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  For the ones who stayed when leaving would have been easier,

whose contributions were overlooked,

whose love went unsung,

and whose stories deserve to be remembered.
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There are songs you hear so many times they stop being songs. They become weather. Background. A thing that happens to the air in a room and then stops happening and you go on with whatever you were doing before it started. You do not think about who wrote them. You do not think about where they came from or what they cost or whose hands were on the first draft. You just let them play and you wipe the counter and you refill the coffee and you move through your morning the way you always move through your morning, which is to say forward, without looking back, because looking back is a door you closed a long time ago and you have gotten very good at not reaching for the handle.

That is what I told myself, anyway. For twelve years that is what I told myself, and for twelve years it was close enough to true that I could live inside it without too much trouble.

The paper came at ten to five. It came the same time every morning, tossed from the window of Harlan Guffey’s truck onto the sidewalk in front of Faircloth’s with a slap that I could hear from the kitchen if the windows were cracked, which in late August they always were because the air conditioning unit above the back door had been dying a slow and expensive death since April and I had decided, the way I decided most things about the building, to let it die on its own schedule and open the windows in the meantime. Harlan had been throwing that paper at the same sidewalk since before I took over the diner, since before my father got sick, since back when my grandfather was still the one turning on the lights at four in the morning and my father was still the one cracking eggs at the griddle and I was still a girl sitting in the back booth with a notebook and a glass of juice, writing things I thought were important in handwriting I thought was good.

The notebook is gone. The booth is still there. I will get to that.

I brought the paper inside and set it on the counter next to the register the way I always did, folded to the front page, and I started the coffee. The coffee came first. The coffee always came first. Two industrial pots, one regular and one decaf, and the decaf was mostly a formality because nobody in Sawyer’s Gap had ever once, in my memory, asked for decaf before seven in the morning, but my father had brewed it and his father had brewed it and so I brewed it, and the way I see it there are worse reasons to do a thing than because the people who loved you did it before you.

The diner was quiet at that hour. It was always quiet at that hour, the particular quiet of a place that has not yet started being what it is, a room still holding the shape of the night before. The chairs were up on the tables. The floor was mopped and drying in long, clean stripes. The pie case was dark and empty, waiting for the three I would pull from the walk-in at six. The front window faced the square, and through it I could see the Majestic, or what was left of the Majestic, which was a brick front and a marquee with no letters on it and boards over the ticket window and a padlock on the double doors that had been there so long the chain had gone orange with rust. The theater had been closed since before I finished high school. It was the kind of closed that stops looking temporary and starts looking permanent, the kind where people stop saying someone should do something about that and start saying well, it’s a shame, but, and then they trail off and look at their coffee and the conversation moves to something else.

I stood at the counter and poured my own cup, the first cup, the one I drank black and standing up because sitting down with it would have meant slowing down and slowing down at that hour would have meant thinking and thinking was not what the first hour was for. The first hour was for doing. Muscle memory. Hands that knew where everything was. I turned on the griddle. I checked the walk-in. I pulled the butter and the eggs and set them on the steel table by the stove and I counted the bread in the bin and I ran through the morning the way I ran through every morning, by task, by motion, by the old and comfortable logic of a woman who has been opening the same restaurant six days a week for eight years and who has learned that the body can do the job even when the mind is somewhere else entirely.

I did not read the paper right away.

I want to be clear about that. I did not pick it up and search for his name. I did not flip to the arts section or the local announcements or wherever they would have put it. I made my coffee and I did my prep and I unlocked the front door at five-thirty the way I always did, and I let the morning in, the heat of it, the smell of cut grass from the courthouse lawn and the faint iron smell of the river two blocks south and the sound of a mockingbird working through its catalog in the elm tree outside the hardware store, and I stood in the doorway for a moment and looked at the square the way I looked at it every morning, not because I was searching for something but because it was mine, this view, this town, this corner of the world that I had chosen or that had chosen me or that I had simply never left, which is not the same as choosing but which, after enough years, starts to feel like it.

The square in Sawyer’s Gap is not much to look at if you are from somewhere else. It is a courthouse with a limestone front and a war memorial with three names on it and a row of storefronts on each side, some occupied and some not, with awnings that used to match and don’t anymore. There is the hardware store and the feed store, which are technically the same store with a wall between them. There is the insurance office that used to be a barbershop. There is the flower shop that Bertie Ansel has been running since before I was born, and the law office with one lawyer in it, and the post office, and Faircloth’s, and across the square from me, taking up the whole east side, the Majestic, dark and shut and patient the way only empty buildings know how to be.

