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“Mazzarella creates a memorable protagonist who thwarts every chance at love by demanding those around her to join in her all-consuming devotion to the land. She knows the life she has chosen, and she also knows the terrible price she will pay for it.”


—Starred review, Library Journal


“A terrific writer, she packs a punch in virtually every sentence, yet most sentences are short and deceptively simple.”


—News Journal, Mansfield, Ohio


“This Heavy Silence is a fiercely beautiful meditation on will, desire and love’s limitations. The work of an artist of deep commitment, it will linger long in readers’ memories.”


—Erin McGraw, author of The Good Life
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“With grace, wisdom, an exacting moral imagination, and a sense of well-loved place that is all too rarely met, Mazzarella’s beautiful novel explores the fertile ground of inner growth, the difference between what it means to age and what it means to ripen. An unforgettable book by a writer to watch.”
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Part One


1962




Chapter One


Thousands of seasons of deciduous rot in the sandstone ridges of this Ohio valley yielded wheat fields that brought farmers begging to buy Brubaker land. My great-grandfather convinced a Brubaker to sell him three hundred acres, not revealing to anyone he had discovered a spring-fed patch of land. Land that would never go dry. So while our land never rivaled the Brubaker’s in size, my great-grandfather made a name for the Connells. And names could last for generations.


In winter, this valley belonged to no one. Snow covered the fields and then drifted over our fences. I wrapped my scarf around my head and stepped into my boots on the black rubber mat by the door. The snow from last night’s milking puddled between a row of boots that promised seasons to come: my mid-calf green rubber boots for spring, the tan suede hiking boots with yellow laces for summer.


Quickly lacing my boots, I worried Zela’s daughter would wake before I returned from milking, or, worse, that Zela would arrive and find her alone. Zela had never left her only child in my care. Most women assumed I had no instinct at all if I didn’t have the sense to marry and give birth to my own children.


Reaching for my thermos on the kitchen counter, I noticed a neatly stacked pile of cloth next to the telephone. I flicked on the light. Zela’s aprons. Starched and pressed. This was the second time Zela had left her aprons at my house. Yet she knew I would never use them. Cooking could not stain my work clothes any more than transmission oil, so I never bothered.


In November when she first left these aprons, I folded them over a hanger and kept them near the door, hoping to prompt her to explain why she hadn’t simply tucked them in a drawer or donated them to her church’s rummage sale. Only a month later, she slipped in the side door quietly. By the time I came into the hallway, her coat bulged slightly from the aprons tucked inside. Her silence encouraged my silence. If I noticed her taking them, she didn’t want me to mention it.


“What does he say to make you stop wearing aprons, and then make you start wearing them again?” I asked.


Zela rubbed her hands on her legs as if she already wore an apron that could absorb the nervousness in her palms. I knew she wouldn’t answer. Our friendship was based on old secrets, not new ones.


“I changed my mind. Look at this one.” She took an apron from her purse. It was imprinted with small Jersey cows, causing her to laugh more with her mouth than her eyes. “How could I stop wearing this?”


“You always have a place here.”


Zela’s smile snapped off as quickly as she had snapped it on. No one defended a man better than a woman defending him to herself. Zela seemed to love Nathaniel most when I implied what I really thought of him.


“He’s a good man, Dottie,” she said. “He takes care of Mattie and me. Think of where I’d be without him.” Then she hesitated.


“Here,” I said for her. “You’d be stuck in the valley.”


Zela had always known she would marry and move to doctors’ row in Mansfield as I had always known I would farm my father’s land and pay a debt he should not have owed. One could say we both succeeded.


In our twenties, Zela still talked about my living alone in this valley, because we both believed it would change. But when my farm hands stopped winking at me and started calling me ma’am, I knew something had passed me by. As I neared my forties, I made little effort to remain attractive. The random freckles on my forehead and cheeks darkened from working outdoors. My face always looked flushed, whether from sunburn, windburn, or exertion. Work had carved its designs on my body, stocky from eating well and sturdy from relying on my own strength.


Yet my appearance was not the only reason farm hands called me ma’am. I had become too accustomed to carrying myself as one already spoken for. Men expected me to say no. Zela had not teased me in years for having men work for me. And I would not ask her why she used aprons to hint at conversations she wouldn’t have.


