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      When they all came to the cemetery on Memorial Day, Jesse felt abused, as if these were the bandwagoners he’d heard about; the people who only go to church on Christmas and Easter and who only visit graves on Memorial Day and Veterans Day and other such mandated dates that really meant nothing. The people in the graves couldn’t care less, he thought, about these dates; they were made up, much like those in the church. But he watched them all the same, with their children who scampered across the cemetery lawn, breaking the rule of remaining on the path, which was posted at the gate. The insolent parents allowed, of all things, their pets to run free inside the cemetery fence, which he’d specifically built to keep cattle from eating Grace Alder’s herbs.

      “Maybe I should go down there,” he said to Eleanor the year he had nearly died as they drank iced tea on their front porch. “I mean look at that down there. You ever see anything like that?” There were cars parked up and down the lane; SUVs leaned dangerously over into Gabe Adler’s drainage ditch.

      “You should leave it alone,” she said. “You’ve got enough problems as it is.”

      Jesse’s family had owned the land for as long as he could remember and lent it out, more or less, to the local church for a burial ground. His wife, Eleanor, had complained at first, worrying that they wouldn’t yield enough grain to hold them and the livestock through winter, but he’d said, bluntly, that it was only an acre and a half, hardly enough to grow any corn on anyhow, and that she should just be quiet and keep her opinions to herself. It seemed a long time since he’d made that handshake deal with Gabe Adler and the church.

      Jesse tended it as a kind of unofficial superintendent. One with no salary or benefits, other than the satisfaction of a clean, sacred place. He mowed it, raked the leaves away from the four oaks looming at the corners, and trimmed the edges around the low headstones—the grass clipped short so the names stood out against the green. In the winter, he cleared the small, winding path when it froze over and he wiped the snow off the headstones set in the ground, reading each name as he did so, until he was sure he knew these people, even if he knew only a handful during their lives. From their front porch, he and Eleanor could watch the cemetery and see the gate that led in and the road that led up. It was a short, dry road, flanked on either side by deep drainage ditches he designed to keep the cemetery from flooding. He’d had help digging those ditches. Gabe Alder and the minister, Herm Stance, both helped him. Alder was later buried near the gate, right where his family plot was and very near where he had begun to dig.

      From the porch, Jesse monitored the cars coming up the road on Veterans Day with reverence when there were only a few and on Memorial Day with contempt when even this small cemetery was flooded with grave seekers. He began to recognize the cars and, when he couldn’t see as well anymore, he bought a pair of binoculars. Just in case, he told his wife when there was trouble that he’d have to go see about. She berated him. What trouble could possibly come from people visiting their dead? The binoculars were for him, for his curiosity, although he never admitted this to himself. He enjoyed seeing the people come and hoped they would appreciate the well-cared-for grounds and especially the way the oak trees provided shade to different grave sites at different times of the day. During the summer, he collected the acorns and piled them neatly in the northwest corner where squirrels would come and dutifully gather them. It was a ritual that, he hoped, people would come to know about. He hoped people would smile when they thought of these small acts and respect him for them. What a nice gesture, the visitors might say. It wouldn’t shock anyone if they said nothing at all. Either way, to know he had cleared the cemetery of debris sufficed somehow, and he felt that watching them through heavy lenses made perfect sense. They were, in fact, walking on his lawn.

      “Jesse,” Eleanor said, “put those things away. Can’t you just let people grieve?”

      He’d seen grief and, by the time he needed the binoculars, he’d learned how to discern who was grieving, who came in search of family tree limbs, and who was simply fulfilling a duty. There were those who fell at their knees at a fresher grave, although this was long ago, when the cemetery was still young and not yet full. Now it was mostly older men and women, usually alone, who came and looked down at a gravestone as if they weren’t sure what they were looking at. It was these that saddened him the most because he knew, from where they stood, who they were looking at, and, in some cases, why. There was Herman Flank, who came each year on March 15th. At first he had knelt in prayer near Abigail’s grave, but as the years went by his stature changed, first to only a knee, then to a squat, and, finally, a full stand without even a bend as he stared down at the grave, as if looking straight into the ground. And there was Grace Alder, Gabe’s wife, who visited the family plot almost every month and decorated the graves for various occasions. She entirely covered the gravesites with pine during Christmas; she brought lilies for Easter; she put little heart balloons around her husband’s grave for Valentine’s Day; and she went all out on the anniversary of his death. She placed a wreath, bigger than the tombstone, with his name written out in flowers and she planted mums and different herbs that made the grave smell sweet and tangy. Later, Jesse would cut them out and take them away in order to keep them from spreading across the cemetery and destroying the other sites, but he waited for a while, a week sometimes. Vincent Malore brought his teenaged son to his mother and father’s grave. Later, Vincent was buried beside them and his son brought Vincent’s grandson along. Jesse had known Vincent from town where he was often drunk and causing problems for the sheriff. When he came to the cemetery, he was, as far as anyone, including Eleanor, could tell, completely sober. His son was very much the same, to a slightly lesser degree, but when he came, as far as anyone could tell, he was sober, too.

