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  For everyone still holding a letter that was never meant to stay in their hands. Set it down.
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This book was grown, more than written.

To the farmers of Kentucky’s burley country, whose plain way of speaking taught me that the most important things are almost never said out loud: the fence lines and creek bottoms in these pages belong to you.

To everyone who has ever stood behind a counter and listened without judgment, who has poured one more cup when what the person needed was not coffee but company: you are Tansy. The world runs on people like you.
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There are certain kinds of news that find you before anyone speaks. You feel them in the room first, the way you feel a shift in weather before the clouds arrive, and by the time somebody says the words out loud they are only confirming what the air already told you.

I was at Mosely’s Feed and Supply on a Tuesday morning in September, the kind of morning that starts cool and turns warm by nine and smells like dust and cut grass and the last of the season leaning toward its end. I had come in for fencing staples and a roll of baling twine, and I was standing at the counter with my wallet out when I noticed that Delmar Mosely was looking at me a beat too long before he rang me up.

Delmar has run that feed store since before I was born. He is a man of few words, most of them about the weather or the price of hay, and in all my years of buying from him I have never once seen him hesitate at the register. But he hesitated that morning. His hand went to the staples and then stopped, and he looked at me the way people look at you when they are deciding whether you are strong enough for what they are about to say.

“Cora,” he said. “You heard about Emmett.”

It was not a question. Or it was, but the kind that answers itself.

“No,” I said.

Delmar set the box of staples down on the counter between us and lined it up with the edge the way he always does, precise and neat, a man who has arranged his whole life around small things being where they belong.

“Passed last night,” he said. “The hospice nurse called Vester this morning, and Vester called the church, and by now I expect everybody in Quill knows. Heart gave out, they said. Though I imagine the rest of him wasn’t far behind.”

I picked up the staples and put them in my bag. I picked up the twine. I did these things in the right order and with steady hands because I am a woman who has had a lot of practice at keeping her hands steady when the rest of her is not.

“That’s a shame,” I said. “Emmett was a good neighbor for a long time.”

Delmar watched me. The whole store watched me, which is to say Patsy Boggs by the dog food and old Gerald Kipp pretending to read the bulletin board by the door. They were watching the way Quill always watches when something touches the old subject, the one nobody brings up to my face but everybody carries in their back pocket like a coin worn smooth from handling.

“The boy’ll be coming home, I expect,” Delmar said. He said it to the register, not to me. “For the service.”

I put my wallet back in my jacket. I thanked him for the staples. I walked out into the September light and got in my truck and pulled the door shut and sat there for a moment with my hands on the wheel, looking at the parking lot of Mosely’s Feed and Supply as if it were the most interesting parking lot in the state of Kentucky.

Then I drove home and went back to work.

That is what I do. That is what I have always done. There is tobacco to cut and there is hay to worry about and there is a farm that does not care what died last night or who is driving home because of it. The Ledbetter place has two hundred and forty acres, most of it in burley and fescue, and it has been in my family for four generations, and it runs on the kind of schedule that does not allow for sitting in parking lots thinking about things that are finished.

I parked by the stripping barn and changed into my field boots and walked out to the upper patch where Lin was already working. My brother is three years younger than me and has the kind of loyalty that looks, from certain angles, like stubbornness. He was moving down the row with his tobacco knife, cutting stalks and spearing them onto sticks with the easy rhythm of a man who has done this particular thing since he was twelve years old. He did not look up when I came through the row, which meant he already knew.

“Mosely told you,” I said.

“Tansy called,” Lin said, still cutting. “Six fifteen this morning. Before I’d even put the coffee on.”

“And you didn’t think to mention it before I drove into town and got looked at like a window everybody wanted to peek through.”

Lin straightened up and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. He has our mother’s eyes, dark and quick, and our father’s way of saying difficult things while looking at something else entirely.

“I didn’t mention it because it doesn’t concern us,” he said. “Emmett Cobb is dead. We’ll send flowers because that’s what you do. Beyond that, it’s Cobb business.”

“Delmar says the boy’s coming back.”

Lin went still for half a second. Then he bent back to the row.

“Delmar says a lot of things.”

I took up my own knife and started cutting. The tobacco was tall this year, good dark leaf, the kind of stand that makes you feel like maybe the season will come out right after all. You cut low and clean, one stroke, and you let the stalk fall and then you spear it and hang it and move on to the next one, and if you do it well and if you do it long enough you can go a whole afternoon without a thought in your head that isn’t about the work. I have spent seventeen Septembers proving that.