I looked at it that morning the way I always did. A long second, maybe two. Then I came inside and refilled my cup and opened the paper.

The article was on page three. Not the front page, not a headline, just a column on the lower half of page three under a photograph I did not look at for very long. The photograph showed a man on a stage in front of a crowd I could not estimate, holding a guitar, lit from behind, and even in newsprint and even at that size and even without studying it I knew the way he stood, the way he held the neck of the instrument, the way his left hand sat on the frets, because a body you once knew that well does not become unfamiliar just because you have not seen it in twelve years. It becomes a thing you recognize the way you recognize your own handwriting. Instantly. Without effort. Against your will.

Asa Renfro, the article said. Coming home.

I read the article once, standing at the counter with my coffee in my left hand and the paper flat under my right, and I read it the way you read a weather report for a storm that is still three counties away, with attention but without urgency, as if the distance between here and there were protection enough.

The details were these. Asa was coming back to Sawyer’s Gap for Founders’ Day at the end of September. He was funding the reopening of the Majestic Theater out of his own pocket. There would be a one-night concert, a homecoming show, the first live music in the Majestic since it went dark. Tickets would go on sale the first of September. Proceeds would go to the town’s arts fund, which did not exist yet but which the article said would be established in conjunction with the event. There was a quote from the mayor, who called it a tremendous gift. There was a quote from someone at the county tourism office, who called it a once-in-a-generation opportunity. There was a quote from Asa, three lines long, in which he said he had always wanted to come back and play the town where it all started and that Sawyer’s Gap was where the music began for him.

Where the music began for him.

I folded the paper. I set it on the counter. I picked up my coffee and drank what was left, which was not much, and I washed the cup and set it on the rack to dry and I went to the walk-in and pulled the pies, three of them, two apple and one chess, and I carried them out one at a time and set them in the case and turned on the little light inside the case that made them glow the way my father had always made them glow, warm and close and golden, which was the way people wanted to see their pie at six in the morning, not bright and not dim but lit the way a kitchen window looks from the road when you are driving home.

The morning moved. Dell Pace came through the back door at six-fifteen, the way he did every day, already in his apron, his boots untied the way they always were because he tied them after his first cup and not before, and he said morning the way he always said it, without looking up, without expecting an answer, a word that was less a greeting than a sound that meant I’m here, the grill is mine now, you can stop carrying everything alone for ten minutes.

I said morning back.

He poured his coffee. He stood at the stove and lit the burners and checked the flattop temperature with the back of his hand, a gesture so practiced and so brief it was barely a gesture at all, just a man confirming what his body already knew. Dell had been cooking at Faircloth’s for twenty-two years. He had been cooking at Faircloth’s when my grandfather was alive. He had been cooking at Faircloth’s when I was a girl in the back booth with my notebook, and he had been cooking at Faircloth’s through my father’s illness, through the months when I was learning to run the place, through the first year when I burned things and ordered wrong and forgot to switch the sign and cried in the walk-in exactly twice, and he had not once, in all of that, offered advice I did not ask for or sympathy I did not want. He simply showed up. He cooked. He was the most consistent thing in my life and he asked nothing for it except to be left alone at the grill, which I did, which was our deal, which had never been spoken aloud because the best deals never are.

He saw the paper on the counter. I know he saw it because his eyes went to it and then went to me and then went back to the grill, and all of that happened in the space of one second, maybe less, and in that second he decided something, which was to say nothing, which was the right thing to decide and which I was grateful for in a way I did not show because showing it would have meant admitting there was something to be grateful about, and admitting that would have meant opening the door, and the door was closed, and the morning was moving, and there was work.

The first customers came at six-thirty. Gareth Suttles and his son, Loy, who had been coming in for eggs and toast on Tuesday mornings for as long as I could remember, and they sat in their usual spot by the window and Gareth said something about the heat and Loy said nothing because Loy was nineteen and nineteen-year-olds do not talk to their fathers in public if they can help it, and I brought them coffee and took their order and I was myself, I was the person they expected me to be, I was Romy behind the counter with a pot in her hand and a pencil behind her ear, steady, familiar, part of the furniture.

