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For everyone still waiting to hear a truck turn up the drive.

Love.  Peace.  Release.









––––––––

[image: ]


MARILYNNE ROBINSON, from Housekeeping:


“To crave and to have are as like as a thing and its shadow. For when does a berry break upon the tongue as sweetly as when one longs to taste it... For to wish for a hand on one's hair is all but to feel it. So whatever we may lose, very craving gives it back to us again.”
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​The Drive
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The dog heard him first.

Wendell was at the kitchen sink with a cup of coffee gone cold and the radio on low when Roy lifted his head off the linoleum and looked at the door. The dog did not bark. He had never been a barker. He just looked, and then he stood up, slow on his bad hip, and walked to the screen and waited.

Wendell set the cup down. He went to the porch and put his hand on the dog's back and looked out across the yard.

A man was walking up the drive.

He came up the gravel with a duffel over his shoulder and a paper sack in his other hand. He was tall and thin and he walked like a man who had walked a long way. The morning sun was behind him and Wendell could not see his face.

Wendell pushed open the screen and stepped out onto the boards.

Help you?

The man stopped at the edge of the yard. He set the duffel down. He looked at the dog and then at Wendell.

I came about the work, he said.

What work.

The picking. The notice at the feed store.

Wendell had put a card up at the feed store in August. He had forgotten about it. He looked at the man. The man was younger than him by twenty years, maybe more. His shirt had been blue once and was now the color of old water. His boots were good boots gone soft.

You done it before, Wendell said.

Yes sir.

Where.

Washington. Two seasons. Apples and pears. Before that peaches in Georgia.

Wendell looked past him at the road. There was no truck. There was no car.

How'd you get out here.

Walked from town.

That's six miles.

Yes sir.

Wendell looked at him a while longer. The dog had come down off the porch and was standing at the bottom of the steps with his nose working.

Come on up here, Wendell said. Let him smell you.

The man came up. He held out the back of his hand and the dog put his nose in it and then turned his head and went back up the steps and lay down in the sun.

What's your name.

Sam.

Sam what.

Sam Pritchard.

Wendell. He did not give his last name. He did not know why.

All right, Sam Pritchard. Come around back and let me show you the trees.

✦

The orchard sat on twelve acres behind the house, sloped to the south, and the trees were Romes and Staymans and a small block of Arkansas Blacks his father had put in the year before he died. There were ninety-eight trees in all. Wendell had counted them every spring of his life and the number had not changed since 1986 when the freeze took two and they had cut them out and burned the wood.

He walked Sam down the rows. The grass between was mowed but going to seed. The apples hung heavy and red on the south side of the trees and pale on the north and some had begun to drop.

When you start, Wendell said.

When you want me.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow's fine.

I pay ten an hour. Cash. Day's end. You bring your own lunch or you eat what I eat, makes no difference to me. There's a room over the barn if you need it. It's clean. There's a bed and a lamp and a hot plate. The shower's in the house. You knock first.

All right.

How long you figure to stay.

Sam looked up into a tree. He put his hand on a branch and held it without pulling.

Till the work's done, he said.

Wendell nodded. He had not asked the right question and they both knew it. He let it be.

Come on then. I'll show you the room.

✦

The barn was old and the loft was older and the room had been Wendell's father's office before it had been anything else. There was a single bed against the wall under the window and a wool blanket folded at the foot. There was a chair. There was a table with a lamp on it and a hot plate beside the lamp and a kettle on the hot plate. There was a small bookshelf with three books on it: a Bible, a Farmer's Almanac from 1979, and a paperback western with the cover gone.

It'll do, Sam said.

Bathroom's in the house. Like I said.

Yes sir.

You don't have to call me sir.

All right.

Wendell stood in the doorway. The room smelled like dust and pine and the faint sweet of old apples that had soaked into the boards over fifty years. Sam set his duffel on the bed. He did not unpack it. He stood at the window and looked out at the orchard.

