. Silently my baby nephew Eugene clambered into my lap. Staying out of my way, only patting and tangling potato skins quietly in his own lap. I loved all three; biggest Earnest, middlest Pauline, but Eugene was special to me. He’d only been a little baby, barely three words known, when Everett died and it made him a little strange. But I was a little strange too. And Eugene looked the most like Nettie. White-blond compared to the straw-blonde they all got from Everett. His pointed, almost beaky little nose always red at the tip like Nettie’s. Oddly cool and collected for a toddler. Sometimes his slimness worried me. Earnest and Pauline had those little baby tummies for the longest time. Chubby rolls to their strong thighs and soft upper arms when they were his size. Eugene had none of that.

But he ate— a little. He just seemed to burn it harder and faster.

None of the children were ever ill. I could count perhaps on one hand baby fevers, a few explosive episodes of vomit or spattering shit. Nothing to linger, no coughs, no ruined appetites, nothing that ever made Nettie or I cry or worry too much.

Earnest unfortunately reminded me too much of Everett. It was why Nettie loved him best. Or perhaps because he was the first. But he looked so startlingly like a nearly-five foot tall Everett wandering around the house that sometimes I wanted to hit him. Within a few months he’d likely be taller than his mother. With a too-grown sense of responsibility. A love for land and heroic stories and quiet evenings that was his father all over. I hoped to be dead before he became a young man. To watch his cheeks and chin spring out with that coarse blonde beard like his father would break my heart. If one day he stopped smelling like a little boy and instead like Everett’s grass-and-whiskey sweat I’d have to leave.




We were lucky to still have Everett’s grandfather with us. All unfailingly called him ‘Pa’ and it was why he delighted in also calling me ‘Paw.’ Saying we had the same name before we even met each other. With everyone dropping dead all around us, Pa kept the farm together. Kept the family coming back here— summer feasts, the kids birthdays, other folks’ anniversaries held up on the farm because Pa was here. So I was doubly grateful for him.

“Evenin’, Paw,” he said to me from the back of the house. I listened to the sound of him kicking off his boots. The way they dropped heavily to the swept boards. Then a soft but heavy tud right afterward. A pheasant or  more likely a rabbit.

“Evenin’, Pa,” I agreed back. Eugene turned in my lap to watch Pa shuck off gloves and jacket, little hands still on his thighs and then turned back around to watch me peeling potatoes.

“Sharp,” he intoned seriously, obviously watching the knife.

“Right,” I agreed. I never had to tell Eugene to not touch or be careful. He just knew.

“You’re sharp,” Pa said, tousling Eugene’s silky hair which fell right back into it’s tight-fitting, helmet-like fall around his skull. Just in the same weasel-y way that Nettie’s did.

Eugene looked up, serious and peaceful. I wasn’t sure that he’d understand the different uses of ‘sharp’ but he nodded again, which made me wonder.

Ma was the one who suggested I come back to the farm after my kidnapping. She made it easy. Pointing out that Nettie needed the help with the babies. That there was too much room in the old farmhouse. That Everett had taught me some farming, and I could be a help. She didn’t point out how strange and scared I’d become. Nor the fact that financially I’d be hurting without ability to go into town. Nor even that it would be a help to the Bernarts if I sold John Paul’s house.

So I did. And I finally felt safe again when I moved onto the Bernart farm. Finally able to sleep again. Opening my window in all weather to listen to the wind and birds. Best of all to listen to the endless whisper of corn in the summer.




“Got some mail for you, Nettle,” Pa called out deeper into the kitchen, toward what would be Nettie’s back at the stove. “And a lil rabbit for you to skin, Paw.”

While I’d kept calling Johnette ‘Nettie’, the Bernarts by and large called her Nettle; Everett’s name for her. Because she was so spiny and painful. So quick to lodge in your skin and stay there. While playing ‘sister dear’ could cut me to the heart, Nettie seemed glad to still hear ‘Nettle.’ Or maybe she was less inclined to ascribe great meaning to name-games like myself.