By seven the place was half full. By seven-thirty it was full. The morning rush at Faircloth’s is not what it was when my father was alive, but it is still a thing, still a rhythm, still enough people in enough booths to keep me moving from table to counter to kitchen and back again without stopping, which is the way I like it, which is the way I have always liked it, because a body in motion does not have to explain itself and a woman refilling coffee does not have to account for what she’s thinking.

They talked about it, of course. They talked about it the way small towns talk about anything that breaks the surface of the ordinary, which is immediately and thoroughly and with opinions that arrive fully formed and do not require any particular expertise. Bertie Ansel came in at eight and sat at the counter and said well, I assume you’ve heard, and I said heard what, and she looked at me the way Bertie looks at everyone when she suspects they are being deliberate with her, which is with one eyebrow slightly higher than the other and her mouth set in a line that says I will accept your answer but I will not believe it.

Asa Renfro, she said. As if there were only one Asa in the world, which, for Sawyer’s Gap, there was.

I said I saw something in the paper.

Bertie said the mayor was beside himself. Bertie said there was talk of closing the street for the night, making it an event, a festival, the kind of thing towns like this used to do and don’t anymore. Bertie said her niece in Chattanooga had called her at six in the morning to tell her, as if Bertie needed Chattanooga to tell her what was happening on her own square.

I refilled her coffee. I said that sounds like something. I moved on.

But the talk did not move on. It sat in the booths and it grew legs and it walked from table to table the way it does in a town where everyone knows everyone and everyone has a version of every story and every version is slightly different but the feeling underneath is the same. The feeling was pride. The feeling was excitement. A famous man, their famous man, the boy from the Gap who had gone out into the world and made it listen, was coming home to sing in the building that had been dark and dead for almost as long as most people could remember, and that was not nothing. That was something. That was a thing you could hold and point to and say see, we are not forgotten, we are not finished, someone remembers where he came from and he is coming back.

I understood the feeling. I did not begrudge it. I want to be clear about that. I did not stand behind my counter nursing a wound and hating this town for loving a man who had done what most people in Sawyer’s Gap only dream about, which is leave. The people in my diner were happy and their happiness was real and I would not have taken it from them even if I could.

But there is a thing that happens when a room full of people tells a story that you know differently than they know it, a story you were inside of, a story your hands were on, and they tell it with confidence and warmth and not a single one of them looks at you while they tell it because it does not occur to them, has never occurred to them, that you belong in it. You become the woman with the coffee pot. You become the background. You stand in your own life and listen to a room describe you out of it, and the room does not notice, and you do not correct them, and the coffee stays hot, and the morning moves.

The song came on the radio at quarter past nine.

The radio in the diner was old, a paint-flecked thing on the shelf above the pie case that had been tuned to the same country station since my father put it there, and it played low enough that you could hear it when the room was quiet and lose it when the room was not, which meant it lived on the edge of your attention, there and not there, a thing you could ignore when you needed to. I had gotten good at ignoring it. I had gotten good at hearing the first two bars and reaching for a plate or a rag or a conversation, anything to put between myself and the next three and a half minutes, and usually it worked, usually I could fill the time with motion and come out the other side without stopping, without sitting down, without doing the thing I refused to do in this room, which was feel it.

It started the way it always started. The guitar, just the guitar, four bars alone before the rest came in. I was at the register. I had a ticket in my hand. I read the ticket and I rang it up and I put the change in the drawer and I closed the drawer and I picked up the coffeepot, and by then he was singing, his voice coming through the old speaker the way it always came, easy, unhurried, the voice of a man who sounded like he had nowhere else to be, and the diner went a little quieter the way it always did when the song came on, not silent but softer, people leaning into it, because this was the one, this was theirs, this was the song that put the name of their town in the mouths of strangers, and they loved it, genuinely, the way you love a thing that has made you feel seen.

The first verse was his. That was always his. He wrote it on a napkin at this counter, and I watched him do it, and the words were good, immediate, real, the words of a boy who could hear something in the air that other people could not and who had the talent to set it down before it disappeared. The first verse was about a road and a truck and a summer that felt like it would never end, and it was simple and true and I had never once questioned that it belonged to him.

It was the second verse that was ours.

I will not say mine. Not yet. I was not ready for mine yet, that morning, standing at the counter with the coffeepot in my hand and the radio playing and the room soft with affection for a song they thought they knew everything about. I could manage ours. I could manage the word that kept his hands on it too, the word that was generous, the word that did not require me to stand alone with it.