      Jesse’d had an infection around his heart, one that nearly killed him, and the doctors told him to take it easy for a while. So he’d called a friend who hired a man for him, a young man named Gary, who was watching the farm. For the first time in his life, he had had to place faith in something else. He had to let go and watch from afar as Gary fed the feeder pigs and worked the cattle, the dust rising around them, in all the wrong ways, in ways he wouldn’t have done it if he were able. Gary was rough with cattle, smacking them hard on their flanks with the prod. They weren’t used to it. They were used to gently plodding, to coaxing them into the head catch, and to a gentle snap as the boards came together on their necks. They weren’t rough cattle, but Gary treated them that way.

      “Hell, Jesse,” Gary had told him as he leaned on the porch railing, “I’m just trying to get some work done.” He’d just finished telling Gary to lay off a bit, to slow down. It would all come around in time, but Gary didn’t see it this way and Jesse was stuck on the porch, like a bound dog, and he couldn’t imagine what his cattle or cemetery would do without him. He had watched Gary walk away, a swagger in his step as if he owned the place, as if he had, somewhere in the back of his too-small head, an idea that he’d run the place someday. He had swayed over to the tool shed where his Ford F-150 stood with rust showing on the door frame. The door had creaked as Gary opened it, making Jesse turn to watch him crank the engine three times before the old piece of shit started. They had each raised a hand as Gary bounced past the porch, his truck’s suspension squawking and whining the whole way down toward the cemetery. Eleanor had then come out on the porch and handed him a glass of iced tea.

      “Staring at the neighbors again?” she asked, nodding toward the cemetery. “Don’t seem like they’re a very active bunch, does it?”

      Jesse muffled a laugh and thought it bad manners almost as soon as it passed his lips.

      “No,” he said. “I don’t suppose they are.”

      “Quite a few down there today,” Eleanor said.

      “I think I should just go on down there and see. Look at all of them.” He looked through the binoculars. “I can see their kids running in between the graves. Look at that. That dog just pissed on Betty Alder’s stone.” He stood up, ready to go, but Eleanor pulled him back.

      “Sit down, Jesse,” she said. “Your heart for goodness sakes.” She pointed at his glass, now situated perilously on the porch swing’s arm. “Hold on to that,” she said, “it’ll fall, and it’ll be you cleaning up the glass. Drink your tea.”

      He sat back, disgusted with the way she babied him. She fixed him healthy meals now instead of the pork chops dripping with fat and gravy that he’d become used to. Jesse picked his binoculars up and peered back down at the cemetery. He could see Grace Adler decorating her family plot. She saw the place where the dog had pissed and, through the binoculars, she looked disheartened, and he felt as if he’d failed her miserably.

      “Eleanor,” he said, “she sees what the dog did. Oh, Jesus. She’s going to be so upset. It makes me sick, Eleanor. Just sick.”

      He watched for a while until the cars began to leave, as if a picnic were breaking up; and they left one at a time, loading the dogs and kids into the cars. He kept the binoculars up as long as he could until his arms grew weary, dropping them for a moment until he was able to lift them again.

      Eleanor, after she finished her own tea, sat with him for a while, then sighed and went inside. He could hear her in the kitchen doing dishes and, perhaps, getting supper ready. Gary would be back soon. Part of their agreement included Gary’s supper, but not breakfast. For that, he was on his own. Jesse kept watching the cars leave until finally there were none. He could see the tire marks left on the sides of the drainage ditch where the heavy SUVs had sunk into the ground. He could see the little tracks across the manicured cemetery lawn. If it hadn’t rained the day before, or if the sun had come out today, all would be okay, but it had, and it hadn’t, and now the soft ground was scarred.