We worked the upper patch until noon without saying anything more about it. The sun came up full and the air turned heavy and sweet with the smell of cut tobacco, that green sharp smell that is like nothing else and that I have loved since I was a girl following my father down these same rows. Tobacco is a hard crop. People who have never grown it do not understand what it asks of you, the bending and cutting and housing and stripping, months of labor for a return that gets smaller every year. But it is ours, and it is what the Ledbetters have always done, and there is a kind of dignity in doing the thing your people did even when the math says you probably shouldn’t.

At noon we broke and went up to the house. The house is white clapboard, two stories, a porch that wraps around two sides, and it sits on a low rise where you can see all the way down the south field to Reedy Creek and, beyond the creek, the Cobb place.

I did not look at the Cobb place. I looked at it the way you look at something you have trained yourself not to see, which is to say I knew exactly where it was and what it looked like and how the barn roof has sagged more every year without someone tending it, and I knew all of this without turning my head because I have been not looking at it for seventeen years.

Lin made sandwiches. I sat at the kitchen table with my boots still on and drank water and listened to the house tick the way old houses do in the heat. My mother’s curtains are still in the kitchen windows. She made them the year I was nine, yellow with small white flowers, and they have faded to the color of old cream but I have never taken them down. There are things in this house that belong to people who are gone, and I keep them where they are because moving them would mean deciding what the house is now, and I am not sure I want to answer that.

“Tansy wants you to come by the cafe,” Lin said, setting a plate in front of me.

“Tansy always wants me to come by the cafe.”

“She said to tell you she has the good pie today, which is her way of saying she wants to talk to you about the thing I told her I wouldn’t talk to you about.”

I ate my sandwich. It was ham and white bread and mustard, and it was fine, and I focused on it the way you focus on a simple thing when the complicated things are standing too close.

“I’ll go by tomorrow,” I said. “Today I want to finish the upper patch.”

“Cora.”

“What.”

Lin sat down across from me and put his hands flat on the table, a gesture he has inherited from our father, who used to do the same thing when he was about to say something he’d thought about for a while.

“If he comes back,” Lin said, “it doesn’t change anything. He’s burying his father and settling the estate and whatever else a man does when the last person holding him to a place finally lets go of it. That’s got nothing to do with us.”

“I know that.”

“I’m saying it because I know you, and I know how this town is, and by sundown there won’t be a porch in Quill that isn’t talking about you and him and that September, and I need you to know that none of that matters. He left. You stayed. That’s the whole of it.”

I looked at my brother. He was twenty years old the morning I was supposed to get married, and he was the one who drove me home from the church when it became clear no one was coming. He has never forgiven Asa Cobb for that morning, and in a way his unforgiveness has been a kind of gift to me, a wall I could stand behind when my own wall felt thin.

“I know the whole of it,” I said. “I was there.”

We went back to work. The afternoon was long and hot and full of the kind of labor that leaves your arms aching and your back stiff and your mind, if you are lucky, too tired to wander anywhere you don’t want it to go. I cut and speared and hung and moved down the row, and the field gave me what it has always given me, which is a place to put myself where the only thing that matters is the next stalk and the next stick and the distance between here and the end of the row.

But the field is not the whole world. And the Cobb place is right there, a quarter mile across the creek, and twice that afternoon I caught myself looking at it. Not looking at it. Seeing it despite myself, the way you see a scar on your own hand, something so familiar it is part of the landscape of your body.

The Cobb barn with its bowed roof. The house where the paint has gone to gray. The fence line running between his land and mine, wire and cedar posts, a line my grandfather and his grandfather strung together when the two families still spoke easily and borrowed tools and sent plates of food across when someone was sick. That fence has been mended a hundred times by Ledbetter hands and Cobb hands, and it is one of the last true things left between us, a duty that outlasted everything else.

I wondered, cutting tobacco, whether Asa even remembered how to mend a fence. It had been seventeen years. A man can forget a lot in seventeen years. He can forget the way the wire wants to sing when you stretch it between the posts. He can forget which creekbank floods in a hard rain and which gate swings easy if you lift it right. He can forget the name of the neighbor girl who used to hand him staples while he worked, her fingers brushing his palm every time, neither of them saying a word about it, both of them knowing.

I cut another stalk. I speared it clean. I moved on.