The second verse was written on the bridge below the trestle, on the hood of his truck, on a night in August when the air was so warm and so close that the river smelled like the inside of the earth. I was eighteen. He was nineteen. We were two people who had spent a summer making something neither of us had a name for yet, a thing that was not a relationship because we had never called it one and was not a collaboration because that word belongs to people who keep track, who make agreements, who write things down in ways that matter. We were just two people on the hood of a truck with one guitar between us and a notebook I had brought from the diner and a pencil with a dull point and the sound of the river underneath us, and he had the first verse, and it was good, and it needed a second verse, and I said what about this, and I sang him something I had been carrying in my head for a week, four lines that turned the song from a boy’s memory of a summer into something older and wider, something about leaving and the fear of what you leave behind, and he looked at me the way he used to look at me when I said something that surprised him, which was still and quiet, his hands stopped on the strings, his eyes on my face, and he said sing that again.

I sang it again.

He learned it. He played it. He put it in the song.

And then he left Sawyer’s Gap, and the song went with him, and the song had his name on it, only his name, and when it played on the radio in a diner in a town at the foot of the Blue Ridge, it played as his, and the woman who had given him the second verse stood at the counter with a coffeepot and let it play and did not say anything, because saying something would have required her to explain what she had been to him and what he had been to her and what the bridge and the truck and the August meant, and she was not willing to do that, had never been willing to do that, and so the silence held, and the years passed inside the silence, and the song became the weather, and I stopped hearing it, mostly, the way you stop hearing a train when you live next to the tracks.

Mostly.

The song ended. The radio moved on to something else. The diner filled back up with its own noise, forks and plates and voices, and I refilled Bertie’s cup and cleared the Suttles’ table and started the lunch prep because lunch comes whether you are ready for it or not, and Dell looked at me once from the grill, a look that lasted a half second and said everything he was not going to say out loud, and I looked back at him and my face said what it always said to Dell, which was I’m fine, which was not a lie exactly but was not the truth either, which was the middle place I had learned to live in, the place where the door is closed but you can feel the draft coming through the gap at the bottom.

Webb came in at noon. My brother, twenty years old, tall, noisy, still young enough to come through a door like the door had been waiting for him. He had paint on his jeans and his guitar case over his shoulder and he sat at the counter and said you heard, right, and I said I heard, and he said this is it, Romy, this is the moment, and his face was the face of a boy who believes the world is about to open for him, which is the most beautiful face a person can have and the most frightening, because the world does not always open and the believing is what breaks first.

I poured him a sweet tea and I said eat something, and he said I’m serious, and I said I know, eat something, and he ordered a sandwich and he talked about Asa the way he always talked about Asa, with the reverence of someone who has memorized another person’s life and mistaken the memorization for understanding, and I listened because that is what I do with Webb, I listen, and I set food in front of him, and I keep the parts of the story he does not know behind my teeth where they have lived for twelve years and where they will continue to live, because my brother is the last person in this town I would burden with the truth about that song.

He ate his sandwich. He left. He said I love you on the way out, the way he always does, fast and easy, the way people say it when they have no reason to think it might be complicated.

I said I love you back.

The afternoon went. The lunch rush came and thinned and the tables emptied and I put the chairs up one by one and swept the floor and wiped the counter and counted the register and turned off the pie case light and stood in the quiet, the full quiet, the end-of-day quiet that is different from the beginning-of-day quiet because it is not waiting for anything, it is just done, it is just still, and in the stillness I could hear the mockingbird again, still going in the elm, running through its stolen songs the way mockingbirds do, singing things that belong to other birds in a voice that sounds exactly like its own.

I turned off the lights. I locked the door. I stood on the sidewalk in front of my diner and I looked across the square at the Majestic, dark, closed, the marquee with no letters and the chain gone orange and the brick front holding the last of the day’s light the way brick does, warm and slow, letting go of it one degree at a time.

He was coming back. He was going to stand on a stage in that building and sing that song to a room full of people who loved it, and they were going to sing the second verse back to him, and he was going to hear it in their voices, the verse I gave him on the hood of a truck on a bridge in August, and I was going to be across the street, forty feet away, with a rag in my hand and the radio on and the lights off.

I did not go to the bridge that night. I did not pull out the old notebook. I did not do any of the things that a person does in a story when the past comes back to find them.