Everett thought as deeply and hard as Nettie and I ever had. He just tended to dismiss it, because he couldn’t articulate quite as well as us. Or he thought he didn’t have the vocabulary, or diction. And I didn’t know how to tell him that he was more grounded than us. Once we were all of us up at the farm, we read together every night. Mostly we had Nettie read. I read too fast, stupid mouth trying to keep up with my mind and eyes, rather than speaking normally. Everett stumbled over words and pronunciations and was both embarrassed and frustrated. Nettie read with cool, even cadence. And once the children were born and capable of listening and understanding, she’d do voices to make them laugh. On very rare occasions Pa did the honors. But that was mostly saved for stormy nights, evenings after funerals. Not a regular occurrence.

After thinking that the only ‘real’ or deep conversations I’d ever be able to have would be with my own sister, I was dumbly thankful for Everett. He taught me how to think differently, and in different directions. About people; about what they did and didn’t say. About their behavior and what they would never show.

I’d fought with Nettie early one morning— before anyone else had been awake. At the time, she was pregnant with Pauline. She hated to be pregnant and we hated to be with her while she was. Miserable, sick, tired and prone to nightmares and odd premonitions. I hated that, because they weren’t ever real. If they were, wouldn’t she have seen my kidnapping? And if she had, she’d failed to protect me. Failed to be a big sister.

So I dismissed her whims and she snapped like a dog at me. I said we weren’t wild Tremblays any more, we were on the Bernart farm. She had snapped again, showing her sharp, thin white teeth at me. White as the white of her eyes, the roots of her hair, going lighter all the time like the baby inside her was draining her of her color. Looking thinner due to her high, drum-taut tummy, and weaker.

“I’m a Bernart, you’re a hanger-on. Pa’s charity case. Everett’s pity.”

And I tried to dismiss it. Her sleeplessness. Her nausea. The way she wept miserably, saying that her bones were growing holes, her teeth were slimming and she was going to lose them. But it was hard to. Already feeling that Tremblay had been stripped of meaning and wanting so desperately to be a Bernart. While knowing I was in fact Pa’s charity and Everett’s pity. Their love for me notwithstanding, it was a fact that I was not theirs.

I went out to the field. Measuring the stalks in hands above my shoulder. Taller than it ought to have been at this time of year. Everything had been perfect; planting, sun and rain. A gorgeous growth, unstoppable and golden. Breathing deep, trying to take in corn and expel hurt. Everett had come out, still not really ready for the day. Feet bare, sinking into soft earth. Pants on, but his suspenders looped down, slapping against his knees. Undershirt and kerchief around his throat already, a mug of coffee in his hand.

“Gonna be warm,” he said, surveying the corn at eye level, as if that gave him insight to the coming hot day.

“Wonderful, that should improve her temperament,” I said, tone flat but sarcasm still obvious.

“Just gotta let it run its course… She better than she was with Earnest,” he said, thoughtfully rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet.

“Don’t know how you sleep with her,” I muttered.

“Don’t,” he said, turning to me and grinning. “That pretty thing kicks and squalls all night and keeps me up. I jus’ sorta sleep standin’ up while doin’ some chores. But to be fair, reckon that little tadpole is kickin’ and squallin’ itself and keeping her up, so this no-sleep really is a family affair.”

“You’re so good to us,” I said, quiet and embarrassed to have said it. Swallowing as if I could toss the words already on the air back into my throat. He smiled again.

“See, I love Nettle because she… well, she witchy, ain’t she? She’s up there,” gesturing to the sky. “Somewhere little past the clouds. I love you because you’re like me.” Crouching and patting the ground, drawing a surprisingly gentle palm up the corn stalk. “You and me are right here. Nettle loose. I like to chase her but she’s hard to find. You and me though… soles of our feet are planted deeper’n the corn, reckon.” 

I nodded, overwhelmed with love. The way Nettie had pushed me away this morning and he had drawn me right back in. With complete sincerity, expecting no return.

“So, see, sisters need each other,” he said, nodding as if some deal had been struck. “In perfect, natural tension.” Drawing his hands toward and away from each other, like stretching yarn for us between his palms. “She can’t float too far with your roots, and you can’t bury yourself too deeply with her wind blowin’ you.”




