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  For those who were right to leave, and still find themselves paying for it in return.
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There are roads a person can drive in their sleep, and there are roads they spend years trying not to drive at all. The one into Hadley was both for me, and I had managed to keep it under tires for eleven years before that Tuesday in October, when my phone rang in a parking garage four states away and a voice I half remembered told me my mother was gone.

I drove the last forty miles with the windows cracked even though the afternoon had a cold edge to it, because I wanted to smell the place before I saw it. That was a habit my mother had given me without meaning to. She used to roll her window down at the county line every time we came home from anywhere, the church potluck or the doctor in Carlin or the once-a-year trip to the lake, and she would breathe in like she had been holding the same breath the whole way back. Cut hay. Diesel off the grain trucks. The river when the wind came from the south. I rolled my window down at the county line out of muscle memory, and the air came in exactly the way it always had, and that was the first thing that got me. Not the call. Not the casket. The smell of a field I had not stood in since I was twenty-three.

Hadley does not announce itself. You come off the state highway onto the old county road, and for a while there is nothing but fence line and the backs of barns and a billboard that has advertised the same farm equipment dealership for as long as I have been alive, the paint gone chalky now, the phone number from before the area code split. Then the water tower comes up over the trees with HADLEY painted on the belly of it, the letters touched up by the high school every few summers so the color never matches, and you know you are close. I passed the grain elevator and the co-op and the lot where the drive-in screen used to stand before a windstorm took it down the spring I was sixteen. They never rebuilt it. They never rebuild much in Hadley. The town does not so much grow or shrink as it wears, the way a step wears, a little lower in the middle every year from the same feet crossing it.

I had told myself on the drive that I would not look for the changes, and then I looked for nothing else. The feed store was dark, the windows papered over from the inside. The Rexall had become a place that cashed checks, and then it had become nothing, a glass front with a FOR LEASE sign curling in the heat of an empty room. The bank was still the bank. It is always the bank that stays. I drove past it without slowing and felt my hands tighten on the wheel for no reason I wanted to name, and I kept my eyes on the road and told myself it was a building, only a building, and I had no business feeling anything about a building.

The funeral was at two o’clock at the Methodist church on Sumner Street, the one with the bell that you can hear from the diner if the morning is quiet enough, and I got there with eleven minutes to spare because I had timed the drive to leave no room for arriving early. I did not want to stand in the vestibule shaking hands. I did not want the long slow approach of people who had watched me grow up and then watched me leave and had carried an opinion about both ever since. I parked the car under the big maple at the back of the lot, where the shade used to be, and the maple had grown so that the shade fell somewhere else now, on a row of cars that belonged to people who had gotten there before me, and I sat for a minute with the engine ticking and my hands in my lap.

My mother’s name was Ruth. Ruth Crane. She had run the Bluebird for thirty-one years, and before that she had waited tables in it for her own mother, and that is the whole of what most people in town knew about her, which is to say they knew everything. They knew she took her coffee black and her criticism sideways. They knew she could carry four plates up one arm at sixty-eight years old. They knew she had raised a daughter alone after my father went out for parts one February and kept going, and they knew that daughter had left too, which made a kind of pattern they could shake their heads over on a slow afternoon. I had spent eleven years being the second half of that sentence. I came back to be the daughter at the front of the church, and the difference between those two things felt like the longest part of the drive.

The service was what they always are. The preacher was new, young, a man who had not known her, and he did the best a stranger can do, which is to read the good lines and leave space for the rest. He called her a pillar. He called her a servant of the community. He used the word legacy once, and I looked at my shoes. The choir sang the hymn she liked, the one about the river, and I mouthed the words because if I had let my voice into them I would not have gotten through the verse, and I had decided, somewhere around the Carlin exit, that I was not going to come apart in front of the town. That decision was the closest thing I had to a plan, and I held to it the way you hold a railing on stairs you cannot see the bottom of.