I went home. I made eggs. I sat on my porch in the dark and listened to the crickets and the frogs and the faint hum of the highway a mile east, and I drank a glass of water, and I thought about nothing in particular, and I did not cry, and I did not call anyone, and I went to bed at nine-thirty the way I always do, and I lay in the dark with the window open and the night air coming in, warm and thick and smelling of cut grass and river water and the last of the summer, and I closed my eyes.

And I heard the song. Not on the radio. Not from a speaker. Just inside my own head, where it had always been, where it had never stopped playing, where the second verse still belonged to a girl on the hood of a truck who had not yet learned that a thing you give away without writing it down is a thing you cannot get back.

I lay there for a long time, listening to it. I did not try to stop it. I did not try to change it. I just let it play, the way I always did, the way I had for twelve years, quietly, in the dark, in a house at the edge of a town at the foot of a mountain that I had never left and that had never left me.

Somewhere across the square, behind the boarded windows and the rusted chain, the Majestic was waiting.

I suppose I was too.
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The trucks came on a Thursday.

I know it was a Thursday because Thursday is pie day, the day I bake instead of pulling from the freezer, and I was in the kitchen at four in the morning with flour on my hands when I heard the first engine on the square. Not Harlan’s truck with the paper. Something bigger, something diesel, the low grind of a vehicle that was not passing through but arriving, parking, stopping with the kind of weight that says I am here to stay for a while.

I did not go to the window. I was rolling crust. There is a point in rolling crust where you cannot stop, where the dough has reached the temperature and the thickness that will not wait for you, and you either keep going or you start over, and I have never started over on a crust in my life and I was not going to start because a truck was parking on my square at four in the morning.

I finished the crust. I laid it in the dish and crimped the edges and set it aside and started the next one, and while I started the next one another truck came, and then another, and by the time I had three crusts done and the fillings measured and the oven heated, there were voices outside, low voices, men’s voices, the sound of tailgates opening and equipment being unloaded, and I washed my hands and dried them on my apron and I went to the front window and looked.

There were three trucks on the east side of the square, parked nose-in along the curb in front of the Majestic. White trucks, unmarked, the kind contractors use, with toolboxes bolted to the beds and ladders strapped to the racks. Men were moving between them and the theater entrance in the gray predawn light, carrying things I could not identify from across the street, long things and flat things and boxes, and someone had already taken the padlock off the double doors because the doors were open, both of them, open for the first time in years, and from where I stood I could see into the dark lobby, just the first few feet of it, just the tile floor and the edge of the old ticket counter, and then darkness beyond that, the deep darkness of a room that has been closed so long it has forgotten what light looks like.

I stood at the window longer than I meant to. Then I went back to the kitchen and put the pies in the oven and started the coffee.

Dell came in at six-fifteen. He stood in the doorway of the kitchen and looked at me and then looked out toward the front of the diner, where the sounds of the trucks and the men were louder now, audible even from the back, and he said they’re early.

I said I noticed.

He tied his apron. He lit the burners. He said nothing else about it, and I was grateful for that, and I showed my gratitude the way I always showed it to Dell, which was by not mentioning it.

The morning rush came, and with it the talk. The talk was louder than it had been on Tuesday when the paper ran the article, because now there was something to see, something physical, something happening right there on the square where you could watch it through the window while you ate your eggs, and people love that, people love to watch a thing being built or a thing being opened or a thing being brought back to life, because it gives them the feeling that the world is moving in a direction that includes them.

Gareth Suttles said he’d heard they were bringing in a sound system from Nashville. Bertie Ansel said she’d heard the whole interior was being gutted and redone, new seats, new curtains, everything. Lonnie Pratt, who ran the hardware store and who knew more about the buildings on this square than any living person, said the wiring in the Majestic was forty years old and a fire hazard and that whoever Asa had hired better know what they were doing. He said this with the authority of a man who had been saying the same thing about the Majestic’s wiring for twenty years and who was pleased, in a grim way, to finally have someone listening.

I moved between the tables. I poured coffee. I answered questions I did not have answers to with the words I don’t know much about it, which was true in the way that a locked door is true, accurate on the surface and hiding everything behind it.

By midmorning the work across the street had taken on a shape. The double doors stayed open and men moved in and out steadily, and I could hear, faintly, from inside the diner, the sound of hammers, and once the high whine of a saw, and twice a radio playing something I could not make out, just the tinny, distant sound of music inside a building that had not held music in longer than I wanted to count. They had set up a folding table on the sidewalk outside the theater entrance with water bottles and a clipboard, and a woman I did not recognize sat at it with a phone to her ear, talking with the clipped, efficient voice of someone who does this for a living, who sets up tables and chairs and coordinates men with trucks in towns she has never been to before and will not remember after.