Pauline came and sat primly at the table with Eugene, Pa and I. Grating an apple for her mother before Nettie even asked. A way that Pauline was just like her mother was that as a small child she’d been so scared of most kitchen tools— especially paring knives and graters. And Pauline still was. But instead of avoiding or crying, she purposefully took any chore that required those tools. With a grim set to her thin-lipped mouth, sun-drenched face going pale, bushy blonde eyebrows drawing down in concentration as she faced her fears.

Her mother wished she wouldn’t do it. Wouldn’t twist up her little face and stomach but I was belligerently proud of her. It was more primal even than pride; it was a biting, growling sort of feeling I had for Pauline when I watched her do something scared. Wishing I could be more like that little girl. The way she’d set down her job with a plosive, relieved breath. She never did seem to desensitize herself. Never did get comfortable. But she didn’t stop trying, either.

Eugene watched with similar twisted face at the relentless sawing of his sister’s pudgy fist. Sad that the only thing the children had seemingly got from Everett besides his coloring was his seriousness. They’d gotten all of Nettie and I’s weird. Our stubbornness, our melancholy, our meanness. Our deep and abiding love for siblings, something dirty and bloody and severe.

Earnest came in through the back door, setting his books carefully on top of the bin that held onions at the back of the house. I heard the soft sounds of his fingers sinking into the fur of the rabbit, tying its feet together and hanging it carefully on the hook at the back door.

“Good rabbit, Pa,” he called. Sounding like small Everett. He had guessed it had been Pa instead of myself who shot the rabbit, because I would have hung it as he had.

Whatever Earnest looked like, however, he was all Nettie. Her cynicism was tempered with his quietude though. Her scorn with his gentle speaking. I knew he was a little leader among the other boys— and not just because he was tall for his age. But because his seriousness made other boys listen, his competency made them watch, and his occasional sardonic quip kept them in line.

“Oh, is ‘Nest,” Eugene said, wiggling off my lap to go to his brother. Who instantly hefted his baby brother on his back. Looking smaller and younger with the toddler on his back. Only ten and a half, after all. Tall for his age, but skinny like Nettie. Maybe he’d get Everett’s broadness with age.

“Oh, ‘Nest,” Eugene said happily, patting his brother’s head as he made his laborious way to the table. Pauline had some shortness, some irritation with her baby brother. Earnest had none at all, though I worried he swallowed whatever he did feel because he had an out-sized sense of responsibility when it came to his younger siblings. Like Nettie herself had taken care of me, I watched Earnest take the same mantle. At least he had his mother, and Pa and I. But I didn’t want him to lose his rambunctiousness, his play, his selfishness, simply because he sensed the lack of manhood in the house.

“Smells sweet, Mama,” Pauline called. So I got up to help bring dinner to the table.

“Right you are,” Nettie said to Pauline, taking grater and apple from her. “Corn casserole.”

“Oh good,” both Pa and Earnest said. “Oh goo’,” Eugene echoed.

I swallowed a sigh.

“Paw,” Nettie whispered, waving her hand to me, calling me back to her. Cracking open the single-sized cast iron dutch oven Everett had mostly bought her as a joke. “Something for you special, huh?”

I bent over it and sniffed. Smoked hog leg, potatoes, herbs. No corn. I grinned at her.

“Paw deserves a good dinner,” she said, slapping my hip as she walked by.
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After dinner, the children adjourned to their room. Earnest and Pauline still shared a room, Eugene slept in his cradle beside the bed that used to hold Everett and Nettie and now just Nettie. Playing some sort of cryptic dress-up game with Eugene. Pauline and Earnest had created this eerie pretend game, wherein they draped Eugene in all their small treasures, and a crown they’d fashioned and had him be “King of the Farm.” It involved a lot of chanting that made Pa and I shiver, and Nettie laugh.

We sat by the dying fireplace, the table between Nettie and I piled with books. Later in the evening the children would troop back out and we’d read a chapter to them before bed. Eugene never made it long, but the two older children enjoyed it. Pa whittled, letting the curls of wood drop into a former spittoon. I worked on a piece of lace for an upcoming bride in town, Nettie mended and hummed. She was in a good mood.

“Oh, mail, Nettle,” Pa said, fisting both wood and knife in one hand in a way that made me clench my teeth as he patted down his pockets looking for the mail.