      Gary came in, his Missouri Farmers Association baseball cap covered with dust, the bill dark with sweat. He sat down next to Jesse.

      “What you looking at?” he asked.

      “The cemetery,” Jesse said.

      Gary stared down the lane with him, his eyes settling on the cemetery placed off in a field to their right, surrounded by fence.

      “You should think about selling that off,” Gary said. “It’s just more for you to do. One less thing to worry about.”

      Jesse didn’t say anything then, even though he felt he should. He felt as if he should put Gary in his place, tell him about work and what it meant and how if you did it right your cap wouldn’t be ruined. He should have told him about the meaning of being a farmer. It didn’t mean yelling and kicking at the livestock all day, although this was what it seemed to mean to Gary, but that it was something more than that, something akin to brotherhood between you and land and everything around. Not that Jesse knew any of this directly, not just then, but later when he sold the cemetery to a man in town who lived in a three-story brick house and moved here to retire and said he needed some land acquisitions and was thinking of expanding the cemetery, of making it a business, then he understood these things. But, since he didn’t understand them then, he couldn’t say them to Gary. Instead, he nodded and took it to heart that he was not the man he used to be.

      When he was younger, he used to go all day. Awake at four, in bed by eight, and back at it the next day, the way it’s supposed to be. He remembered the fights he’d had with Eleanor about working too much or too hard. He could still feel the rope in his hands as he sat astride his horse, Sandy, and worked cattle. It wasn’t a dream, he knew. He’d done it all. He remembered through his hands when they gnarled up on him when he went to grab for something, in his hips when they didn’t swivel just right, with the crick he had on one side that snapped every time he rolled over in bed. All the poorly healed cracks in his ribs, like notches on a gun, reminders of a past war with some crazy, old cow, and the deep ache in his whole body, which he sometimes attributed to arthritis, but wondered if it came from inactivity and boredom or maybe a loss of his whole self. Frankly, most days, he felt like he was dying only to rise the next day, his body still wrecked but plodding along.

      They went inside where Eleanor had a plate for him of salad with low-fat dressing and a thick hamburger for Gary. They all sat down and ate together with the radio on, tuned to a bluegrass station, the twang of a banjo coming over the airways. They ate quietly, listening to the music.

      “Them cattle are almost done,” Gary said. “I should finish up tomorrow. I’ve gotta go up to Jeff City for a few days after that, get some more training.” Gary had applied to be a prison guard. “So, I’ll be gone for a few days, but I’ll fix it so they’ll manage until I get back.”

      Jesse grunted between bites of his salad, which he ate slowly, as if not sure how to go about the task. He had only a fork in his right hand, no knife in his left, and this confounded him. He wasn’t sure what to do with the other hand. It lay on the table, useless and pale in the weak light of the bulb burning in the fixture above them.

      “That’ll be fine, Gary,” Eleanor said. “You know how much Jesse appreciates all of this, don’t you? He appreciates it very much. Really he does.”

      “Thank you, Ellie,” Gary said, and it bothered Jesse that Gary called his wife Ellie. He’d called her that on their wedding night and only a few other times before when he was sure she would leave if he didn’t. “It’s nothing. Besides, I’m getting paid for it anyhow.” He said this with a laugh, as if to ease some tension that existed only within him.

      After they finished eating, Gary and Jesse stood out on the porch together for a while, looking down across the field toward the road. The grass was high, swaying in the breeze, and they could make out the lines of trees and fence posts. There was a whooshing sound, the sound of wind through grass, and the raw, stale smell of unsettled dust. At the edge of the road, they could see the brush piles and stacks of firewood that Gary had cut a week before in preparation for winter. They were always preparing, it seemed, for something they weren’t sure was coming. For the worst, but when that worst came, Jesse knew, they wouldn’t be ready. The wood was dead, the split halves gleaming under the steady light of the setting sun, glaring out at them from its stacks like eyes. Just beyond lay the cemetery—the headstones arranged in neat, military rows, the oaks standing guard. Beyond that was the pond, the small one, where the cattle went when the heat rose up out of the ground, and in it they could see wavy reflections, not well, not enough to tell what they were, but the pond was there. They could see that. They stood at each other’s shoulders, the old man shrunken beneath the young man’s shadow.

      “My old man,” Gary said, “he was a real son of a bitch. Did you know him?”

      “I knew him.”

      “He was a real son of a bitch. I’d come home after school, and he’d whip the shit out of me for not doing something before school. Supposed to mend that fence or cut those pieces of tin or something. Anything.”