I watched all of this from behind the counter, in pieces, in the spaces between orders. I was not staring. I was not standing at the window. I was doing my work and my work happened to face the square and the square happened to contain, for the first time in a long time, something worth looking at. That is all.

The lunch rush was bigger than usual. People came who did not normally come on Thursdays, people who normally packed a lunch or drove to the Wendy’s out on the highway, and they came because Faircloth’s had the best view of the Majestic, the only view really, straight across the square, front window to front door, and if something was going to happen over there they wanted to be over here when it did. I did not blame them. I would have done the same thing if I were someone else, if I were a person with no history in that building and no stake in what it meant, if I were just a person in a small town where nothing had happened in a long time watching something finally happen.

I made more coffee than I usually make. I cut the pies earlier than I usually cut them. I ran out of the turkey club by twelve-thirty, which had not happened on a Thursday in months, and I stood in the walk-in counting bread and doing the math in my head for the afternoon and telling myself that the busyness was good, that a full diner was a good thing, that the money was the point and the rest was just noise.

Dell said you’re counting that bread like it wronged you.

I put the bread down. I said we’re fine.

He said I know we’re fine. I said we’re fine.

The afternoon thinned out the way it always did, the booths emptying one by one, the tables clearing, the noise dropping from a crowd to a handful to just the hum of the refrigerator and the scrape of Dell cleaning the grill, and by two o’clock the diner was nearly empty and the square outside had gone quiet, the trucks still parked but the men inside the theater now, out of sight, just the faint knock of work coming through the walls.

I wiped the counter. I wiped it longer than it needed wiping. I wiped it in long, slow strokes, the way you do when your hands need something to do and your mind is ahead of you, out the door and across the street and inside a building you have not been inside in over a decade.

The Majestic used to be the center of everything. I need to say that so you understand what it meant, what it still meant, what it meant for those doors to be open. When my father was young and his father was running the diner, the Majestic showed movies on Friday and Saturday nights and the whole town came, and the diner stayed open late because people would walk across the square after the picture and sit in the booths and eat pie and talk about what they had seen, and my grandfather said those were the best nights, the nights when the town was a town, when the square was full and the lights were on in every window and you could stand on the sidewalk and feel the hum of people being together in a place they all belonged to. By the time I was a girl the Majestic was already struggling, and by the time I was in high school it was closed, and the diner’s late nights closed with it, and the square after dark became a quiet place, a place where the only lights were the streetlamps and the exit sign above my front door and, if I was working late on the books, the single bulb over the register.

The theater closing was not dramatic. It was not a tragedy. It was just a slow thing that happened the way slow things happen in small towns, a little less each year, a little darker, a little quieter, until one day you realize the thing is gone and you cannot point to the day it left because it did not leave all at once. It left the way heat leaves a room when you turn off the furnace. Gradually. By degree. And then you notice you are cold and you do not know how long you have been cold and you put on a sweater and you stop thinking about it.

I was thinking about it now. I did not want to be, but I was, because the doors were open and the hammers were going and the men were inside doing whatever they were doing to bring it back, and the bringing back of a thing that has been gone a long time is not a simple thing, not emotionally, not for the people who learned to live without it.

I finished wiping the counter. I folded the rag. I unfolded it and wiped the counter again.

Dell looked at me. He did not say anything. He did not have to. Dell’s silence had a vocabulary, and the particular silence he was using now, the one where he kept his eyes on me for a half second longer than usual before going back to his work, meant I see you doing the thing you do when you’re not all right and I am going to let you do it because pointing it out would make it worse.

It was ten minutes to three when the truck pulled in.

Not one of the white contractor trucks. A different truck, dark green, older, a Ford with a dull finish and out-of-state plates, and it parked in the spot closest to the Majestic’s front doors, the spot right under the marquee, and it parked with the easy, unhurried confidence of someone who knows exactly where they are going and has been thinking about it for a while.

I was at the register. I had a stack of receipts in my hand. I was sorting them by time the way I do at the end of the day, a task that requires just enough attention to keep my hands busy and not enough to keep my mind from wandering, and my mind was not wandering, my mind was right there, in my hands, in the receipts, in the small square facts of the day’s totals, and then the truck door opened and he stepped out and my hands stopped moving.

