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Prologue

	October 1968

	The moon over Door County that night was the color of skimmed milk, thin and pale and indifferent, and it watched without comment as she ran.

	She had grown up believing that fear had a sound, something like a scream or a slammed door, something loud enough to wake a house. She knew better now. Fear, real fear, the kind that lived in the body and not in the mind, was almost perfectly silent. It was the absence of her own breath where breath should have been. It was the soft thud of her shoes against frozen ground, a sound she had never noticed before tonight and now could not stop hearing, every footfall a small confession that she was still alive and still running and still, God help her, not far enough away.

	The cherry orchard fell behind her in dark, ordered rows, the trees stripped bare weeks ago at the end of harvest, their branches now nothing more than black lines scratched against a paler black sky. She knew this orchard the way she knew her own hands. She had spent three Augusts picking fruit from these same trees, her fingers stained red to the knuckle, her back aching in a way that felt almost holy by the end of each day, the kind of tired that came from work and not from worry. She had loved it here once. That was the part she kept circling back to, even now, even with her lungs burning and her heart slamming against her ribs like something trying to escape a cage of its own. She had loved this farm. She had believed, for one entire summer, that she had found a kind of family here, even if it was not the kind that belonged to her by blood.

	She had been wrong about a great many things. She understood that now, with a clarity that arrived far too late to do her any good.

	The lower field opened up ahead of her, a long stretch of pasture gone fallow and silver with frost, and beyond it the tree line that marked the edge of the Larsen property, and beyond that, if she could only reach it, the county road that ran along the bay toward town. She had walked that road a hundred times in daylight, swinging a tin pail of cherries, humming to herself, certain of her own future in the unthinking way that only the young are ever certain of anything. Tonight the road felt like the only true thing left in the world. If she reached it, she told herself, if she could only get her feet onto that gravel shoulder, someone would come. A truck. A neighbor. Anyone. The road did not care who she was or what she had heard in the kitchen an hour ago, the voices low and furious behind the closed door, the particular note in his voice that she had learned, over three summers, to fear more than shouting.

	She had not meant to hear it. She wanted that understood, though there was no one left to understand it but herself. She had only come back to the farmhouse for her coat, because the night had turned cold the way October nights on the peninsula always did, sudden and complete, the kind of cold that came rolling off Lake Michigan like a hand laid flat against the back of your neck. She had not meant to stop outside the kitchen window. She had not meant to stand there in the dark with her hand on the splintered porch rail, listening to two people she loved say things to each other that could not be unsaid, that could not, she understood now, be allowed to exist anywhere outside that kitchen at all.

	She ran faster.

	Her foot caught on something, a furrow or a fallen branch, and she stumbled, going down hard onto one knee, the impact sending a white flare of pain up through her leg that she barely registered before she was up again, moving again, because stopping was not a thing she allowed herself to consider. Stopping was for people who had somewhere safe to stop. She had believed, until tonight, that this farm was that place for her. She had believed it the way you believe in the floor beneath your feet, without thought, without question, right up until the moment it gave way.

	Behind her, faint but unmistakable, she heard the farmhouse door open.

	She did not look back. She had read enough stories, heard enough warnings from her mother in the kitchen of a house three hundred miles from here, to know that you did not look back, that looking back cost you half a second you could not afford to lose, and so she kept her eyes fixed on the black seam of the tree line and ran the way she had not run since she was a girl racing her brothers down to the creek behind their own house, except that this was nothing like that, this was not a game with an ending she already knew, this was something with teeth, something that had been circling the edges of this farm for longer than she had understood, something she had only that evening finally seen clearly enough to name.

	She thought, absurdly, of Birdie.