Snow covered the path to the barn. Few of us in the valley kept animals, but I kept three cows because I hated empty barns and slow winters. I sold the excess milk to neighbors whose barns housed International Harvesters instead of Holsteins. Zela must have known I would leave Mattie asleep and alone come milking time. Yet Zela had left before I thought to ask.


The night before, as I ate stewed tomatoes from a jar and worked on my crossword puzzle, Zela rang the doorbell. Those who knew me well enough to drive down my lane knocked, so I opened the door expecting a stranger. But there stood Zela with Mattie holding her mother’s hand between both her hands as if she might slip. Zela did not seem to notice me until I asked, “What are you ringing the bell for?”


Zela was not one to ask favors. So when she asked us to give her a few moments alone in the sitting room, I asked Mattie to help me make supper. Mattie interrupted the cadenced work ethic I had inherited from my mother, who had worked to an unseen metronome as she thrust a shirt along the washboard. With Mattie, I could not attain this rhythm as I chopped potatoes and beets to prepare a small meal for them. She pestered me with questions about where I kept my television, why I lived alone, why I did not eat supper with my hired man. Mattie had Zela’s tight-lipped smile, which could convey pleasure or disdain. As with Zela, I found myself smiling more, hoping to draw out of her a real smile, one I could trust. Eventually I went to the sitting room to tell Zela I didn’t know how to occupy an eight-year-old.


Zela sat in the dark. I paused before flipping the light switch. The sitting room had always made Zela prefer my mother to hers and made me prefer Zela’s mother to mine. After giving up on me, my mother decorated the room the way her Victorian mother had dressed her. Over the windows, she hung lace I would have shredded climbing my oak tree. She covered a chair in fabric too fine to sit on, let alone dress up a daughter prone to wading through the creek.


Zela sat on this chair that I had neither the time nor money to replace. I hesitated at the sight of my childhood friend staring at the farm that once belonged to her family. The brick two-story Brubaker home still stood, though it was now owned by Zela’s distant relative. Unlike other farms in the seven-mile stretch of Maplewood Valley, our farmhouses shared a curve in the road.


The sharp right-hand turns and steep hills hid the other farms from view of one another, so it seemed that one’s small nook in the valley was all that God created.


“Men should have to work with their hands,” Zela said suddenly without turning to face me. “Makes them better men.”


I waited, stiffening as if I’d approached a horse too quickly from behind; any sudden movement could frighten her and cause her to run off.


Then she said, “I need to leave Mattie here tonight.”


I wished now that I asked her why, though when Zela slipped out the side door without telling us good-bye, I didn’t worry. Our friendship stood on an understanding that sometimes it was better to let someone be.


Zela still had not come by the time I finished the milking, and the spare room was still dark, so I considered walking as I did every winter morning. Mattie would not have brought clothes warm enough to join me.


Folks in the valley coped with winter in their own way. Evelyn volunteered at the hospital. The Goswells and the Russells had fierce euchre competitions. The cold created an instinctual desire for warmth that sent Retha into a knitting fit that could outfit the valley in mittens by February. I felt lonelier at night, and night lasted longer in the winter. Winter nights could make me forget why I gave up everything to farm this land. Walking my back forty acres helped me remember. Though I had cleared many acres, the back forty had been my first. I had mined the limestone rocks and tilled the new field’s virgin soil, thick with humus, abundant with earthworms.


As I walked past the heated machine shed, I heard the telephone ringing. I waited a moment to see if Stanley, my hired hand, would answer it. He had spent the last few days in the shed fiddling with a dying carburetor. After the phone rang a third time, I remembered asking him to tap a few maples. I jiggled the shed handle, pockmarked with rust.


The shed’s warmth seeped between my long underwear, T-shirt, and turtleneck. I worked off my jacket while picking up the phone. My hello, gruff from the cold, startled someone on the other end.


“Sorry to interrupt your milking, Dottie.”


It took me a moment to place the voice of Garret Hamilton. He was still called “Champ” more often than “Chief.” None of his efforts in law enforcement had surpassed his winning shot in the basketball state championship in ’39. Even his clout as police chief seemed to rest on that shot.


“Check your watch, Champ. I finished a while ago.” With a few cows of his own, he should have known this. A slow cool settled on my shoulders like an evening dusting of snow.


“Have you talked to Zela recently?”


“Sure, she came over last night.”


“We’re looking for Mattie. Did Zela mention leaving her with someone?”