He was across the street. He was sixty feet away, maybe seventy, standing on the sidewalk in front of the Majestic with his back to me. He was wearing a gray shirt and jeans and boots and he was standing the way I remembered him standing, which was still, with his weight on his left foot and his right hand in his pocket, the posture of a man who is looking at something and making up his mind about it. He was looking at the theater. He was looking at the marquee and the open doors and the folding table and the woman with the clipboard, and he stood there for a long time, ten seconds, fifteen, just looking, and in those fifteen seconds I learned that twelve years had changed him in all the ways that time changes a man and in none of the ways that matter when you are the woman watching from across the street.

He was broader. That was the first thing. Broader in the shoulders and thicker through the arms, the body of a man in his early thirties who has filled out past the lean, unfinished look of the boy he used to be. His hair was shorter, darker than I remembered, though that could have been the light. He moved the way he used to move, slow and deliberate, each step placed, nothing wasted, and when he turned to say something to the woman at the table I saw his face in profile and the face was his, the same nose and jaw and the same way of holding his mouth when he was thinking, slightly open, as if he were about to say something and had decided at the last moment to wait.

I stood at the register with the receipts in my hand and I watched him the way you watch a person you have not seen in twelve years and are not prepared to see now, which is to say without breathing, without moving, without deciding what you feel because the feeling has not arrived yet, it is still forming, it is still somewhere between your stomach and your throat, and you are standing very still and hoping it will pass through you without stopping.

It did not pass through me. It sat there. It sat right there in the center of my chest and it was not a thing I could name and I did not try to name it because naming it would have made it real and real was not something I was ready for at ten minutes to three on a Thursday afternoon with a stack of receipts in my hand and Dell fifteen feet behind me at the grill.

I looked down at the receipts. I shuffled them. I put them in order. I picked up a pen and wrote a number on the top one that I had already written, so now there were two numbers, one on top of the other, both the same, and I stared at them as if the repetition were a mystery that required my full attention.

Dell said you wrote that number twice.

I said I know.

He said all right then.

I put the receipts in the drawer. I closed the drawer. I picked up the coffeepot, which was nearly empty, and I took it to the machine and poured it out and started a fresh one, which was wasteful because it was three o’clock and no one was going to drink a full pot of coffee at three o’clock on a Thursday, but the making of the coffee was a thing to do, a process with steps, grounds and filter and water and the button, and the steps took time and the time was a bridge between the moment I had been in and the moment I was going to, and I needed the bridge, I needed the ordinary machinery of the afternoon to carry me from here to there without having to explain to myself what here was.

Through the window, across the square, Asa was walking into the Majestic. He paused at the doors. He put his hand on the frame, the left side, and he held it there for a moment, his palm flat against the wood, and the gesture was small and private and I do not think he knew anyone was watching, and I turned away because watching a person in a private moment is a kind of trespass and I had no right to his private moments, not anymore, not for a long time.

The new coffee brewed. I listened to it. The hiss and drip of it, the smell of it filling the kitchen, the small domestic sounds that had been the soundtrack of my life for eight years, longer if you count the years I spent in this kitchen as a girl, watching my father do the same things I was doing now, in the same order, with the same hands. My father’s hands had been larger than mine but they moved the same way, quick and sure, and he used to say that a diner runs on coffee and routine and the willingness to show up before the sun does, and he was right about all three, and I had built my life on all three, and the life was good, the life was mine, the life fit me the way this building fit me, closely, completely, with no room left over for anything I had not planned for.

I had not planned for Asa Renfro to be standing sixty feet from my front door.

The afternoon went. I did the things I always do. I prepped for the next morning. I checked the inventory. I wiped down the tables and put the chairs up and swept the floor and did all of it with the careful, measured attention of a person who is using her hands to keep her head quiet, which works for a while, which works until you run out of tasks and the quiet comes back and you are standing in an empty diner with a broom in your hand and nothing left to clean.

Webb came in at four-thirty. He came through the front door this time, not the back, and he stopped in the doorway and looked across the square at the trucks and the open doors and the light coming from inside the Majestic, the first light from inside the Majestic in years, a warm, uneven glow from the work lamps the crew had set up, and his face was the face he had at Christmas when he was eight, the face of pure, uncomplicated want, and he said they’re really doing it.

I said they’re really doing it.