Nettie and I had discussed whether or not we liked that Pa had made Nettie the head of the household after Everett’s death. Wondering if it merely felt familiar, growing up with our powerless father. Or if he simply didn’t want the responsibility. He’d clearly been the “doer,” not the “chooser” in his own relationship with Ma. But to my eyes, before her death, they’d made every decision in lock step, without speech or dissension between them.

Nettie stuck her needle in her mouth, making me clench even harder as they reached across me to hand off the envelope. Nettie slit it open with one of her sharp white nails, still humming. I didn’t recognize the song.

“Good,” she said, letting the short letter flutter to the floor, picking up one of Pauline’s little shirts to put a new button back on. Pa kept rocking. I wondered whether or not to pick up the paper. I resented her for letting it fall to the floor and I resented her for how she was waiting for us to ask what it was. I tried to remember how good my dinner was, how unsolicited it was. All my favorites, and for no reason. Still taking care of me even though we weren’t feral children alone any more. Trying to think of how hard it was for her to take care of three children alone, to mourn a good man, and to have me sighing as I went into the basement. But mostly the soft flitting sound of the heavy paper against the wood floor made me grind my teeth.

“Good news, Nettle?” Pa asked after about fifteen minutes, standing up to pour himself corn whiskey from the white ceramic bottle painted broadly with “Bernart” on it. It made me sad to see any hand but Everett’s on it. Even Pa, good Pa who held me while I cried— many times.

“Good for the farm, anyway, I suppose. Less good for the larder. Good for your heart, maybe. You’ll have to tell me whether or not it’s so,” she said, still rocking.

Mysterious little bitch. I bit my tongue, trying to taste corn in my blood.

“Well tell me and I’ll report on my constitution, y’stingin’ thing,” Pa said, laughing and tossing back his first big sip.

“Cousin Emmet coming home,” Nettie said.

Pa clicked his heels, landing back down with a thud and a groan. Reaching over his head, near-blind, in the built-in cabinet above the whiskey jar. Pulling down the tiny silver chalices the Bernarts had brought with them from Canada, and before Canada, from France. Running the tail of his flannel into the egg-cup sized hollow before pouring a thimble-full of whiskey into each, bringing them over to us.

“Pa—” I said.

“It’s a sip,” Nettie said scornfully. “It’s a toast.”

Pa nodded, still cackling, clacking his big glass against our silly, medieval looking cups. I sniffed. No longer the ‘Bride’ batch. But maybe one of the ‘Baby’ batches. We sipped together, each of us letting out a loud ahh, though I couldn’t help but shiver down my spine after my own sip. Always bracing, never friendly. It warmed the Bernarts but never warmed me.

“Good news indeed,” Pa said, patting over his heart contentedly. “Good for the farm, good for the heart, and good for the family, no doubt.”

Released from resentment and general inertia I leaned forward and picked up the letter. Sort of expecting Everett’s looping scrawl. Instead very old-fashioned. Reminding me not even of my father’s handwriting, but that of the ancient editor of the Advocate; Gedaliah. Almost Spencerian, but pressing too hard with the pen, leaving dents I could feel even through the thick paper.




Dear Cousin Johnette,

I must, first and foremost apologize for missing the day of your marriage to the most wonderful Everett. The world, and cruel fate makes fools of us all— I thought to have time enough to celebrate with the two of you. The farm, and family, have been, and remain, eternal for me. However, it means that I find myself staying from both for far and long, thinking it will always be available to me. Needing merely to reach out my hand to grab that of a loved one, to touch a stalk of corn.

Foolish, I know.

So I hope you’ll forgive me and accept me happily back there. To make myself useful, quiet, hard working and unnoticed is my grand endeavor. I have no doubt that the workman’s quarters Everett and his father built stand, and stand in good shape under your sure tutelage, which will more than suffice for a rambler such as myself.

So I can only beg forgiveness and as to the question ‘where have you been, cousin?’ answer back only, ‘I do not know. I’ve been walking long but I keep finding corn silk in my clothes, so it’s time to return home.’

With Much Love and Affection,




Emmet Bernart




The children came back out, hitting their usual spots; Earnest at Nettie’s feet, Pauline in Pa’s lap and Eugene in mine. He usually fell asleep within a quarter of an hour, but neither Nettie nor Eugene liked for him to be put to bed ‘on his own’ so I would carry him to his crib after we read.