Dread coursed through me like blood into a hand numbed from awkward sleep. I felt terribly alive. “She’s here with me.”


His voice was muffled as if he’d covered the receiver. He sounded relieved, and I exhaled, realizing I had held my breath.


“Should have tried you earlier,” he said. “Her Uncle Morris was convinced she was visiting a friend in town.”


“Why couldn’t you ask her?” I paused and asked again, “Why couldn’t you ask Zela?” as if the question could delay the answer.


“Dottie, there was a fire.”


And then he told me what he knew. I heard little and remembered less. I only knew at the end of the conversation that a shell of the house remained, and Zela and Nathaniel had not made it out.


I wished at that moment that Morris had called instead. I had never experienced death without him, and the ache sank faster into my bones. Even though we had not spoken in seventeen years, I wanted him to sit with me next to Mattie. We would wait quietly until she woke, agreeing by our silence to give her a gift she would never know we had given.


When she stirred, he would hold me as I held her. I would tell her simply what happened without any details, because details carved pockets for the pain to settle into and take root.


I slowly slid to the ground and wrapped my arms around my knees. “Zela,” I whispered.


The sharp clang of a bell echoed a hollow imitation across the fields. The pattern brought comfort until I realized it was my dinner bell. I ran out of the shed, leaving my coat on the nail. Mattie stood on the picnic table on the porch, leaning over to reach the knotted rope. I had shown her the bell two summers earlier and had told her how my mother called us back to the house by ringing it. Mattie’s bare feet were planted in the mound of snow covering the table. She looked frightened. Nothing I said that day diminished that expression.


The Mansfield Journal ran the story on the front page with photographs of the neighbors holding their children wrapped in blankets as they watched the house crumble. Zela’s neighbors rushed onto their front lawns at three in the morning. By then the roof had already collapsed. The firemen came to contain the fire, not to save the two-story brownstone that dripped fiery green awnings like melting icicles. A child in the photograph gazed at the sight with awe. The story quoted Chief Hamilton repeating what he said to me when he learned Mattie was alive. “Mothers have a mighty powerful intuition.” I wondered if he believed it either time.




Chapter Two


As a child Zela preferred her ice cream “all dressed up,” as she liked to say, so on Saturday afternoons we left my mother at the dry goods store and walked to Palmer’s Drug Store to get Zela’s ice cream with extra caramel, chocolate, chopped peanuts, and cherries for the same price as a vanilla cone at Shelton’s Soda Shop.


Mr. Palmer competed single-handedly with every store in town by adding new aisles and products. After the soda shop opened, he built a counter with four stools and two booths in the back corner of his shop. He left the ice cream scooping to his teenage son Boyd, who paid little attention to anyone’s order for one or two scoops. He wielded the ice cream scoop like a backhoe, pressing whatever he extracted into a glass dish. Mr. Palmer had little time to notice the extravagance. Darting quickly between aisles, he tried to convince his customers that every item on their lists could be found in his store.


The booths near the ice cream counter faced an aisle with a haphazard arrangement of Watkins Laxatives, tweezers, and greeting cards. While Zela and I ate our ice cream, we giggled about the NYAL Alkaline Digestive Tablets for sour stomachs and belching. While we discussed our pending adulthood, we never anticipated that our bodies would sprout stray hairs or foot corns.


As ten-year-olds, we disregarded the pastor’s call to confess to God and confessed to one another instead. We leaned across a table sticky from dribbles of milkshakes and malts that Boyd neglected to wipe up between customers. We lowered our voices but felt safer amidst distracted shoppers than at home, where whispering drew our mothers’ attention faster than shouting.


I gauged my sins based on my degree of regret and understood that my most unpardonable sins were those I should regret but could not. Only Zela knew that at my brother’s funeral when my father rested his hand on my shoulder, I was glad my brother, Samuel, couldn’t take my place. I looked to Zela for pardon. When she simply said, “That’s how Daddy is with Morris,” I knew she understood.


My mother waited at the dry goods store until we returned. We always found her where we left her: at the back of the store, swathing herself in fabric. Black-and-white checked silk shantung, red printed chiffon, lavender embroidered silk organza. Zela watched with envy. I watched with embarrassment. When my mother noticed us, she wordlessly tore her list into three, and we quickly gathered flour or light bulbs or any of the other staples we bought in town. My father assumed that this weekly trip required two hours of my mother’s Saturday afternoon. It was the only secret we ever shared.