He sat at the counter. He did not order anything. He just sat and looked out the window and after a while he said do you think he’s in there, and I said I don’t know, and that was a lie, the first lie I told that day, because I did know. I had seen him go in. I had watched him put his hand on the doorframe and walk inside, and I knew he was in there the way I knew the pies were done and the register was counted and the floor was swept, with the certainty of a person who pays attention to the details of her world even when she wishes she did not.

Webb said I’m going to go over there.

I said not today.

He looked at me. He had my mother’s eyes, dark, quick, the kind that see too much and say so, and he said why not today, and I said because they’re working and you’d be in the way, and he said I wouldn’t be in the way, and I said Webb, not today, and something in my voice, some note of finality that I had not intended to put there, made him stop and look at me differently, the way you look at someone when you realize they are saying something larger than the words they are using.

He said okay.

He sat there for another minute. Then he picked up his guitar case from where he had leaned it against the counter and he left, and the door closed behind him, and I watched him walk across the square toward his car, and he did not cross to the theater side, he kept to this side, my side, and I do not know if he did that because I had asked him to wait or because something in him understood, without knowing the reason, that the distance between the diner and the Majestic was not sixty feet but twelve years, and twelve years is not a distance you cross because you feel like it on a Thursday afternoon.

I finished closing. I turned off the lights. I stood in the dark diner and looked through the window one more time, and the Majestic was lit from inside now, the glow coming through the open doors and spilling onto the sidewalk in a long rectangle of light, and I could see shapes moving inside, the crew, working late, and somewhere among them or above them or beyond them, in a room I could not see from here, Asa was back in Sawyer’s Gap, breathing the same air and walking the same streets and sleeping under the same sky, and the town that had been without him for twelve years was adjusting to his presence the way a body adjusts to a change in pressure, slowly, with a faint ache, the kind you do not notice until you stop moving and sit still and feel it.

I locked the door. I walked to my car. I drove home on the same road I always drive, past the high school and the Baptist church and the feed lot and the turn for the river bridge, and I did not look at the river bridge, I kept my eyes forward, and I pulled into my driveway and turned off the engine and sat in the car for a while with the windows down and the evening coming on, the light going gold the way it goes in late August, slow and thick, the shadows stretching long across the yard.

I was thinking about his hand on the doorframe. The way he had placed it there, flat, gentle, the way you touch a thing you are not sure will hold. The way he had stood there for that one second before walking in, as if the building had asked him a question and he was considering his answer.

It was such a small thing. A hand on a door. It should not have meant anything.

I got out of the car. I went inside. I made dinner and I ate it and I washed the plate and I sat on the porch and I folded a piece of paper into smaller and smaller squares until it would not fold anymore and then I unfolded it and smoothed it flat on my knee and folded it again, and the folding was not for any purpose, it was just a thing my hands needed to do, and I let them do it, because my hands had always been smarter than the rest of me and if they needed to fold something then something needed folding, and I was not going to argue with my hands, not tonight, not with the light going and the crickets starting and the Majestic open across town and a green truck parked beneath a marquee that would soon, for the first time in years, have letters on it again.

I folded the paper one more time. I held it in my palm. I closed my fingers around it.

Then I went inside, and I set it on the kitchen table, and I turned off the lights, and I went to bed, and I lay there in the dark and I listened to the house and the night and the distance between where I was and where he was, which was three miles of road and twelve years of silence and a second verse that I had never asked him to give back.
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I had two days to prepare for it and I did not prepare for it at all.

That is not entirely true. I prepared in the way that I prepare for everything, which is by working. I worked Thursday evening after I saw him on the square and I worked all day Friday and I worked Saturday morning, which was not my usual Saturday because I normally take Saturday mornings slow, come in a little later, let Dell open, give myself the one small luxury of sleeping until five-thirty instead of four, but that Saturday I was at the diner at four again, rolling crust that did not need rolling and prepping things that did not need prepping and cleaning surfaces that were already clean, and if you had asked me why I was there I would have told you that I was behind on inventory, which was a lie, or that I wanted to get ahead on the weekend prep, which was also a lie, and the truth, which I was not going to tell anyone, was that I could not sit in my house anymore. My house was too still. My house had too many rooms with nothing in them that required my attention, and a woman with nothing to do is a woman who thinks, and thinking was not what I needed. I needed flour on my hands and tickets on the rail and the sound of Dell’s spatula on the flattop and the bell above

















































