By late afternoon the light was going amber the way it does in September in this part of Kentucky, low and warm, the kind of light that makes everything look the way you want to remember it. I stood at the end of the row and stretched my back and looked out over the south field to the creek and the trees and the line of the ridge beyond, and I let myself feel, for one unguarded moment, how beautiful it was. This is my place. This is where I chose to stand when every good reason said I should leave. I could have gone. After that morning at the church I could have gone anywhere, could have packed my truck and driven until Quill was a word I used to know. But I stayed, because the farm needed me and because my father was sick and because Lin was too young to run it alone and because, if I am honest about it, I did not want to give Asa Cobb the satisfaction of believing he had taken my home from me along with everything else.

So I stayed. And I built the kind of life that looks, from the outside, like a life a woman chose. I run the farm. I keep the books. I sit on the board of the tobacco warehouse and I serve on the building committee at the Methodist church and I buy my feed from Delmar Mosely every Tuesday and I eat pie at Tansy’s cafe on Fridays and I date Truitt Saylor, who is kind and steady and looks at me like I am enough, exactly as I am, which is a rare and precious thing and which I have tried very hard to deserve.

It is a good life. It is a life I am proud of. And if it was built on the foundation of a morning I don’t talk about, well. Plenty of good things grow in soil that has something buried in it. That is practically the definition of farming.

I finished the row and loaded the last sticks onto the wagon and drove the tractor back up to the barn. Lin was already there, hanging sticks in the upper tier, his shirt dark with sweat. We worked together in the barn until the light through the slats went from gold to gray, and we said nothing about Emmett Cobb or his son or the September that sits between every sentence this town has ever said about me.

After supper I sat on the porch with a glass of tea and watched the dark come in. The porch is where I do my thinking, though I would not call it that. I would call it sitting. I sit and I watch the fireflies and I listen to the frogs down at the creek and I let the day go, piece by piece, until there is nothing left of it but the cool air and the smell of the fields and the sound of the house behind me being the house it has always been.

The phone rang twice that evening. The first time it was Patsy Boggs, calling to say she was sorry about Emmett and did I need anything, which was her way of asking if I was all right, which was her way of asking about Asa without using his name. I told her I was fine and thanked her and hung up. The second time it was Tansy.

“You heard,” she said.

“I heard.”

“Are you coming by tomorrow?”

“Lin says you have the good pie.”

“I have the good pie and I have two ears and a closed mouth, which is more than Patsy Boggs can say. Come in the morning before the church ladies get there.”

Tansy Goforth has been running that cafe since before my mother died, and she is the closest thing I have to a person who knows all of me. Not the version of me that goes to church and sits on boards and keeps the Ledbetter place running like clockwork. The whole of me. The version that stood in a white dress in an empty room and watched the clock go past ten and then eleven and then noon, and understood, slowly and then all at once, that the life she thought was starting had already ended.

Tansy was there that day. She was the one who unpinned my veil. She was the one who drove me home when Lin couldn’t stop his hands from shaking long enough to hold the wheel. And she has never, in all the years since, told me what to feel about it or tried to make me talk about it or suggested that time heals anything. She has only kept a stool open at the counter and made sure there was always pie on Fridays and let me be whatever I needed to be on any given day, which is the only kind of love I have ever fully trusted.

“I’ll be there,” I said.

I hung up and sat in the dark and watched the Cobb place across the creek. There were no lights on, and there hadn’t been for months, not since Emmett got too sick to live there alone and Vester moved him to the hospice in Garland County. The house was a shape against the sky, dark and quiet, the way a house gets when nobody is coming home to it.

But somebody was coming home to it now. That was the thing sitting in the air tonight, the thing Delmar had put on the counter with the fencing staples, the thing Lin and Patsy and Tansy were all circling without quite landing on.

Asa Cobb was coming back to Quill.

I said his name in my head and waited to see what it did. I have a practice with his name, a kind of test I run on myself from time to time, the way you press on a bruise to see if it still hurts. For years the name was a door I kept locked, and even thinking it felt like reaching for the handle. Then for a while it was duller than that, more like a word in a language I used to speak, familiar but no longer mine. And now, tonight, sitting on the porch with the tea going warm in my hand and the dark Cobb house across the creek, it was something else again. Something I did not have a word for, which is maybe why I sat there as long as I did, trying to find one.