Six in the morning, Wendell said. I'll be in the kitchen. Coffee'll be on.

I'll be there.

Wendell went down the ladder and crossed the yard to the house. The dog followed him as far as the porch and then turned and lay down again where the sun fell.

In the kitchen he washed out the cup he had left in the sink. He put a pan on the stove. He took an onion from the basket on the counter and a piece of fatback from the icebox and he cut the onion slow because his hands were not quick anymore and he watched the window while he cut.

From the kitchen window he could see the barn. He could see the small square of yellow light come on in the loft window. He could see it stay on a while and then go out.

He stood at the stove and the onion went into the pan and the pan made the sound a hot pan makes and he stirred it with a wooden spoon and he thought about how in the morning he would need to put on a bigger pot of coffee than he had put on in a long time.

He had not cooked for two people in nine years.

He thought about that and then he stopped thinking about it. He salted the onion. He cracked an egg into the pan. He ate standing at the counter with the plate in his hand and the dog watching him from the doorway and the radio still going low on the windowsill saying something about the weather, saying it was going to be a fair week, saying the first frost was a long way off yet.

✦

After supper he sat on the porch with the dog at his feet and the night coming down soft over the trees. The katydids started up. A truck went by on the road and then nothing.

The light in the loft came on again. It stayed on a long time. Wendell could not see Sam through the window from where he sat, only the shape of the lamp and the yellow square of the glass.

He did not know why he watched it.

The dog sighed and put his chin on Wendell's boot.

After a while the light went out and the loft was dark and the orchard was dark and the only light was the porch light behind Wendell's head and the small red eye of the radio he had carried out with him and forgotten to turn off.

He turned it off.

He sat a while longer in the dark.

Then he got up and went inside and put the dog's bowl down and locked the door and went to bed.
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​First Day
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Wendell was up at five.

He put the coffee on and stood at the kitchen window in the dark and watched the loft. The light came on at five-twenty. He saw the shape of Sam at the lamp and then the shape of Sam moving and then the light went out.

He put the bigger pot on. He had bought it twenty years ago and used it less than ten times since.

He set two cups on the counter. He cracked four eggs in a bowl. He cut bread.

Sam came across the yard in the half-dark. The dog lifted his head off the linoleum and put it down again. The screen opened. Sam stood in the doorway with his cap in his hand.

Morning, Sam said.

Morning. Coffee's on the stove. Cups are out.

Sam poured. He poured Wendell's first without asking. He set the cup beside the stove where Wendell was working and took his own to the table and sat down.

Wendell did not turn. He did not say thank you. He could feel the cup beside him at his right hand.

I take eggs how they come, Sam said.

Scrambled all right.

Yes sir.

Sam.

All right.

Wendell scrambled the eggs in the pan with the wooden spoon and put them on two plates with the bread and brought the plates to the table. He sat down across from Sam and they ate without speaking. The dog watched them from the doorway. The radio said the high would be seventy-two.

Sam ate clean. He did not leave anything on the plate. When he was done he carried his plate to the sink and rinsed it and set it in the rack. Wendell watched him do this without seeming to.

Boots and bags are on the back porch, Wendell said. Truck's already loaded with empties. We start with the Romes on the south slope. They're ready and they'll go fast.

All right.

You picked Romes before.

Once.

They bruise easy. You don't drop them in. You set them. The bag opens at the bottom — you stand over the box and pull the cord and they roll out. You don't dump.

All right.

Wendell stood. He took his cap from the hook. The dog stood up.

Roy comes out with us as far as he can, Wendell said. He sits where he sits. Don't worry about him.

All right.

They went out.

✦

The Romes were heavy on the south slope. Wendell drove the truck down the mowed track between the rows and stopped at the third tree and they got down.

He showed Sam the bag. He showed him the cord at the bottom. He showed him how to set the ladder against the trunk so the legs of the ladder did not bruise the low fruit. He did all of this without seeming to teach anything. He did it the way a man shows another man where the bathroom is.