Besides, most nights, I crawled into Nettie (and formerly Everett’s bed) to talk. We would whisper, looking straight ahead out of the window, out at the fields. Never for long— half an hour, or less. But I think for the both of us it was the first time we felt truly ‘ourselves’ for the day. Too often during daylight hours we were auntie, mother, Tremblay sisters, widow, stranger. But the two of us together, the only interruption the soft breath of a baby, we were ‘the girls’ again. Paw and Nettle.

By the time we had finished the evening chapter, even Pauline was nodding. The children had picked “The Tavern Knight,” almost certainly for its lurid cover and dashing title but I think they were disappointed by the prose. But Earnest cleaved to those sorts of things; King Arthur, hidden princes, noble kings. If Everett had best liked adventure stories— especially any serial by Jack London— Earnest liked something a bit more highfalutin— much like his mother.

Eugene was heavy in my arms. My left arm from the elbow to the shoulder was numb with the dead-weight of his big baby head, though I could feel some of his drool on the side of my breast. I hauled him up, trying not to make any noise or wake him. A blessing of a child and not prone to light sleeping, however.

Pauline leaned around Pa’s arm to kiss Eugene’s head, and then my numb arm.

“‘Night Awnie Paw,” she said, very quietly. Slithering off Pa’s lap as Earnest took her hand like a yawning gentleman to escort her to bed.

“Good night, Pauline,” I said.

Pauline had ever scorned nicknames, pet names or baby names of any sort for herself. Being known only, and ever, as her full name. Even Everett, who liked to hand those out like flowers, knew she’d eschew it and never even bothered to try. And Earnest frowned now to be called his baby name of ‘Bumpkin’— because he’d been so prone to bumping. We used to silently laugh and marvel over him when he was very small. Back then, there were seven adults to laugh at his sleeping infant body. Ass in the air, wiggling like a caterpillar until he inevitably bonked his head sharply into the wall. Ma Rose, Pa, Papa Ellis, Mama Ruth, Everett, Nettie and I leaning over his little crib— carved by Pa’s father and having held nearly every Bernart who lived in this farm as a baby.

“Good night, Awnie dear,” Earnest said, laying a straw on my heart as he yawned and thought nothing of it.




Once we’d settled in Eugene, Nettie undressed. I only untied my apron. She got under her blankets, laying propped on all the pillows, leaving me to sit up against the head board. Also carved by Pa’s father. Pa lamented that he didn’t have “near anything the skill of my Daddy.”

“It’ll be good to have Emmet around,” she said. “Everett certainly missed him something fierce.”

“At your wedding he said he missed him. That I’d like him,” I said.

She snorted, and in the dark I saw her eyes dart toward the cradle. But Eugene only gave a sleepy snuff.

“Well, what do you reckon he meant by that?” she asked.

I wondered, sometimes, about the scorn Zipporah would have for Nettie having picked up Everett (and the Bernarts) ‘reckon.’ I could remember my mother’s eye roll.

“Guess it might mean he’s strange too,” I said.

“Why on Earth do you reckon he wants to stay out in the workman’s quarters?” she asked. “He’s got to know we’ve got room enough. Lord, you’re the only one on the whole second floor.”

The second floor had been an addition in Pa’s day. Slightly too short to be comfortable, but even the first floor was shorter than was de rigeur any more. There was about an inch of clearance over my head in my room.

“Maybe he feels like the only one he knows in the house any more is Pa,” I said. “He hasn’t met either of us, and not the children of course. Maybe he feels like a stranger.”

“It’s his house more than it’s our house,” she said, shrugging, and snuggling deeper into the blankets. “The only reason we’re here at all is Everett’s the oldest. But Emmet is actually a Bernart. Hell, there’s more Tremblays in this house than there are Bernarts.”

I frowned into the dark, trying to make out anything in the field. Seeing only a soft blue glow where the sun used to be at the horizon. What could she possibly mean? There were only two Tremblays here.

“I miss him,” she whispered. “The children don’t feel like him at all, do they? They feel like us.”