I shook the hands afterward. There is no avoiding the hands. Mrs. Ardle, who had taught me the third grade and had a grip like a man twice her size, held mine in both of hers and told me my mother had talked about me every single day, which was a kindness and also, I suspected, not the truth, and I thanked her for it anyway. A man I did not recognize said he had eaten breakfast at the Bluebird every Saturday for twenty years and did not know what he was going to do now, and I understood that he was grieving the diner as much as the woman, and I could not blame him for it. A woman my own age, who I placed after a second as a girl I had run cross country with, hugged me too long and said we should catch up while I was in town, and I said that would be nice, and we both knew it would not happen.

I looked for one face and did not find it, and I told myself I had not been looking, and that was the second lie I told myself that day. The first had been the building.

By the time the cars thinned out of the lot, the light had gone long and gold the way it does in October, the kind of light that makes even a half empty town look like a memory of itself. I got in my car and I did not drive to the motel out by the highway where I had a room paid for through the weekend. I drove down Sumner to Main, and I turned without deciding to turn, and I went to the diner.

The Bluebird sits at the corner of Main and Depot, a long low building with a flat roof and a row of front windows that have steamed up every cold morning since before I was born. The neon sign on the pole out front has read LUEBIRD for as long as I can remember, the B having burned out sometime in my childhood, and my mother used to say she would fix it when the diner could spare the money, which is to say she was never going to fix it, and the town had come to love the wrong word the way you come to love a scar. The lot was empty. The windows were dark. There was a piece of paper taped inside the glass of the door, and I knew before I was close enough to read it what it would say, and I made myself read it anyway. CLOSED. In my mother’s hand, the marker gone faint, the C looping the way she looped every C, and a date under it from eleven days before. She had written it herself. She had stood at that door with a marker and closed her own diner, and then she had gone home and not gotten up, and the paper had hung there through all of it, through the ambulance and the arrangements and the church, telling the town a small fact while the large one happened around it.

I stood on the sidewalk for a while. A truck went by on Main and the driver lifted two fingers off the wheel, the country wave, not knowing me, waving because that is what you do when a person is standing on a sidewalk at dusk, and I lifted my hand back. Then the street was empty again, and the light was going blue at the edges, and I took out my keys.

I should explain about the key. When I left Hadley at twenty-three, I left in a hurry and I left angry, and I took with me a duffel bag and a tank of gas and a ring of keys that had my car on it and the apartment I was driving toward and, without my thinking about it, the brass key to the back door of the Bluebird that had been on that ring since I was fifteen years old. I found it three days later in a gas station in a state I had never been to, and I held it in my palm under the fluorescent lights and thought about mailing it back, and I did not mail it back. I kept it. For eleven years I kept it on the same ring, through three moves and two cars and a marriage that did not take, and I never used it and I never explained it, not to anyone, not to myself. It was the one thing I had not been able to leave behind, and I had told myself it did not mean anything, which was the third lie, and the biggest, and I was about to find out how big.

The back door is off the alley, past the dumpster and the stack of milk crates that had been there so long they had a name in the family, the milk crate chairs, where my mother used to sit on her break with a cigarette she pretended she had quit. The key turned the way it always had, stiff at the first quarter and then easy, and the door gave with the same low groan, and I stepped into the dark of the kitchen and stood there with my hand on the frame and let the place have me for a second before I found the light.

It smelled like the Bluebird. That is a hard thing to put into words and I am not going to try very hard. It smelled like coffee that has been poured a million times into the same pots, and like the griddle, and like the particular soap she used on the counters, and under all of it like the building itself, old wood and old grease and the river damp that lives in the foundation of everything in this town. It smelled like every morning of my childhood, the ones I had loved and the ones I had hated, and it did not know she was gone. The building did not know. It was waiting for her to come turn the griddle on. I stood in the dark and the building waited, and I was the one who had to know for both of us.

I found the switch by feel. The fluorescents over the line came on in their slow flickering way, two of them, the third one dead, and the kitchen came up gray and still around me. Everything was in its place. That was the thing that took the legs out from under me, more than the empty lot or the paper on the door. She had cleaned. Before she closed it, before whatever she knew or did not know about her own body, she had cleaned the kitchen the way she cleaned it every night of her working life. The griddle was scraped and wiped and gone dull gray. The pans hung on their hooks in their order, big to small. The dish towels were folded over the rail in thirds. She had left it ready. She had left it the way you leave a thing you mean to come back to, and she had not come back, and I stood in the middle of all that order and understood, in a way the church had not managed to make me understand, that she was not going to walk in the back door behind me and ask what in the world I thought I was doing in her kitchen.