I did not find one. I finished my tea and went inside and washed the glass and set it on the rack and turned off the kitchen light. I checked the doors. I climbed the stairs. I lay down in the bed I have slept in alone for seventeen years and I listened to the house settle and the creek run and the last of the insects in the grass, and I told myself that nothing had changed.

Emmett Cobb was dead, and his son was coming home to bury him, and both of those things were Cobb business and none of them were mine. I had tobacco to cut and hay to think about and a farm that would still be here in the morning whether or not a truck with out of state plates came down the Cobb lane in the night. My life was my life. I had built it with my own hands, the way you build a fence, post by post, wire by wire, and I was not going to let it come undone because the wind shifted.

I closed my eyes. The room was dark and the bed was cool and the house was mine and the farm was mine and the careful quiet life I had made out of the ruins of a September morning was mine, all of it, every board and beam and breath of it, and no one was going to take any of it from me again.

I said this to myself the way a person says a thing she needs to be true.

And then I lay there a long time, not sleeping, listening for a truck that had not come yet.
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I have learned, in the years since my mother died and my father followed and the running of this place fell to me, that a farm will tell you what kind of day it is going to be before you ever set foot outside. You listen to the house. You listen to the animals. You feel the air coming through the window screen and you know, before your boots hit the porch boards, whether the day is yours or whether it belongs to something else.

The morning after Emmett’s death I woke early, before the light was full, and lay still in my bed and listened. The house was quiet. The rooster down at the barn was quiet. Even the creek, which runs year round and usually hums under everything like a low note you stop hearing until it’s gone, was quieter than it should have been, as if the water itself was holding its breath.

I got up and dressed and went downstairs and made coffee and stood at the kitchen window while it brewed. The window over the sink faces south, down the slope of the yard and past the garden and the equipment shed and the tobacco barn and the south field, all the way to Reedy Creek and the tree line and, beyond the trees, the Cobb place. I have stood at this window ten thousand mornings. I have watched the sun come up over that ridge and light up that valley and turn the creek to silver, and I have done it so many times that the view has become the same as breathing, something my body does without asking my permission.

This morning I stood there and looked at the Cobb house across the creek and it was still dark. No lights. No truck in the yard. No sign that anything had changed, except that the man who had lived there for sixty some years was gone from it now, and the ground knew it even if the house didn’t.

I drank my coffee and went out to feed.

The cattle were at the lower gate, waiting. We run forty head of crossbred cows on the fescue, which is not enough to make a living and not few enough to ignore, and they are the first chore of every morning and the last of every night. I broke open a round bale with the tractor and let them have it and checked the water trough and walked the fence along the creek, looking for gaps. Fence work is the thing I do when I need my hands busy and my mind somewhere other than where it wants to go. My father taught me to mend wire before he taught me to drive, and I can walk a fence line the way some people walk a rosary, one post to the next, checking and testing and moving on, the rhythm of it holding me steady.

The morning was cool. Fog sat low in the bottoms by the creek, the kind of thin white fog that burns off by nine but makes the early hours feel secret and separate from the rest of the day. I could hear a bobwhite calling from the hedgerow and a tractor running somewhere east, probably the Gosset place, and underneath everything the creek moving over its rocks in that steady, unhurried way that used to be the most peaceful sound I knew.

I finished the fence check and walked back up to the barn. Lin was there, backing the truck up to the stripping room.

“You’re up early,” he said.

“I’m always up early.”

“You’re up earlier than your early. Which means you didn’t sleep.”

I pulled on my gloves and started loading the sticks we’d hung yesterday. “I slept fine.”

Lin watched me the way he does when he knows I’m not telling the truth and has decided to let me get away with it. He is good at that. Better than I deserve sometimes.

We worked through the morning. Tobacco, when it is cut and hanging, needs to be checked and turned and worried over like a child with a fever. The barn has to breathe right. The humidity has to hold. You walk between the sticks and you look at the color and you feel the leaf between your fingers and you know, if you have done this long enough, whether the cure is going the way it should. My father could walk into a barn and tell you in ten seconds whether the tobacco was happy. I am not as good as he was. But I am getting closer every year, and the trying is its own kind of inheritance.

We were in the barn, Lin up in the tier rails and me below handing sticks up, when I heard it.

A truck on the Cobb bridge.