      “Times change,” Jesse said. He thought of his own father, the way they worked together, and how everything always seemed easy around him, even the toughest job he could remember.

      “You know, since I came to work for you, I haven’t spoken to him. Not once. Not even on the phone.”

      Jesse knew Gary’s father was ill and put up in a hospital over in the adjoining county. He knew the man would probably die, but he didn’t care anymore than Gary. Jesse didn’t see any grief in Gary. He didn’t feel it either. In all his years watching the cemetery, he’d never felt as cold around someone as he did Gary. It scared him sometimes, but others it made him feel safe.

      “You ain’t seen him?” Jesse asked.

      “No. Not once. Last time was Thanksgiving three years ago.”

      “Maybe you should go and see him.”

      “No. I’m not gonna.”

      “I didn’t see my father when he died,” Jesse said. “I live with that pain every day.”

      Gary went home. Jesse watched as the taillights of Gary’s Ford bumped down the driveway, out onto the gravel road, and around the bend, disappearing just beyond the outline of the cemetery fence still traceable in the dusk. In the low light, Jesse felt his vision ease back into focus. He could feel a tension between his eyebrows, like the stress on a drawn bow held steady at his cheek. He had to pull his sight back through the tension. It was not, therefore, completely gone, but it was weak enough to make him feel inadequate around people who could see. They’d often point at things way off and say something about them. Look at the size of that tree, they’d say, or something nominal like that, and he’d fake it. Oh yes, he’d say, that’s a mighty big tree. When they said more specific things, like asking him to read a sign, he’d defer to Eleanor. He stood on the porch for a while, waiting as he usually did for the first firefly to light itself. Eleanor joined him, rubbing her hands on a dishtowel.

      “That Gary’s quite a fine fellow,” she said. “He’d make someone a good husband.”

      “You’re thinking of Leona,” he said.

      “No. I’m not. Not really.”

      “You are. And no, he’s no good husband. Not for Leona. Not for anyone. Besides, he’s too young for Leona anyhow.”

      He hadn’t thought of his daughter for a few days. She seemed so very detached from them, living off in Philadelphia the way she did. She called them two, sometimes three, times a year, and tried to make it home for Christmas, but when she came, she didn’t seem to fit the way she used to. The farm had blown off her like dust off a combine and something else had settled in its place. She used to enjoy the walks they’d take down the lane to the cemetery and she would read the names on the headstones to him. On the way, she’d pick daisies and lay them around the headstones, sprinkling them with white petals. She wouldn’t laugh when she did this, but she always seemed to enjoy it. Jesse thought it was the perfect amount of solemn respect and joy, but when she moved away to college and later to get a job, she changed into something he couldn’t understand, or didn’t want to. She became harder, colder. On her last visit, she had suggested they sell off half the farm in order to “cut back” on their work. It would do them good, she said, if they could relax and enjoy life a little. Jesse realized then that she wouldn’t understand the life he and Eleanor lived, even though she’d lived it herself for a time. She wouldn’t understand that to relax meant to die, and he couldn’t explain it to her.

      Eleanor touched his sleeve. The wind died down and gave way to a cool, soft breeze from the north. Tomorrow, the sun would appear, and there were no more showers in the forecast. Jesse reached out and took her hand.

      “I’m going out to look at the cattle,” he said. She started to stop him, but he said, “They’re only in the barn. I only want to look at them,” and she let him go. He went out across the barnyard, pausing at his old chicken coop, the one he’d planned to tear down before he’d gotten sick. It was rusted from summers and summers of rain and the boards, neglected for three years and never painted in the first place, were worn and cracked. He patted it with his hand, like an old dog, and went on to where the cattle were locked in the barn. He stood at the gate a moment, watching them in the dark. He could hear the sounds of their cud crunching against their teeth, and they were plodding the dirt floor as they always did. They made the sounds he knew, the soft grunts and groans and deep breaths of life, and he could see their eyes come out against the black backdrop. They were wide eyes. So many pairs wide with fear. His heart sank at them not recognizing him. It was as though they had put a new face on him during his stay at the hospital. Maybe they had taken it all out of him, drop by drop, like Philadelphia had done to his only daughter. Jesse always believed work and stubborn persistence had hardened him, chiseled and shaped him like cooled, bent iron. Sometimes, he looked at old photographs of his father and mother. They were people honed by the land, etched
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