So I did what she would have done. I do not know another way to say it. I could have stood there and let the quiet finish what it had started, and part of me wanted to, the way you want to press on a sore tooth. Instead I put my keys on the hook by the door where the keys had always gone, my whole ring, the car and the apartment four states away and the brass key, all of it on the hook like I worked there, and I took off my funeral coat and hung it on the second hook, and I rolled my sleeves, and I looked for work.

There is always work in a kitchen, even a closed one. Especially a closed one. I checked the walk-in first, because that is what you do, and the compressor was running, she had left it running, and inside there was a half a flat of eggs and a tub of butter and a gallon of milk gone a week past and three pies under plastic wrap that she had made and never served. I do not know why the pies undid me when the rest had not. I think it was that she had made them. The eggs and the butter were stock. The pies were a decision. She had stood at the counter eleven days ago and decided to make three pies for a diner she was about to close, because that is who she was, she made the pies, and now they sat in the cold going slowly bad and there was no one to eat them and no breakfast to put them out for. I carried the milk to the sink and poured it out and rinsed the jug and set it in the recycling, and I did the same with the eggs, and I left the pies. I could not throw out the pies. I told myself I would deal with them tomorrow, and then I remembered I was not going to be here tomorrow, not really, I was going to be here for the weekend and then I was going to go back to my life, and I put that thought away from me the way you put away a knife you are not using, carefully, blade down.

I wiped the counters that did not need wiping. I ran water in the sink until it went hot and I did the few dishes that were not dishes so much as the cup she had used last and a plate and a fork, her cup, the one with the hairline crack she would not let anyone throw out, and I washed it and dried it and could not for the life of me decide where it went, because its place was in her hand, and there is no hook for that, so I set it on the shelf with the others and turned away from it fast.

I refilled the napkin dispensers on the counter. There were twelve of them down the length of the counter and a dozen more in the booths, and I filled every one, working down the line, the small mechanical task of it, the click of the spring, the fold of the paper, and it was the best I had felt all day, which tells you the kind of day it was. I wiped the front windows on the inside with a rag and vinegar from under the sink, and through the clean stripes the streetlight came in and laid down on the floor in the old pattern I knew, the long bars of light across the linoleum that I used to walk along as a girl pretending the dark parts were water. I straightened the salt and pepper. I lined up the sugar caddies. I refilled the toothpick holder by the register from the box in the back, and when I closed the register drawer it made the sound it had always made, the small bright ring, and I stood with my hand flat on the counter and let that be the only sound for a minute.

I want to tell you I thought about my mother in some clear and tender way, the way they do in the movies, that I had a memory rise up whole and golden and made my peace with her standing there in the empty diner. It was not like that. Grief is not a story while you are in it. It is a kitchen you cannot stop cleaning. It is your hands finding work because your hands know what to do and the rest of you does not. I thought about the milk. I thought about whether the compressor on the walk-in was running too hard, a sound I did not like, a knocking under the hum that I told myself was not my problem, and even as I told myself that I crouched down and listened to it, because thirty-one years of her voice in my head would not let a sound like that go. I thought, the way you think a fact and not a feeling, that someone was going to have to deal with all of this, the building and the pies and the knocking compressor and the paper on the door, and that the someone was probably me, and that I did not want it to be.

That is the part I am not proud of, and I am telling it to you straight because there is no use in the other kind of telling. Standing in my mother’s diner the night of her funeral, with her cup on the shelf and her handwriting on the door, the thought I kept coming back to was not how do I save this. It was how few days can I stay. I had a life somewhere else. It was not much of a life, but it was mine and it was simple and nobody in it knew my mother had died yet, and I could go back to it. I could put the building in the hands of the people whose job it is to put a price on a building. I could sign what there was to sign and drive back out the county road with the window down and let the smell of the place fade behind me the way it had faded before. Three days, I thought. Four at the most. Long enough to be decent. Then gone.