The Cobb bridge is a single lane concrete span over Reedy Creek about a half mile south of our lower gate. It is the only way onto the Cobb property from the county road, and it makes a sound when you cross it, a low hum that vibrates through the ground and up through the bones of anything standing on the land nearby. When I was young and Emmett was still farming, you heard that sound a dozen times a day, trucks and tractors and the feed man and the farrier all coming and going across that bridge. In the last few years, since Emmett got sick and the place went quiet, you almost never heard it. The bridge had become a silent thing, like a phone that no longer rings.

It was ringing now.

I did not stop what I was doing. I handed Lin the next stick and he took it and neither of us said anything, but I could feel the air in the barn change the way air changes when two people hear the same thing and both decide not to mention it. Lin set the stick in the rail and looked down at me from the tier, and I looked up at him, and in that look was everything we were not going to say.

“Could be Vester,” Lin said.

“Could be.”

“He’s been going over there to check on things. The pipes, the furnace. Making sure nobody’s broken in.”

“I know.”

“Probably that’s what it is.”

I handed him another stick and he took it and turned away, and I was grateful to him for the lie even though we both knew Vester Cobb drives a diesel Ford that sounds like a coal truck, and whatever had crossed that bridge was quieter than that, a lighter engine, something that had come a long way.

I worked in the barn for another twenty minutes. I counted the sticks. I checked the leaves. I did every small task I could find, and when I ran out of tasks I invented new ones, retying a wire that didn’t need retying, sweeping a floor that was already swept. And then I ran out of things to pretend to do, and I walked outside.

I did not walk toward the fence. I walked toward the house, which was the opposite direction, and I went inside and washed my hands and poured a glass of water and stood at the kitchen window.

The Cobb place was a quarter mile away, visible from here as a collection of shapes against the tree line. The house. The barn. The equipment shed with the tin roof that has been throwing light since I was a child. And in the yard, where there had been nothing an hour ago, a truck.

It was dark green or dark blue, I couldn’t tell at that distance. It had out of state plates, though I could not read them. And it was parked in the spot where Emmett used to park his own truck, the same patch of gravel between the house and the barn where a truck has always been, as if the land itself had a place set aside and was only waiting for someone to fill it.

I stood at the window. I told myself I was drinking my water. I told myself I was resting my back, which was sore from the barn, and that the window happened to face south, and that looking out a window is not the same as looking at anything in particular.

And then the door of the Cobb house opened and a man came out onto the porch and stood there with his hands in his pockets, looking at the yard.

Seventeen years.

It is a strange thing, what distance does to a person you used to know by heart. At a quarter mile he was a shape, a height, a way of standing. I could not see his face. I could not see the color of his eyes or whether his hair had gone gray or whether he still had that scar on his left hand from the summer he caught it on the barbed wire and I held a rag against it until the bleeding stopped, his blood on my fingers, both of us seventeen and frightened and trying not to show it.

I could not see any of that. What I could see was the way he stood. The set of his shoulders, squared but not stiff, a way of holding himself that I recognized the way you recognize a melody you haven’t heard in years. You don’t remember the notes. You don’t remember the key. But your body remembers the shape of it, and before you can stop yourself you are humming along.

He stood on that porch and looked out at the land his father had left him, and I stood at my kitchen window and looked at him looking, and between us was the creek and the fence and the south field and seventeen years of silence, and none of it was enough.

I set my water glass down. I picked it up again. I set it down.

He stepped off the porch and walked toward the barn. He walked the way men walk when they are seeing something again after a long time and trying to measure what has changed, slow and deliberate, his head turning to take in the sagging barn door and the collapsed section of the equipment shed and the pasture that has gone to thistle and wild blackberry without a hand to keep it back. He was seeing what neglect looks like, and I wondered if he understood that the Cobb place had not fallen apart all at once but had gone slowly, the way everything goes in a small town, one unfixed thing at a time until the accumulation becomes its own kind of verdict.

I should have walked away from the window. That is what a woman who has spent seventeen years putting herself back together does. She walks away. She goes back to the barn, back to the work, back to the life she built out of the wreckage he left behind, and she does not stand at kitchen windows watching a man she used to love inspect a property that is none of her concern.

But I did not walk away. I stood there. I stood there longer than I should have, longer than I would ever admit to Lin or Tansy or Truitt or anyone, and I watched Asa Cobb walk around his dead father’s barn the way you watch a storm come in over the ridge, knowing it is going to reach you, knowing there is nothing between you and it but air and time and the particular kind of stubbornness that keeps a woman rooted to the ground when everything in her is telling her to move.

He stopped at the barn door and put his hand on it. I saw that from a quarter mile, the gesture of a man touching a thing he remembers. And my hands, without my permission, went to the edge of the kitchen sink and held on.