	She thought of Birdie's face that very afternoon, flushed with pride, standing in the kitchen with a blue ribbon pinned to her apron from the county fair, declaring to anyone who would listen that the Larsen place was, officially now, the finest homestead in the township, judges' word for it, written down on a card. She thought of how happy Birdie had looked, how entirely unaware, and the unfairness of that struck her even now, even running for her life across a half-frozen field, struck her harder in some ways than the fear itself. Birdie did not know. Birdie, who had become something like a sister to her over these three summers, who had taught her how to put up preserves and how to coax a stubborn well pump back to life and how to laugh, really laugh, in a house that did not always make laughing easy, did not know what she now knew, and there was no way left to tell her, and that felt, in this final stretch of field, like the cruelest thing of all.

	She would find a way, she told herself. She would reach the road, and she would flag down whatever truck came along first, even if it was the milk hauler, even if it was someone half-asleep at four in the morning, and she would get to a telephone, and she would call her mother, and after that she would find a way to get word to Birdie, because Birdie deserved to know what kind of man she had married, even if knowing it broke something in her that could never be put back together. People deserved the truth even when the truth was a kind of violence all its own. She believed that. She had always believed that, with the stubborn, uncomplicated certainty of someone who had never yet had to pay the full price of believing it.

	The tree line was close now. She could make out individual trunks in the moonlight, the pale scarred bark of the birches standing out against the deeper black of the pines behind them, and beyond that, she knew, was the fence line and then the ditch and then the road, the actual road, gravel and reliable and leading somewhere other than here. She reached out one hand as if she might pull the distance toward her by sheer will, as if the trees themselves might lean down and gather her in.

	Footsteps behind her now, closer than they should have been, closer than was possible for a man twice her age in his good shoes, and she understood with a sick lurch that he knew this land better than she did, that he had grown up walking this same field in the dark, that every advantage she had imagined herself to hold, her youth, her speed, her knowledge of the property, evaporated the moment she remembered whose land this had always actually been.

	"Lena."

	Her own name, called softly across the frozen pasture, almost gently, the way you might call a dog you did not want to spook, and something about the gentleness of it frightened her more than shouting ever could have. She did not stop. She did not turn. She had made that promise to herself somewhere around the second row of cherry trees and she intended to keep it, because turning around meant looking at his face, and she was no longer certain, after tonight, what she would see there, or whether she had ever really known.

	The wind came up off the bay just then, sudden and sharp, carrying with it the mineral smell of the water and the green, bruised scent of fallen apples rotting somewhere in the next field over, and for one strange, suspended moment she was aware of how beautiful it all was, the moon and the frost and the black trees and the wide quiet sweep of the land, beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with her, that would go on being beautiful long after tonight, long after her, indifferent to whatever was about to happen in this particular field on this particular night. She thought that was, perhaps, the truest thing she had ever understood. The land did not care. It never had. People had simply been telling themselves stories about it for so long that they had started to believe the land cared back.

	Her lungs ached. Her knee throbbed where she had fallen, and she could feel something warm and wet beneath the torn fabric of her stocking that she knew, with the detached clarity of pure adrenaline, was blood. None of it slowed her. She thought of the road. She thought of the milk truck that would come grinding down that road before dawn the way it always did, its headlights sweeping the ditches, its driver half-asleep and utterly unaware that he might, in the space of one ordinary morning, become the difference between her life continuing and her life ending in this field. She thought of her mother's kitchen, the yellow curtains, the smell of coffee on the stove, the particular ordinary safety of a Tuesday morning in a house where nothing more dramatic than a burnt batch of biscuits had ever happened to her, and she wanted, with a force that felt almost physical, to be there now, to be anywhere but here, to undo the decision she had made three summers ago to answer a help wanted notice pinned to a board outside the feed store in town.

	She reached the fence line.

	The wire was old, sagging in places, strung loosely enough between the posts that she was able to duck beneath it rather than climb, and for one heartbeat she let herself believe she had done it, that the ditch and the road lay just beyond the last stand of trees, that this would be the night she survived rather than the night that ended her, and in believing it she allowed herself, for the length of one single breath, to slow.

	It was only a breath. It was only the smallest hesitation, no more than half a second, the kind of pause a person takes without even deciding to take it, a reflex of hope rather than a choice.

	It was enough.