I turned off the water. I checked the back door lock twice, because she always checked it twice and I could not seem to do it once. I left the light over the line burning, the two that worked, because the dark in the kitchen with her cup on the shelf was more than I had in me, and I told myself I would come back in the morning and turn it off, and I knew while I told myself this that I was making a small lie into a reason to come back, and I let myself have it.

I took my coat off the hook. I left the keys.

I did not decide to leave the keys. I want to be clear about that, because of everything that came after, the keys are the thing I think about. I reached for my ring out of habit and my hand closed on my coat instead, and I looked at the ring hanging there on the hook by the door, the car and the apartment and the brass key, all of it, in the spot where the Bluebird’s keys had hung my whole life, and I left it. I told myself I would not need it until morning. I told myself the door locked from the inside. I told myself it was easier than digging it out again. None of those was the reason and all of them were, and I closed the back door behind me and stood in the alley in the cold with the milk crates and the dumpster and the one star that had come out over the depot, and I did not have my keys, and I was not as bothered by that as a person ought to be.

The motel out by the highway had a vacancy sign and a vending machine and a clerk who did not look up from his phone, and the room was the room every room like it has ever been, and I lay on top of the covers in my funeral clothes with the lamp on, because I did not want the dark twice in one night. Out the window the highway hummed, the trucks running through to somewhere that was not Hadley, the bypass that had taken the town’s morning traffic forty years ago and given it to a strip of gas stations and a fast food place with a sign you could see from the interstate. I listened to the trucks and I thought about the compressor knocking under the hum, three blocks away in a dark kitchen, working away at keeping three pies cold that nobody was going to eat, and I thought, four days, and then I would not have to listen to it anymore.

I believed that. That is the thing I want you to understand about who I was when I drove back into Hadley. I believed I was passing through my own life, that I had come to close a door my mother had already started closing, and that the worst of it was behind me in a church on Sumner Street. I did not know yet that the worst and the best of a thing can wear the same face. I did not know who I would walk into at the bank on Monday morning, or what eleven years had done to him, or what it had not. I only knew that the diner smelled the same, and that my mother’s cup was on the shelf, and that I had left my keys on the hook, and that I had told myself four days the way you tell yourself the dark is only a room with the lamp off.

I turned out the lamp around two in the morning, when staying awake got harder than the dark. The last thing I thought, before the trucks ran me down into sleep, was that I had forgotten to deal with the pies.
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There is a kind of morning light that only happens in a town that has stopped expecting anything from the day. It does not pour in or break or do any of the things light does in places where people are in a hurry. It comes up slow and even over the rooftops on Main Street and lays itself down on the empty parking spaces and the closed storefronts, patient, like it has all the time in the world, because it does. I drove into that light on Wednesday morning with a gas station coffee going cold in the cupholder and the radio off, telling myself I was going to turn off a light and throw out three pies and check a compressor I had no business checking, and then I was going to find the lawyer or the bank or whoever a person finds in a situation like mine, and start the short business of leaving.

I had slept four hours and they had not done much for me. My funeral clothes were in a heap on the motel chair and I had put on jeans and a flannel I had thrown in the bag at the last minute, and catching myself in the mirror over the dresser I had looked, for a second, exactly like my mother on a Saturday, and I had turned off the bathroom light fast and not looked again.

There was a car in the Bluebird lot when I pulled in. I knew it before I knew I knew it, an old brown Buick the size of a boat, the same Buick that had been parked in the same back corner of that lot since before I could see over a steering wheel, and my hands went loose on the wheel and I sat there a second longer than I needed to. May Foss. Of course May Foss. I do not know who else I thought would be here. I had left my keys on the hook the night before like a sleepwalker and told myself the door locked from the inside, and here was the answer to a question I had not let myself ask, which was who had a key besides me.

I went in the front, because the front door was unlocked, which told me she had been there a while. The bell over the door made its small flat sound, the same bell, and the smell of the place came at me again, but this morning there was coffee in it, real coffee, fresh, and that nearly stopped me on the mat. Somebody had made coffee. The diner had been closed for twelve days and there was a fresh pot working behind the counter and the radio in the kitchen was turned low to the farm report, the prices for corn and beans read out in that flat man’s voice that has been the sound of weekday mornings in this town my whole life, and for one foolish second the whole eleven years folded up like a map and I was sixteen and late for my shift.