I shivered and slid closer to her. Wanting to put my arm around her but doubting she would accept it. So instead I took her hand.

“Earnest reminds me so much of Everett sometimes I hate him,” I whispered.

“Yes,” she whispered back. “Sometimes I want to bite him. But he’s going to turn into a Tremblay anyway, isn’t he? He’s going to pick up that strange. He’s going to pick up that…” she choked on a bitter laugh, swallowing it to not wake Eugene. “Whatever fey thing you and I have.”

“You see him working the farm with Pa and I,” I said. “Who do you see? Us or them?”

“Everett,” she agreed, clutching my hand a little harder. “It’s not us or them, I guess… We’re one of them, right?”

“They want us to be,” I said. “I want us to be.”

“Right,” she said, a little too loud. Letting go of my hand and rolling over onto her side, announcing the end of our conversation.








  
  6

  
  
  Plenty of Widows in This Town

  
  





Earnest and I were up first. I mixed him his two-tablespoons-of-coffee into condensed milk and hot water and had my own black. Earnest had begged to have coffee. And while it still seemed unwholesome to me, Pa and Nettie’s disdain overruled and thus Earnest was allowed to have it.

Besides, I liked that he managed to sneak past Pauline still asleep. I liked our mornings together. Nettie usually got up not long after us, Eugene on hip or wrapped around her back to start breakfast. Pauline joining her, and Pa long after that. Earnest had started waking up early once he began school. He admitted he liked “some quiet time” before having to leave for class and I could appreciate that.

“Want to check for rocks?” he asked me, very quietly.

It was still slightly too early to plow— we’d likely do it once Emmet arrived. But Earnest and I had cleared the field two weeks ago. Every once in awhile when we were alone he’d ask to look for rocks again. This was his first real planting year, the first year he’d been handed any sort of responsibility. He was silently thrilled. He had no ability to truly strut, not in that nonsense-pride way, but he was walking bigger because of it.

“Better should, yes,” I agreed.

We crept to the back of the house to put on our boots. I tiptoed back to the table to grab each of our mugs. He opened the door, but only the seven inches it would open before squeaking. We slid out the door, and he shut it with a palm over the doorjamb to silence it.

We shivered in the cold, walking toward the east field. We stood facing away from the house. He spread one arm out to separate us and we started walking in a straight line. Very slowly, still sipping our coffees. I listened to the shuffle of his boot on the ice-crunch dirt, looking for something that would catch up the plow. We hadn’t found anything since our initial clearing. But we both liked to walk the field.

“Did you do this with my Dad?” he asked, when we reached the end and started walking back the opposite direction, at further lengths.

“It was different when he was alive,” I said. I didn’t know how to say it without making him sad. When Everett was alive, he ran the farm. Quietly, without anger or anxiety, just surety and harder work than anyone else. And when he was alive, he commanded respect; folks from in town coming to help. More men, everything done in days rather than the weeks it took us now.

After Everett died, we relied upon whatever cousin would show up for a day or so to help us. Everything done too early or too late because of course they had their own responsibilities, their own homes. Though they helped with grace, without complaint, I knew we were a burden. So I asked only that they teach me how to do it. Asking Pa’s advice. Trying my best to do it on my own. Aching back and cracked nails and teary-eyed frustration.

These days it was mostly done by myself. Nettie and Pa did what they could but neither were physically up to it. Pa couldn’t handle any heat, Nettie no cold. Whether or not they would admit it, I could watch their backs spasm after a few hours. Pa too old, Nettie too drained from having three children she ought not to have had in the first place.

So now, instead of singing, or soft peaceful conversations, it was mostly silence, but for wind or bird call or the endless, wonderful and eerie rustling of corn and my own thoughts. I missed Everett the most and heard him best in the field because it’s where the emptiness was most howling.


Breakfast finished. Earnest rushing to school. Pauline sitting dutifully at the table with a book. She’d be able to enter school already knowing how to read, and how to write— at least a little. Frowning hard over Earnest’s hand-me-down primer. Eugene sat under the table, playing some silent game with the rough animals Pa had carved him over the years. Sanded so smooth they’d slide out of his baby-fat hands.

I scrubbed the table, then stood silently by Nettie to clean the kitchen. Working from opposite
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