After The Mansfield Journal ran the story about the fire, Boyd Palmer was one of the first to call. He owned his father’s store now, but his call reminded me of Saturday afternoons when he still scooped ice cream. It reminded me what I’d lost with Zela’s death.


The awkwardness of our friendship felt temporary. One afternoon we would remember how to tell secrets again. Then I would ask her if she loved Nathaniel, if he loved her, if she regretted leaving the valley. The time never felt right and the questions felt too personal for the adult version of our friendship, so I had waited.


Condolence calls continued throughout the morning. The conversations were purposeful and hushed. I welcomed the calls. Expressing my thanks to neighbors came easier than talking to Mattie.


She wanted facts. Where. How. When. What now. I protected her from the pain these answers could create. But she looked at me like an annoying uncle too removed from childhood to realize his severed thumb trick no longer fooled anyone. I preferred her anger to her sorrow. Anger cauterized wounds.


As we prepared the midday meal, we said little. Even in the winter, I ate my largest meal at noon. The food that day lacked flavor. As I cooked, Mattie’s declarations of “yuck” eliminated the onions, the boiled spinach, and the beets.


Mattie bowed her head when I set her plate in front of her. “Bless this food,” I said, more for Mattie than to God. Mattie kept her head bowed as I walked between the counter and the table, carrying a plate of bread and jam.


“Amen,” she said with the instruction of a Sunday school teacher.


Before I heard the first knock on the door, Mattie scooted her chair back with force. I realized she’d been listening for the slight click of the screen door. She opened the door before the second knock, only to find Retha Hilliard with one hand raised to knock and the other protectively resting on the seven-month bump of their fourth child, who had surprised them in their forties.


I often imagined what the other women in the valley would have done if they had not married. I looked for fellow farmers among them by studying their gardens. Only Eileen Russell would have been true competition; the sweet corn in her garden often produced two good ears on a stalk. Retha Hilliard was no farmer. She overwatered or under-watered her kitchen garden depending on her error the previous year. Retha would have been an investigative reporter who knitted during interviews as a purposeful distraction. I suspected she’d come to find out what I knew about the fire.


She knelt to Mattie’s level, balancing herself by holding the edge of the counter, never taking her other hand from her abdomen, and said, “Oh honey, I’m so sorry.” Mattie cried her first tears wrapped in Retha’s hug. And for this I was grateful.


“And you,” she said, motioning for me to join them on the floor. Mattie looked at me expectantly, as if we both needed a hug from Retha. I walked over and patted Mattie’s shoulder. My tears would only frighten her. I offered a hand to Retha to help her to her feet.


“How’s the old boy holding up?” I asked of her father-in-law. Out of my fondness for him, I tolerated Retha. George Hilliard was the only man in the valley who had not offered to buy the farm after my father died. Instead he answered my questions while treating me as cantankerously as he did the other farmers at the grain mill, asking me the question he was known for: “When are you going to start farming those fields of yours?” I was the only one who ever answered, “As soon as you help me.”


He may not have spent the time with me if he hadn’t taken so much pleasure in proving his neighbors wrong. He told them after my father died that a woman could make a farm prosper as well as a man and then he taught me how. He never let on to the other men in the valley that he had helped me, and to this day if I saw him in town he’d ask me if I was still trying to get corn out of my sorry excuse for fields.


“You know George. He’s happy.” Retha paused, “Happy making my life miserable. If only he could help me with a ewe that dropped her water over an hour ago,” she said, revealing her real reason for visiting. Retha asked for help so she could offer help. She knew me well enough to know I wouldn’t accept it any other way. Then, quieter, she said, “We didn’t know if family came for Zela’s girl yet. I’ll bring over some meals.”


“I can cook, Retha,” I said. “Leave me some distractions.”


“I’ll stop by tomorrow with clothes for her.”


“Family should come for her by then. Your lamb’s in danger if that ewe dropped her water over an hour ago. Where are your boys?”


Mattie had watched us with interest when we spoke of her family, but at the mention of Retha’s boys, she sighed and sat back down at the table.


“They’re at the implement store in Galion to price out something or other.” She giggled and gave a playful smile. “You know those boys. Always busy.” Retha was coy as a mother of sons, flirting on their behalf.