“Well,” May said, from down the counter, not looking up. “There she is.”

She was sitting on the last stool with a coffee in front of her and a cardboard box open on the counter and a mess of papers spread out around it, reading glasses down on the end of her nose, a pencil behind her ear. She was older. That is a stupid thing to say about a person you have not seen in eleven years, but it landed on me like news. May had been a fixture, ageless the way the building was ageless, and now her hair had gone all the way white and she had gotten smaller, the way they do, and her hands on the papers had the swollen knuckles I remembered on my grandmother. But the voice was the voice. The voice had not aged a day.

“May,” I said. It was about all I had.

“Sit down before you fall down. You look like the wrong end of a hard week.” She got up without waiting for an answer, came around the counter, and took a cup off the shelf, and her hand went past my mother’s cracked cup without touching it, around it, the way you walk around a hole in the floor you have memorized, and she filled a different cup and set it in front of the stool next to her and patted it. “Sit.”

I sat. There was no arguing with May, there never had been, and I was too tired to start.

“I am sorry about your mama,” she said, and she said it plain, looking right at me, none of the church softness in it. “She was the best friend I had in this world and the most stubborn woman God ever made, and I have cried all I am going to cry over her, so do not start me up again. I have got work to do.” And then she turned her face away and got busy with the box, and I watched her not cry with everything she had, and I understood that this was how May would do it, that she would grieve the way she did everything, on her feet, with her hands moving.

“You made coffee,” I said.

“I make coffee every morning of my life. I am not going to stop on account of.” She did not finish it. “Drink that. You take it black like she did, or did the city ruin you.”

“Black.”

“Good. One thing it did not ruin.” She pushed a plate toward me that I had not noticed, two pieces of pie on it, and I looked at them and looked at her. “Do not give me that face. They are not going to eat themselves and Lord knows you are not going to. Your mama made these. The least you can do is not let them go in the trash.”

The pies. My pies, the ones I could not throw out the night before. May had cut into them and was feeding them to me at nine in the morning, and I understood that she had found them in the walk-in same as I had, and made the same choice, except she had made the choice that did the dead woman some good. I picked up the fork. The pie was apple and it was my mother’s apple pie, the crust she made with the lard she would not apologize for, and I had not had it in eleven years, and I ate a bite and then I had to put the fork down for a second and look out the front window at the empty street, because there are things a body is not ready for.

May let me have the minute. She knows things, May. She always has. She went back to her box, sorting papers into stacks she understood and I did not, and the farm report droned, and the coffee was good, and I sat there in my dead mother’s diner eating my dead mother’s pie next to the only other person on earth who loved her the way I did, and I thought, with a flat ugly clarity, that I needed to get out of this town before it took my legs out from under me for good.

“What is all this,” I said, when I could. I nodded at the box, the papers.

May looked at me over the glasses. She has a way of looking at you that takes your measure and lets you know it has been taken. “This,” she said, “is what I have been trying to make sense of for two weeks while you were wherever you were.” There was no bite in it. There was something worse than bite in it, which was that she did not bother with bite, because she did not expect anything from me, and that was its own kind of slap. “Your mama kept the books in her head and in a shoebox, and now the head is gone, so it is just the shoebox.”

She turned a stack toward me. I did not want to look. I want to tell you I leaned in and took it on out of daughterly duty, but the truth is I looked because May had set it in front of me and there is a part of you, raised in a place like this, that does not refuse a thing an elder hands you. I picked up the top sheet. It was a statement from a food supplier, the one over in Carlin we had used my whole life, and it had PAST DUE stamped across it in red, and a number at the bottom, and a date going back to the spring.

I set it down and picked up the next one. The same. A different supplier, the dairy, PAST DUE, going back further. The linen service. The propane company. The man who fixed the refrigeration, an invoice for a service call in July, unpaid. I went through the stack the way you go down a flight of stairs in the dark, one foot finding the next, and every sheet said the same thing in the same red letters, and the dates went back and back, into the winter, into the year before, and I started to understand the shape of what I was holding, which was not a bad month or a bad season. It was a slow drowning that had been going on for longer than my mother had let on to a single living soul, including, I would have bet, the woman sitting next to me with the pencil behind her ear.