	A hand closed around her arm, not gently now, not gently at all, and the field and the moon and the black trees tilted sideways all at once, and the last clear thought she had, before the night closed over everything else, was not of Walt's voice, or of the kitchen, or even of her mother's yellow curtains three hundred miles away. It was of Birdie's face that afternoon, flushed and proud and laughing under the October sun, a blue ribbon pinned crooked to her apron, utterly certain that she was standing at the beginning of something good.

	She hoped, in that last clear instant, that Birdie would be allowed to go on believing that for as long as possible.

	The moon kept its long, pale watch over the lower field, and the cherry trees stood in their dark and ordered rows, and the wind off the bay went on carrying the smell of rotting apples toward a farmhouse where, inside, a young wife in a borrowed apron was already drifting toward sleep, dreaming, she would later say, of nothing at all.

	By morning the frost had erased every footprint in the field. By the time the milk truck came grinding down the county road, its headlights sweeping pale and ordinary across the ditches, there was nothing left in that lower pasture to suggest that anyone had ever run across it at all.

	It would be fifty-six years before the ground gave any of it back.

	 


Chapter One: The Foreclosure Notice

	

	The letter arrived on a Tuesday, which Jo Hartwell would later think was exactly the kind of day bad news preferred. Not a Monday, with its built-in excuse for misery. Not a Friday, when at least you had a weekend to absorb the blow. Tuesday was nothing. Tuesday was the most forgettable day of the week, and that, she decided afterward, was precisely why the universe had chosen it, so that the letter could slide into her life with no fanfare at all, tucked between a credit card offer and a flyer for a mattress sale, as if it were nothing more than the ordinary debris of an ordinary mailbox.

	She almost didn't open it. That was the part that stayed with her longest, in the weeks that followed, the knowledge that she had stood in the lobby of her apartment building with the envelope in her hand for a full thirty seconds, reading the return address without really seeing it, her mind already three steps ahead and thinking about the chicken thawing in her refrigerator and whether she had time to stop at the pharmacy before it closed. Door County Title and Trust. The name meant something to her, distantly, the way a childhood phone number means something even after you've forgotten how to dial it. She almost slid the envelope into her bag unopened, to deal with later, the way she dealt with most things lately, by postponing them until later became now whether she liked it or not.

	But something made her tear it open right there in the lobby, standing beneath the buzzing fluorescent light that the building management had been promising to fix since March, and that was how Jo Hartwell came to learn, on an unremarkable Tuesday in the third week of April, that her grandmother's farm was sixty days from foreclosure.

	She read the letter twice before the words assembled themselves into something she could actually absorb. The language was bloodless and procedural, full of phrases like *outstanding tax obligation* and *notice of intent to commence proceedings*, the kind of language designed, she thought, to make catastrophe sound like paperwork. But underneath the bureaucratic phrasing, the meaning was simple enough. The farm that had belonged to her grandmother, and to her grandmother's husband before that, and presumably to people whose names Jo had never learned going back further still, was about to be taken by the county for unpaid taxes, unless someone produced eleven thousand four hundred dollars within sixty days, a sum that might as well have been eleven million for all the difference it made to Jo's actual bank balance.

	She stood there in the lobby for a long moment, the letter trembling slightly in her hand, not from emotion exactly, or not only from emotion, but from the particular, low-grade tremor that had become almost permanent in her hands since she'd lost her job seven weeks earlier. Seven weeks since the video call where her entire department had been informed, with what the company termed *regret* and what Jo privately termed *the bare minimum performance of regret*, that their roles had been eliminated in a restructuring. Seven weeks of polishing a resume that felt increasingly like a relic from some earlier, more confident version of herself. Seven weeks of watching Eli leave for the high school every morning while she sat at the kitchen table refreshing job boards, telling herself this was temporary, this was a setback and not a verdict, even as the unemployment savings dwindled with the quiet, relentless efficiency of water finding its way downhill.

	And now this. Her grandmother's farm. Eleven thousand four hundred dollars. Sixty days.