I did know those boys. They probably left as soon as they saw the ewe separate herself from the other ewes that Retha raised to compete at the state fair. A competition Retha never won, even with the extra expense of feeding ewes in winter to birth larger lambs.


“You know you shouldn’t help deliver this lamb,” I said.


“That’s just a superstition. I wouldn’t have come except this one’s mean and she kicks.”


“Do you feed her silage?”


“Does it matter?” Retha tensed. I saw in her eyes that she had miscarried other babies.


Instead of hurting her with the truth, I asked, “Do you have Ivory soap?” I stepped into my boots and shrugged on my coat. “I like it better than those fancy lubricants from the vet.”


Retha had not taken a step toward her coat or the door. I held up her coat. “Well, come on. Am I going to have to dress you, too?”


Retha motioned toward Mattie, and before I could grasp that I’d forgotten her, the phone rang.


“Do you mind watching her?” I asked.


Mattie hopped from the chair and moved toward the phone as if the call could be for her.


“Let it ring,” I said.


Mattie answered the phone and handed it to me. The man on the line identified himself as Zela’s lawyer. He wanted to arrange a time for the reading of her will. He spoke hesitantly as if he had a habit of apologizing often.


“I don’t mean to be rude,” I said as I tied the laces of my boots, “but you should read the newspaper. The fire destroyed everything. If she left me anything, give it to her girl. I’ve got to go.”


“I’m sorry, so sorry, but we must take care of this immediately.”


“If I don’t leave right now, my neighbor may lose her lamb and ewe.”


“You must be at the reading of the will.”


“Mail me a letter. I assure you no one else wants me there.”


Mattie asked Retha if I was talking to someone about her mom and dad. Retha shushed her and leaned toward me.


“You need to be present,” he said, “because you are her daughter’s guardian.”


I slowly stood from tying my boots and leaned against the counter. “I’m not family. That can’t be.”


Retha moved closer to me. She would spread this confusion through town before I sorted out the lawyer’s error.


“I must go or you’ll owe my neighbor a lamb. Call me tonight.” I hung up on him and zipped my coat.


“Will you watch her?” I asked Retha, as if we had not been interrupted.


Nearly the entire valley separated my farm from the Hilliard farm. Their fields marked the end of the land once owned by the Brubakers. Many considered their fencerow, garlanded with goldenrod and wild phlox in the summer and clusters of wild grapes in the fall, as the signpost for leaving the valley. Their house and barn jutted out onto a bend in the road, making the four hundred acres that spread behind them seem even more expansive. They had the only white barn in the valley, which was a sign of prosperity from a time when a lead-based whitewash cost fourteen cents a pound and red cost eight.


This gambrel-roofed barn, constructed from walnut wood on a fieldstone base, was the reason Mr. Hilliard chose this farm. They said when his father-in-law, a Brubaker, offered him the choice between two farms, Mr. Hilliard said he’d make the fields worthy of a barn that beautiful. Mr. Hilliard called the story sentimental, but he never denied it.


I found him in the back of the barn sitting in a lawn chair with his cane across his lap, apparently to prod the ewe away from him. His cheeks had wrinkled into hollow pockets like a pepper left too long on the vine. His oxygen tube strung from his nose to the oxygen tank hidden behind two bales of straw. He told me that after he died I should mount the tank as a scarecrow in my blueberry patch.


“What took you so long?” He jabbed his cane in the direction of the pregnant ewe that leaned against the side of the pen and ground her teeth.


“Don’t you keep up with the news?”


“Haven’t seen good use for a newspaper since we got plumbing.”


The four-by-four birthing pen smelled like lye and fresh straw. Retha had prepared for the birth. A slight warmth hovered around the five ewes, shorn to share their body heat with the lambs.


“Why would you get a newspaper when you have Retha?”


He chuckled. “Where is that girl?”


“She’s watching the Brubaker girl at my place.” He would never recognize the name Morgan. In this valley, Zela and Mattie would always be Brubakers.


The ewe walked in a small circle and nested by pawing at the straw. “Are you here to help me or distract me?” I asked.


“Never knew you to be distractible, darling.” Banter I once feared as flirtatious had become comfortably familiar long ago. Then he asked, “What do you need?”


“I need your longest gloves and Ivory soap for now. Don’t get too settled. You’ll need to help.”