I let go. I stepped back from the window. I picked up my glass and washed it and set it on the rack and dried my hands on the towel that hangs from the oven handle, the same towel that has always hung from the oven handle, because this is my kitchen and these are my things and this is my house and I am a woman who is fine.

I went back outside. I went to the barn. I picked up a tobacco knife and went out to the upper patch where there were still six rows to cut, and I cut them. I cut tobacco for four hours in the heat of a September afternoon, and I did not look south, and I did not look at the Cobb place, and I did not think about the way a man’s shoulders can look the same after seventeen years, as if time only changed the things that didn’t matter and left the rest exactly where it was.

Lin came out after lunch and worked beside me. He did not ask where I had been for those twenty minutes, and I did not tell him. We cut and speared and talked about the weather and the price of burley and whether the tractor needed new hydraulic lines, and all of it was true and all of it was necessary and none of it was the thing that was actually happening.

Late in the afternoon I went down to check the fence along the creek, the stretch nearest the Cobb property line. I told myself I was checking for the storm damage from two days ago, the section that had come down by the water. And I was. But the fence brought me close, closer than the kitchen window, close enough that I could see the Cobb house clearly now, the peeling paint and the porch rail that was missing two balusters and the front door that was propped open to let the air through.

I could hear a radio playing inside the house. Country, turned low, the way Emmett used to play it when he was working in the kitchen. For a moment the sound of it stopped me where I stood, because it was such an ordinary sound, such a living sound, coming from a house that had been dead for months. Someone was in there. Someone was making it breathe again.

I stood at the fence with my hand on the top wire and looked at the house and listened to the radio and felt something move through me that I am not going to name because naming it would make it real, and I have spent a long time making sure it isn’t.

A screen door slapped shut. Asa came out the back, carrying a box, and set it on the porch steps. He straightened up and stretched his back and turned toward the creek, and for one long terrible moment he was looking straight at where I was standing.

I don’t know if he saw me. The light was behind me, late afternoon, and the trees along the creek throw long shadows at that hour, and I was wearing a dark jacket and standing close to a cedar post, and it is possible, at that distance, that I looked like nothing more than part of the fence.

But he stood there, looking in my direction, and I stood there, and the creek ran between us the way it has always run, indifferent to everything we have ever made it mean.

He raised one hand. Not a wave. Something smaller and less certain than that, a gesture that could have been a greeting or could have been a man shielding his eyes from the sun, something you could take either way depending on what you needed it to be.

I did not raise mine.

I turned around and walked back up the hill to the barn, and I kept my steps even and my back straight and I did not hurry. A woman who hurries away from a fence is a woman who was standing at the fence for a reason, and I was not going to give him that. I was not going to give this town that. I was not going to give myself that.

I walked back to the barn and I put away the fencing pliers I had not used and I hung up the gloves I had not needed and I went inside and I cooked supper and I ate it and I washed the dishes and I did all of these things the way I have done them a thousand times, in the right order, with clean hands, in a kitchen where everything is where it belongs.

Lin ate with me and left early, said he was going over to the Gosset place to look at a truck Roy Gosset was selling. I think he left because he could feel the house was too full of something neither of us wanted to sit in, and he is smart enough to know when to leave me alone with it.

After he was gone I turned off the kitchen light and went to the porch. The evening was warm for September, the kind of night that can’t decide whether it’s summer or fall, and the air smelled like cut tobacco and creek water and the particular sweetness of a day that is over but hasn’t finished letting go.

I sat in the chair that has always been my chair, the wooden rocker my mother bought at a yard sale the year I was born, and I looked out at the dark.

There were lights on at the Cobb place.

Two windows, ground floor, a warm yellow glow that I had not seen in that house for years. The kind of light that means someone is home, someone is inside, someone is moving through rooms and turning on lamps and opening cabinets and doing all the ordinary things a person does in a house at night. From where I sat it looked like any other farmhouse on any other evening, alive and occupied and unremarkable.

But it was not unremarkable. It was the most remarkable thing I had seen in seventeen years, those two lit windows, and I sat in my mother’s rocking chair and watched them the way a person watches a fire, not because there is anything to see but because you cannot make yourself look away.

I rocked. The chair creaked on the porch boards, that old familiar rhythm, and the creek ran in the dark, and the frogs called from the bottoms the way they do every night all September long, and two windows glowed on the other side of the water, and I sat there.