	She climbed the three flights to her apartment slowly, the letter still in her hand, and found Eli at the kitchen counter chopping vegetables for dinner, his sleeves rolled up, a dish towel slung over one shoulder in the particular way he always wore it, like a man perpetually prepared for a kitchen emergency that never quite arrived. He looked up when she came in, and whatever he saw on her face made him set the knife down immediately.

	"What happened?"

	She held out the letter instead of answering, and he wiped his hands on the towel before he took it, reading it the way he read everything, carefully, twice through, his brow furrowing slightly at the second pass. Eli Whitcomb had been a high school history teacher for nine years, and it showed in the way he approached bad news, methodically, as though it were a primary source document that required careful contextualization before any conclusions could be drawn.

	"Eleven thousand," he said finally. "For the whole farm? That seems low."

	"It's not the value of the farm. It's back taxes. Apparently nobody's paid them since Grandma Birdie died."

	"How long has that been?"

	"Three years."

	Eli set the letter down on the counter and looked at her with the particular expression he reserved for moments when he was trying very hard not to ask the question that was obviously sitting right behind his eyes. Jo knew the question anyway, because she was already asking it of herself. *Why hadn't anyone been paying the taxes? Whose job was that supposed to be?* The answer, she suspected, was the same answer that explained most of the unresolved business in her family. It was supposed to have been somebody's job, and that somebody had been her father, who had died of a heart attack four years ago in a parking lot outside a hardware store, and after that there had been no one whose job it clearly was, and so the taxes had simply gone unpaid, the way a held breath simply stops being held, not through any decision but through the slow failure of attention.

	"Have you talked to Margot?" Eli asked.

	"Not yet."

	"Jo."

	"I know. I'm going to call her."

	She did not call her sister immediately. Instead she carried the letter to the small second bedroom that served as her office, though *office* was a generous word for a room that contained a desk, a filing cabinet, and a single window that looked out onto the parking lot of the apartment complex next door, and she sat down and pulled up a photograph on her phone that she had not looked at in longer than she wanted to admit. It was a picture of the farmhouse taken some fifteen years earlier, during one of the last summers Jo had visited as a teenager, back when her grandmother was still strong enough to keep the orchard pruned and the garden weeded and the whole sprawling, slightly crooked old property looking like something out of a calendar. White clapboard siding, a wraparound porch with a swing that creaked in a register Jo could still hear if she thought about it hard enough, a red barn behind it with HARTWELL FARM painted across the loft door in letters that had been fading even then. Beyond the barn, rows of cherry trees ran down toward the lower field, and beyond that, though the photograph didn't capture it, the land sloped gently toward the tree line and the county road and, eventually, the cold gray water of Green Bay.

	Jo had not been back to the farm in nine years. She told herself this was a matter of distance and busyness, the ordinary attrition of adult life pulling people away from the places of their childhood, but she knew, sitting there with the letter in her lap, that it was more complicated than that. There was something about the farm, about her grandmother in particular, that had always made Jo feel like she was standing slightly outside a story everyone else already understood. Birdie Larsen Hartwell had been, by every account Jo had ever heard, the finest homesteader in the county, a woman who could make a garden bloom out of stubborn glacial soil, who put up preserves that won ribbons every August at the fair, who had built, by sheer force of will and a kind of relentless, cheerful competence, the model farm that half the county had measured themselves against for decades. She had also been, in the years Jo actually knew her, a woman prone to long silences that arrived without warning and lifted just as suddenly, a woman who sometimes stood at the kitchen window for minutes at a time looking out at the lower field with an expression Jo, as a child, had not known how to name and had never quite forgotten.

	She closed the photograph and called her sister.

	Margot picked up on the fourth ring, her voice carrying the particular flatness it always carried when she was in the middle of something at the elementary school where she taught, the muffled sound of children's voices somewhere behind her. "Hey. Can this wait? I've got recess duty in two minutes."

	"The farm's going into foreclosure."

	There was a pause on the line, long enough that Jo could hear a child shrieking with laughter somewhere in the background, and when Margot spoke again, her voice had lost the flatness entirely. "What are you talking about?"