He pointed with his cane to the oxygen tank, a doctor’s recommendation enforced by Retha. Mr. Hilliard had told me if his family was going to muzzle him, they might as well shoot him.


“Are you going to let that slow you down?”


The ewe dug at a different spot in the straw before she grunted and strained with a push. As I swabbed her with disinfectant, she didn’t resist me. She had accepted the pain as a permanent condition.


“I thought this one was a kicker,” I said as Mr. Hilliard tottered toward the supply shelf.


Clearly he had not heard me as he raised his cane above him to nudge the wooden shelf held by a few nails in pegboard. The Ivory soap hopped along the shelf as he jostled it. After a few ineffectual prods, he swept his cane across the shelf above him, knocking a bottle of iodine, towels, and the soap to the floor. Disregarding the noise, I busied myself with the spigot to fill a bucket with water.


Mr. Hilliard tucked the Ivory soap under his armpit and slung the green rubber gloves over his shoulder. Then he wheeled his oxygen tank with one hand and supported himself on his cane with the other. The ewe toddled around me, preoccupied by her determination to nest. She needed to push.


I worried that we had already lost the lamb. I would have completed the examination by now if I’d left Mr. Hilliard sitting on the chair, but he needed more struggle than his family allowed him.


I coated my gloved hands in diluted soap and said, “I can’t do this without you.”


“Keep lying to me, girl. I like it,” he said. “You take it from here.”


“No doing. Get over here and hold her legs.”


“I’ll get all tangled up.” He wiggled the tube to his oxygen.


“Take it off.”


“You’re trying to do me in,” he said harshly, but he unhooked the tube from his nostrils and waited a moment as if anticipating death. As he helped me roll the ewe onto her side, he said, “You’re going to lose this lamb.”


I adjusted the shoulder-length gloves and then slowly eased my hand into the warm birth canal. The canal contracted, gripping my forearm like a blood pressure cuff.


Grasping a hard knob, hoof or nose, I stroked my hand along it, determining it was a leg. I held it between two fingers and rubbed my other hand up the legs, searching for the nose, hoping it was merely a tight birth.


“Breech?” he asked.


“Nope. I’ve got her front hooves. She can’t decide if she wants to come or stay. Hand me some twine.”


With the heel of my hand, I guided the twined legs into the ewe’s body and nestled the lamb’s head between its legs. I knelt to gain leverage while not losing my grip above the lamb’s knees. My arm cramped as I worked with the contractions and slowly guided the hoofs and head through the birth canal.


“Retha can’t do this once she has a young one,” he said.


“They don’t stay babies forever. She could teach those other children of hers about lambing for a season.”


I’d ignored a nagging feeling that I had forgotten something. Had I shut off the space heater in my office? The stove in the kitchen? Did I have the money for my uncle? As I tugged the mucus-covered lamb onto straw that smelled like October, I remembered that Zela was dead. My breath caught in my chest.


The lamb, covered in phlegm, seemed too stunned to breathe. Usually this pitiful sight drew the ewe to vigorously lick the lamb to life. But she stumbled toward Mr. Hilliard. I wiped the lamb’s nose and tickled it with a piece of straw to encourage its first breath.


“The ewe’s a first-timer. For all she knows she’s not constipated anymore,” Mr. Hilliard said as I hoisted the lamb by her back ankles. I swung the lamb in small circles to force the diaphragm up and down. The lamb sneezed to life. I laid her near the ewe so she would lick her.


“You’d think she’d have some instinct,” I said when the ewe walked away from the lamb. She responded as if we were grafting an orphan lamb to a lactating ewe.


“Life’s more about choices than instinct.”


“You can encourage instinct with Vapor Rub,” I said, though Retha would bottle-feed before she took the trouble every morning to smear Vapor Rub on the ewe’s nose and the same on the lamb’s anus for when the ewe sniffed the lamb for a trace of her milk.


Mr. Hilliard had hidden his difficulty breathing until he hooked the tube back in his nose. His tank scratched through the straw as he dragged the lamb by the scruff of its neck toward the ewe. He buried the ewe’s face in the lamb until she licked.




Chapter Three


An abandoned field in the valley would have a five o’clock shadow of pines and ash within a few years. Within ten years, the forest would reclaim it as its own. This was not the flat land of Ohio; it was soil of clay, limestone, gypsum, and shale. Some farmers dug holes to bury their rocks while others hauled them to woods they never intended to farm. The valley did not offer up its spring-fed soil easily. My Uncle Charlie was merely another obstacle to remove before I could call this land mine.