I sat there and I was angry. Not at him. At myself. At my own eyes for looking. At my own hands for gripping the sink. At my own feet for carrying me down to that fence when I had no business being at that fence and no reason to be at that fence and the whole four hundred yards of walk down there was a lie I told my legs and they believed it, the way every part of my body has always been a little too willing to believe whatever lie will get it closer to Asa Cobb.

I am forty years old. I am not the girl who pinned up her hair in a church bathroom and waited. I am not the girl who stood at the window watching the road. I am the woman who unpinned her own veil and drove herself home and got up the next morning and fed the cattle, because the cattle did not care that my heart was in pieces and the hay needed putting out regardless. I built a life. I kept a farm. I showed up for every single day of the last seventeen years, and I did not miss one, and I did not flinch, and I will not flinch now because a man I used to know has turned on a light in a house across the creek.

I got up from the chair. I went inside. I locked the door, which I almost never do, because there is no one in Quill who would try it, but tonight I wanted the sound of the bolt sliding home. I wanted the click of it, the certainty of it, a lock between me and the night and the lights across the water and the quiet terrible fact that after seventeen years my hands still knew the shape of his shoulders from a quarter mile away, and I had stood at that fence longer than any woman who was over it would ever need to.

I climbed the stairs. I got into bed. I turned my face to the wall, away from the window that faces south.

And I lay there in the dark, furious and awake, listening to my own house and hating how empty it sounded now that there was someone next door to compare it to.
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There is a particular kind of quiet that settles over a small town on the morning of a funeral. It is not silence exactly. The birds still call and the trucks still pass and the doors of the feed store still open and close the way they always do. But underneath all of that there is a hush, a pulling in, as if the town itself has taken a breath and is holding it until the business of burying is done.

I woke on Thursday to that kind of quiet. The service was at ten. I had known this since Wednesday afternoon, when the notice went up at the post office and Tansy called to tell me what I already knew, which was that I was going.

“You don’t have to sit up front,” she said. “You don’t have to say a word to anybody you don’t want to say a word to. But you are going to put on a dress and you are going to come to that church, because if you don’t, every woman in Quill will spend the rest of the month deciding what your absence meant, and not one of them will get it right.”

Tansy has a way of putting things that leaves no room for argument. She does not raise her voice or make demands. She simply states what is going to happen, the way a weather forecast states that it will rain, and you find yourself reaching for an umbrella before you’ve decided whether to agree.

“I’ll be there,” I said.

“Wear the navy. The black makes you look like you’re trying too hard.”

I wore the navy.

I stood in front of the bathroom mirror at eight thirty in the morning and buttoned a dress I had not worn since Roy Gosset’s mother’s funeral the previous spring, and I looked at myself and I thought about what a strange thing it is to dress for the burial of a man whose son you almost married. There is no etiquette for it. There is no book that tells you what to wear to the funeral of the father of the man who left you standing in a church not unlike the one you are about to walk into. You are on your own with the buttons and the mirror and the face looking back at you, and all you can do is make sure your hair is pinned and your shoes are clean and your expression is the one you have practiced for seventeen years, the one that says you are fine, you are here, you are a woman who has moved on and is attending a funeral out of decency and nothing more.

Lin was in the kitchen when I came down. He was wearing khakis and a white shirt, which meant he was coming, though his face said he’d rather be anywhere else on earth.

“You don’t have to go,” I said.

“If you’re going, I’m going.”

“I’m going because Tansy told me to, and you don’t answer to Tansy.”

“I answer to the fact that my sister shouldn’t have to walk into that church alone.”

I looked at my brother standing there in his good shirt with his jaw set and his boots polished, and I wanted to tell him that I have been walking into hard rooms alone for most of my adult life and that I am capable of doing it one more time. But that is not the kind of thing you say to a man who is offering to stand beside you, so I picked up my keys and said thank you and we drove to the church together.

The Quill Methodist Church sits on a low hill at the east end of Main Street, a white clapboard building with a steeple that has needed painting for as long as I can remember and a cemetery that spreads out behind it like a quilt laid down on the slope. My grandparents are buried there. My parents are buried there. Half the history of this town is in that ground, marked by stones that have gone gray and soft at the edges the way stones do when they have been standing a long time in Kentucky weather.

The parking lot was nearly full when we arrived. I had expected that. Emmett Cobb was not a beloved man exactly, but he




















































