	Jo read her the relevant portions of the letter while Margot listened in a silence that felt, even over the phone, like the held breath of someone bracing for an impact they had half expected for years. When Jo finished, Margot exhaled in a long, frustrated rush.

	"Dad never set up an estate account," Margot said. "I knew this. I knew this would happen eventually. I told you two years ago we needed to deal with this."

	"I know."

	"And now we have sixty days."

	"I know, Margot."

	"To come up with eleven thousand dollars, which neither of us has, because you just lost your job and I'm a public school teacher, so unless one of us has been secretly running a side business I don't know about—"

	"I don't have it either," Jo said, and the admission landed in her own chest with more weight than she expected, a fresh confirmation of the precariousness that had settled over her entire life since that video call seven weeks ago. She had savings, technically, but savings that existed now primarily as a countdown clock, a number that told her exactly how many more months she had before the harder conversations started, the ones about whether they could keep the apartment, whether Eli's salary alone could cover rent in a city that had gotten steadily less affordable every year they'd lived in it. Eleven thousand dollars was not an emergency fund withdrawal. It was a number that did not currently exist anywhere in her life.

	"So what, we just let it go?" Margot's voice cracked slightly on the question, and Jo understood, even through the phone, that her sister was not really asking about money. Margot had stayed in Door County after college, had built her whole adult life within twenty miles of the farm, had visited their grandmother every single week of the last decade of Birdie's life in a way that Jo, four hundred miles away in Milwaukee, had not. Margot's relationship to that land was not abstract the way Jo's had become. It was the place she drove past on her way to work. It was where she had scattered a portion of their father's ashes, at his request, in the lower field where he himself had grown up running barefoot through the cherry trees.

	"I'm not saying we let it go," Jo said, and as she said it, she felt something shift in her chest, some small mechanism clicking over from grief into something more useful, something closer to resolve. "I'm saying I need to figure out how to fix it."

	"How?"

	Jo looked again at the photograph still glowing faintly on her phone screen, the white farmhouse, the red barn, the rows of cherry trees marching down toward a horizon she had not seen in person in nine years, and an idea began to take shape in her mind with the slow, accumulating certainty of an idea that had perhaps been waiting for an opening for longer than she realized. She had spent the last seven weeks watching the part of her life she had built in marketing, the brand strategy work she had genuinely loved doing for eleven years, evaporate into a stack of rejection emails and unanswered applications. She had a particular set of skills sitting unused in her hands, skills in storytelling and audience building and the careful construction of a compelling narrative, and four hundred miles away there sat a farm that was, whether anyone in her family had ever framed it this way or not, an extraordinary story waiting to be told.

	"I think I want to move up there," Jo said.

	"To the farm?"

	"To save it. Build something out of it. People are obsessed with this stuff right now, Margot, homesteading, farm life, all of it. There are accounts with millions of followers built entirely around baking bread and collecting eggs. We have an actual working farm. We have a real story, a real family, real history. I could build something there. I could make it pay for itself."

	Margot was quiet for a moment, and Jo could picture her exactly, standing at the edge of the playground with one hand pressed against her forehead, weighing her sister's sudden, slightly manic enthusiasm against the practical realities of a falling-down farmhouse and a husband with a job in the city and a bank account with nothing in it. "You want to turn Grandma's farm into a social media thing."

	"I want to save Grandma's farm," Jo said. "However that ends up looking."

	"And Eli's on board with uprooting his entire life for this?"

	Jo glanced toward the kitchen, where she could hear the resumed sound of chopping, slower now, deliberate, the sound of a man giving his wife privacy for a difficult phone call while still staying close enough to be reached. "I haven't asked him yet," she admitted. "But I think he will be. He's been talking about wanting something different for a while now anyway."

	"This is a big decision to make over a phone call during my recess duty."

	"I know. I'm not deciding anything today. I just need you to know I'm thinking about it. And I need you to not hate me for it."