When Uncle Charlie arrived the day after the fire, he paid no heed to Mattie, who had slept all morning under two Afghans in the living room. I had lit the fire for her and failed to interest her in musty children’s books I found in the attic.


Even if Charlie read in the newspaper about the fire, today was the first of February, and I had expected him. He mopped his nose with a handkerchief and then stuffed it into his suit pocket. The wind had shifted his hairpiece slightly to the left. It had taken years for Charlie to create himself, and he did not see retirement as a call to change anything. He still wore his banking suits as if he drove from his office to the farm to collect his money. A silver chain looped pretentiously into his breast pocket, which hid my grandfather’s pocket watch, a Waltham Riverside that kept perfect time. Pride was the first and greatest sin, according to my father, yet he had flirted with damnation every Sunday when he shined the Waltham and ceremoniously clicked open the silver-chrome case to time the preacher’s sermons. I sold the watch to Charlie the year grain prices dropped.


The room held Charlie’s attention as if he watched a picture show. “Knocked out your father’s front teeth in that doorway.”


My father told me a mule kicked out his originals, but I said, “He told me.”


Charlie laughed an old man’s laugh that sputtered like water from an unused spigot. “Best punch I ever threw.”


I did not know of this particular fight, yet I had sensed every one of their fights when my father tensed up at the sound of Charlie’s car on our lane. When my uncle walked beside him, my father lost any confidence he found in working his fields. My hatred of my uncle felt as old as my father’s fear of him.


“When will you tire of driving out here and give me the land?”


“You’re not as close to ending these payments as you act. You never show a bit of respect, Dottie Connell.”


I took my record book from the top of the refrigerator and flipped it open. “Eight years and three months.” Every third month Charlie wrote out a receipt that I stapled in the book. In the back of the book I kept a copy of the loan agreement. I kept the original in a safe in my office. My father had never asked for receipts. When Charlie told my father the amount of the payments, my father always paid. “If your conscience ever allows, you’ll find those lost records. You and I both know my father paid this debt long ago,” I said.


“You’ve only started paying your father’s debt.”


“Whatever he did to you can’t be much worse than making his child pay for him.”


“You should have let him leave this land when he wanted to.”


I counted the bills in the envelope labeled “My Land” and handed him a fistful of bills. “Don’t waste any more of my time.”


Family remained family to my father and mother, who spread a full Sunday dinner for Charlie, Aunt Georgia, and their children on the Sundays he collected. My father handed the money to Charlie in a handshake, so he could, presumably, pretend his brother visited for reasons other than cash. I kept Charlie’s payment envelope on top of the refrigerator and never invited him in. In the fourteen years since my father’s death, Charlie had learned this routine and rarely removed his coat. As he clasped the money with a silver monogrammed clip, he said, “Your cousin will be in town soon. Maybe by the time I bring him along, you’ll remember how to treat family.”


“A man should start to wonder when all three of his children scatter across the country.” I handed him his hat and opened the door. “I don’t have time for visiting. Don’t bother to bring him by.”


I would not play hostess like my mother, who ordered hotel restaurant cookbooks for recipes to impress my Aunt Georgia. My mother had not dressed up the family on Sundays for God, but in case Aunt Georgia visited with Uncle Charlie after church.


“He wants to see the family farm,” Charlie said, before he secured his hat and tucked his cane over his arm.


“Calling us family won’t make it so,” I said. I leaned past him and swung open the screen door. The door slammed behind him when he left. As always, my last words hung as stiffly and awkwardly as underwear on the clothesline with company on the porch. I would never have the last word as long as Charlie held the deed to this farm.




Chapter Four


The morning of Zela’s funeral I filled a thermos half with coffee and the other half with cream so I could share the hot drink with Mattie, who had slept fitfully the past two nights. The walls of my eighty-year-old house provided partitions, not privacy. Over the years, the walls served to separate the brothers from the sisters and the children from the parents, but late at night, the house had no walls. It unsettled me to wake suddenly in this darkness and hear the ticking of the cuckoo clock under my bed and the shuddering refrigerator as if it sat in the corner of my room. The noises felt as pervasive as God, whose existence frightened me during dark hours, when there were no distractions to quiet Him.
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