Sam watched. He nodded once. He took a bag and a ladder and went to the next tree down the row and set the ladder and climbed.

Wendell watched him for the first three apples. Sam picked clean. He twisted up and lifted, the way you do, so the stem stayed on the apple and not on the spur. He set them in the bag and not dropped them. The bag filled and he came down and emptied it into the box on the truck bed without dumping.

Wendell went to his own tree.

They picked the rest of the morning that way. Two trees apart. Not talking. The ladders moving down the row. The boxes on the truck bed filling one at a time.

The dog made it as far as the head of the row and then sat down in the grass at the edge and watched them and then lay down with his chin on his paws and watched them from there.

Around ten Wendell came down off his ladder for water and saw Sam already at the truck drinking from the jug. Sam handed it to him without a word. Wendell drank. He handed it back.

You done this, Wendell said.

I told you.

I see it.

Sam half-smiled. It was the first time his face had moved that way. Wendell saw it. He went back to his tree.

✦

At noon Wendell drove the truck up to the head of the orchard where the Arkansas Blacks stood and parked it in the shade of the oldest one and got the cooler out from under the bench seat.

He had made sandwiches the night before. Ham and cheese on the bread he had cut that morning. He gave one to Sam and they sat on the tailgate with their boots in the grass.

Sam ate looking up into the tree above them. The Arkansas Blacks were not ready yet. They held late. The fruit was the color of dried blood and the leaves were going.

What kind, Sam said.

Arkansas Black.

Don't know it.

It's a keeper. Hard. Ugly. You let it sit in the cellar two months and it gets sweet. My daddy put this block in the year before he died. Eighty-seven. There's twelve of them. They're the oldest trees on the place that he planted himself.

He's the one who left you the orchard.

Yes.

Sam nodded. He did not ask anything else. He ate his sandwich and looked up into the tree.

Wendell looked at the side of his face. Sam had a scar at the corner of his mouth, small, white. Wendell had not seen it before. It made the half-smile a little crooked when it came.

Wendell looked away. He looked at the dog, who had walked up the hill behind them slow on his bad hip and was now lying in the grass at the base of the tree.

Where you from, Wendell said.

Lots of places.

Originally.

Tennessee.

Where in.

East. Up by Greene County.

I been through there.

It's all right.

You got people there still.

Sam was quiet a moment. He folded the wax paper from the sandwich into a square and put it in his shirt pocket. He looked out at the orchard.

Some, he said.

Wendell did not ask more. He had been asked questions all his life he did not want to answer and he knew the shape of a man not answering. He stood up and brushed the crumbs off his pants.

Back at it, he said.

✦

The afternoon got hot for September. By two Sam had stopped and put his bag down and pulled his shirt off over his head and hung it on the lower rung of his ladder. He went back up.

Wendell did not look right away.

He picked half a tree and then he came down for water and he stood at the truck and he looked.

Sam was lean. Not thin — lean, the way a man who works gets lean. There was a tan line at his neck and his arms were dark to the elbow and the rest of him was the color of milk. There was a tattoo on his left side under the ribs. Wendell could not see what it was from where he stood.

He looked at Sam in the tree two rows over and then he looked away and he drank from the jug and he set the jug on the tailgate and he went back to his ladder.

He had not looked at a man like that in nine years.

He climbed the ladder and picked the apples on the upper branches with his back to Sam's row. The sun was in the west now. His shadow was long on the ground beside the trunk.

He thought about going inside. He thought about telling Sam he was done for the day and Sam could keep on if he wanted. He thought about a lot of things. He picked apples.

After a while it passed. The thing in his chest. It went down where it had been before and he kept picking and the bag filled and he came down the ladder and dumped it into the box and went up again.

By six the light had gone soft and the temperature had dropped and Sam had put his shirt back on. They came down off the last ladder of the day at the same time and looked at each other across the row and Sam said how many boxes.
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