	"I don't hate you," Margot said, and something in her voice softened, the old, familiar current of sisterly affection running underneath the residual frustration. "I just don't want you to do this and then leave again in eight months when it gets hard. That farm has already lost enough people who said they'd take care of it."

	The comment landed harder than Margot probably intended, and Jo sat with it for a moment after they hung up, turning it over the way she turned over most things her sister said about the farm, with the particular ache of someone who suspected she did not fully understand the inheritance she had been handed. She had grown up hearing the stories about Birdie Larsen Hartwell in the warm, admiring register reserved for local legends, the woman who could do anything, who had built the finest homestead in the county out of nothing but stubbornness and skill, but she had never once, in all those years, heard anyone explain what exactly had put that particular, haunted stillness into her grandmother's eyes whenever she looked out toward the lower field.

	That evening, after Eli had finished the dishes and the apartment had settled into the particular quiet of a Tuesday night with nothing scheduled, Jo sat across from him at the kitchen table and laid out the idea properly, the way she would have pitched a campaign to a client a year ago, with numbers and timelines and a clear sense of the story she wanted to tell. Eli listened the way he always listened, fully, without interrupting, and when she finished, he sat back in his chair and looked at her for a long moment.

	"You really want to do this," he said. It wasn't quite a question.

	"I think it's the first thing that's made sense to me in seven weeks."

	"It's a huge risk. We'd be putting everything into a farm neither of us has run before, based on the hope that enough people online will care about cherries and chickens to keep the lights on."

	"I know."

	"And it means going back somewhere you've spent the last nine years avoiding, for reasons you've never really explained to me."

	Jo looked down at her hands, at the faint tremor that had not entirely left them since the letter arrived that afternoon, and found, to her own surprise, that she did not have a ready answer for that particular observation, only a vague, persistent unease that she had carried for so long she had nearly stopped noticing it, the sense that something about her grandmother's farm did not add up, that somewhere beneath the postcard version of Birdie Larsen's life there was a chapter no one in the family had ever agreed to tell.

	"Maybe it's time I find out why," she said, and even as she said it, she felt the truth of it settle into her chest alongside the fear, the two feelings arriving together the way they so often did, indistinguishable from each other until much later, when it was far too late to separate them again.

	They left for Door County eleven days later, on a gray Saturday morning in early May, the car packed with two suitcases, a box of kitchen supplies, and a folder of foreclosure paperwork that Jo kept checking compulsively in the side pocket of her bag, as though it might have changed its terms overnight. Three hours north, the highway gave way to county roads, and the county roads gave way at last to the narrow, winding peninsula route that ran along the edge of the bay, cherry orchards rolling past the windows in long, ordered rows just beginning to bud, the water beyond them flat and silver under the overcast sky. Jo had forgotten how the light fell differently up here, how the whole landscape seemed to hold a kind of stillness that Milwaukee never managed, even on its quietest mornings.

	The farmhouse looked smaller than she remembered, and more tired, the white paint gone gray and peeling in long strips along the north side, the porch swing hanging from one chain, but the barn still stood, and the cherry trees still marched down toward the lower field in their stubborn, ordered rows, and as Jo climbed out of the car into the cold, mineral-scented air coming off the bay, she felt something settle in her chest that was not quite peace and not quite dread, but some complicated, unfamiliar combination of both, the feeling of standing at the very beginning of a story whose ending she could not yet see.

	She did not know, that first afternoon, as she stood at the edge of the lower field with the wind moving through the bare branches above her, that the ground beneath her feet was already keeping a secret that would not stay buried much longer. She knew only that the farm needed saving, and that she intended to save it, whatever that turned out to require.

	 


Chapter Two: The Good Wife's Garden

	April 1968

	Birdie Larsen had been a married woman for exactly eleven months when she decided she would win the county fair.