“How long,” I said.

May took the glasses off. “You want the truth or you want what your mama would have told you.”

“The truth.”

“Years.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “It has been slipping for years, Etta. The bypass took the morning crowd before you were born, you know that, but it was the highway place going in out there that did it. The one with the dollar breakfast. Folks that used to come in here every day, they started coming in on Sundays, then once a month, then for funerals.” She caught herself. “She held on. She held on with her fingernails. She cut my hours and would not tell me why, and I let her, because I knew why, and we did not talk about it, because that is how she wanted it. She would have sooner died than have this town know the Bluebird was behind on its dairy bill.”

I thought about my mother writing CLOSED on a piece of paper in faint marker and taping it inside the door. I thought about her cleaning the kitchen and making three pies for a diner she was shutting down. I had read all of that the night before as the act of a woman tidying up before she rested. I read it different now. She had not been resting. She had been beaten, and she had cleaned up after the loss the way she cleaned up after everything, on her feet, with her hands moving, and she had not called me, not once, in all the years it was happening, and I sat there with the past due notices in my lap and felt the guilt come up in me like cold water in a basement, slow, from the bottom, no way to stop it.

And right behind the guilt, the same minute, before I had even put the papers down, came the other thing, and I am ashamed of the other thing but I am not going to leave it out. The other thing was: this is not mine. She did not call me. She chose not to call me. She kept this from me on purpose for years, and now she is gone and the shoebox is full of red letters, and none of this is mine. I have a life. It is four states away and it is small and it is paid for and nobody is past due in it. I came to bury her, not to settle her debts. Let the bank have the building. Let somebody who never left be the one to. The thought ran the whole way through me clean as a creek, and it was a relief, and the relief was the part I am ashamed of, because a person should not feel relief looking at the wreck of what their mother gave her whole life to. I felt it anyway. I felt it and I held the past due notice from the propane company and I thought, four days, get the lawyer, sign the thing, go home.

“There is more,” May said. She was watching me. She had watched the whole thing cross my face, I would learn later that May misses nothing, and she did not say a word about it, which was its own mercy and its own judgment. She reached over and pulled the lid off a shoebox inside the cardboard box, an actual shoebox, the kind shoes come in, and inside it was a fold of envelopes held with a rubber band, and they were not red. They were heavier than the supplier notices, good envelopes, the kind with a clear window and a return address in the corner that I could read from where I sat.

The bank. The bank on Main Street, three doors down, the one I had driven past slow the day before with my hands tightening on the wheel for no reason I would name. There were more of them than I wanted to count. May took the rubber band off and fanned them on the counter, and they were in order, she had put them in order, oldest in the back, and the postmarks climbed up out of last winter toward last week, and the last two were not even opened.

“She stopped opening them in August,” May said. “I open them now. Somebody had to.” She slid the top one out of its envelope and laid it flat and turned it to face me, and I did not pick it up. I read it where it lay, the way I had read the paper on the door the night before, because I could not seem to make my hand reach for it. It was a letter about the mortgage on the building, the one my grandmother had taken to expand the kitchen in nineteen seventy-something and my mother had refinanced more than once, the way you do, and the letter used words I knew the meaning of and did not want to. Arrears. Acceleration. A date. There was a date in it, a real one, with the year, a Monday a little over eight weeks out, and a number next to the date that was larger than the others, large enough that I read it twice to be sure I had the commas right.

“They have been calling, too,” May said. She nodded at the wall behind the register, where the old answering machine sat, the one with the little red number on it, and the little red number said nine. Nine messages, on a diner that had been closed twelve days, on a phone my mother had not answered in two weeks. “I do not pick it up. I am not the one they want. But I played them. It is the same fella every time. Polite. Real polite. Says his name and the bank and asks would Ruth please call him back at her earliest convenience.” She said it in a flat little echo of a polite voice, and then she stopped, and looked at me, and there was something careful in her face. “You will know the name when you hear it,” she said.

I did not ask what she meant. I want it on the record that I did not ask, that I had a chance right there to find out the one thing about that town I had not let myself wonder about for eleven years, and I let it go by, the way I had let the bank building go by the day before. I told myself it was a name on a machine and I had bigger trouble in
