	She made the decision on a Sunday afternoon in April, standing at the kitchen window with a cup of coffee going cold in her hand, looking out at the stretch of ground behind the house that had, until recently, been nothing more than a patch of weeds and a rusting length of fence that nobody had gotten around to repairing since Walt's father passed. The soil out there was glacial till, stubborn and rocky, the kind of ground that broke plow blades and tested patience in equal measure, and most of the wives up and down the peninsula had long since given up trying to coax anything more ambitious than potatoes and beans out of it. But Birdie had grown up forty miles south, in a town with better dirt and a mother who could make a rose bush bloom out of pure spite, and she had inherited, along with her mother's green thumb, a certain stubbornness of her own that did not take kindly to being told what a piece of land could or could not do.

	She set down her coffee cup and went looking for a pencil and a sheet of paper, and by the time Walt came in from the barn an hour later, smelling of hay and diesel and the particular mineral chill of an April morning on the peninsula, she had already sketched out the rough shape of what she intended to build. Raised beds along the south fence line, where the sun fell longest. A row of rhubarb near the back porch, where her own mother had always kept hers, claiming the proximity to the kitchen door made a woman more likely to actually use it. A trellis for beans. A proper herb garden, the kind with little hand-lettered markers, the kind she had seen pictured in the farm magazines that arrived each month at the general store and that she paged through with a hunger she rarely admitted to anyone, not even herself.

	"What's all this, then?" Walt asked, looking over her shoulder at the sketch, and Birdie felt the familiar small flutter of nerves that still accompanied most conversations with her husband, even now, even after eleven months of marriage, the sense of presenting something for inspection before it had been entirely decided whether the thing deserved to exist.

	"I'm going to enter the county fair this August," she said. "Best Garden. Maybe Best Preserves too, if I can get the canning done in time."

	Walt was quiet for a moment, studying the sketch with the careful, assessing expression he brought to most things, an expression Birdie had once found reassuring, evidence of a man who took his responsibilities seriously, and had more recently begun to find faintly exhausting, though she would not have said so aloud even under threat. Walt Larsen was, by any measure the township would have offered, a good catch. Steady. Handsome in the square-jawed, sun-browned way that farm work gave a certain kind of man. He had inherited a hundred and sixty acres free and clear from a father who had, by all accounts, worked himself into an early grave to keep it that way, and he had made it plain from their very first dance at the Grange hall that he intended to be the sort of husband who provided well and was respected widely, the kind of man other men in the township measured themselves against. Birdie had been twenty years old and dazzled by the size of his ambition, which had seemed, at the time, indistinguishable from the size of his heart.

	"Best Garden," Walt repeated, and something shifted in his expression, the careful assessment giving way to something warmer, more interested. "You think you could win that?"

	"I think I could."

	"The Hendricksons have won it the last four years running."

	"The Hendricksons plant the same four things every year and call it a day. I'm not going to do that." She tapped the sketch with one finger, feeling a flush of confidence that surprised her with its own intensity. "I want this place to be something people talk about, Walt. Not just the crops. The whole farm. I want people driving past on the county road to slow down and look."

	Walt was quiet again, but it was a different kind of quiet this time, and Birdie watched something settle into his face that she would only fully understand the shape of much later, in the years still ahead of her, a particular hunger of his own that ran beneath the surface of almost everything he did, a hunger for the farm and the family and the whole visible architecture of their life together to be regarded, by every neighbor and every relative and every stranger passing through, as exactly, flawlessly correct.

	"All right," he said finally. "Do it properly, then. Spare no expense on the seed catalog. I'll have Otto bring the tiller around this week and break up that ground for you."

	It was, Birdie would think later, one of the last entirely simple conversations they ever had about the farm, before the garden and the fair ribbon and the whole gleaming architecture of what their life would come to look like from the outside became something more complicated than either of them had intended at the start.

	She threw herself into the work with a single-mindedness that surprised even her own mother, who drove up from town one Saturday in May to find her daughter on her knees in the dirt with soil under her fingernails and a sunburn already creeping across the back of her neck, sketching out planting rows with the same intensity Birdie had once brought to her schoolwork, back before she'd left her second year of college to marry Walt, a decision her mother had never entirely forgiven, though she had also never
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