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For my mother and father





The present falls, the present falls away;


How pure the motion of the rising day.


—Theodore Roethke,

“The Tree, The Bird”





American Cream





CAROLINE



I died on a bright morning of Indian summer. Neither old nor sick, I stepped out into a day of maples blazing on the hilltop, frost lingering in the shade of the barn. I carried a pan of vegetable peelings for my hens. They saw me and started coming—headlong, wings tucked back as if holding up their downy skirts. I called to one lagging behind, and in that instant all the light of the morning narrowed down to one tiny point, winked like a star, and was gone.

Swimming out of darkness, I heard my husband call my name. He knelt beside the fallen body, cradling the head, pressing his fingers to the wrist. I was close by, hardly more than a held breath. Not afraid, but sorry for Nathan, who took the body in his arms and ran with it. I watched as he lay her across the backseat of the car and drove away. I was sorry for the woman, too, the woman whose hens scratched and pecked at the potato peelings and carrot scrapings flung from the pan when she fell, sorry for the shape of her left behind in the damp grass.

Over the following days, I stayed close to Nathan, wishing I had hands or a voice to comfort him when he sank down sobbing on the floor of our bedroom. In substance, I was something like a whisper of air, the silent notes of a flute. While he slept, I practiced sailing about the house. I could make the curtains flutter but could not slam a door. I could whisk a fly from the windowsill, snuff the lighted candle Nathan left on the bedside table. I could not see our son or daughter, who were grown and gone. Late at night, I rested on the roof as the moon traveled across the sky, as the mist cooled and fell again as frost.

After the funeral, I tucked myself into the branches of an oak as they gathered beside the open grave in the hilltop cemetery. A cold wind came rushing down from the mountains, driving dark clouds before it, scattering leaves. My family drew closer together, buttoning their coats. I smelled the damp, mildew scent of freshly turned earth as my uncle Herman, the old minister, said the words “ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” It brought back the greasy feel of his thumb on my forehead, the words of Ash Wednesday that foretold cold and darkness. But I am here, I wanted to say, here in this tree.

They took turns with the sad business of shoveling a spade of dirt into the grave. Nathan went first, then my brother, Dan; my son, Larry; my daughter, Virginia. Her son, Randall, a tall boy of twelve, linked his arm through hers and leaned against her. Larry’s two girls, a little younger than Randall, amused themselves collecting leaves and acorns, picking up handfuls of the soft, golden needles that fell from the pines swaying in the wind.

At last Virginia stepped forward, bowing her dark head. How lovely she was, fingers of sunlight breaking through the clouds above her, dancing across her hair and shoulders. Unfolding a piece of paper, she began reading the words of the Shaker hymn I had read for Aunt Ida years before, the one that ends with the promise of a little boat to carry us beyond this vale of sorrow. It was a comfort to me, for I knew that soon I would not be able to see or hear them any longer.

West Moffat had come to the cemetery without his wife. He stood opposite Virginia, the grave between them, his eyes on her as she read. They had loved each other as children, and I confess I played a part in Virginia’s leaving him, even though he was like a second son to me. I wondered sometimes if I had been wrong to keep them apart, but I was happy for her when she fell in love with Robert. He was a good man, too, a doctor. Seeing West’s gaze, he went to Virginia and took her in his arms when she had finished and led her to the waiting car.

At the house, my friend Sissy and my sister-in-law, Hillary, had everything ready. The dining room table was covered with plates of sandwiches and cookies, bowls of green olives and tiny pickles. On the sideboard, cups and spoons, the big silver coffeepot. Sissy’s husband, Jere, slipped his flask from his jacket and passed it among the men gathered in the living room. From time to time, a bark of laughter rang out, and the voices would quiet before picking up again. In the kitchen, Sissy was telling how I had started to give her a permanent one night when we were young but couldn’t finish because the fumes made me sick. She had gone to school the next day with half her hair curly, half straight. “I was so mad at her,” she said, her voice catching. Her niece, dear Henny, pushed herself down the hall in her wheelchair, returning with a box of tissues, the hint of a smile on her face. She passed it around, and there were more stories, more laughing and crying.

Then it was evening. The last of the guests had left; the dishes were washed and put away. I was tired, my airy spirit nearly spent. But I saw Virginia going through the door to sit alone on the back steps, and I wanted to wait with her awhile. She was wearing my green sweater, pulling it tight against the chill. A kitchen window stood open; the smell of coffee lingered. From the living room the sound of muted voices drifted out to us—Larry and his family, Virginia’s husband and son, Uncle Herman, occasionally a few words from Nathan in his new, husky tones. Of them all, I worried for Virginia. Nathan and Larry would grieve hard and be done with it, but my daughter held everything inside. Her grief would stay, and who could say where it might take her.

How sad to leave them, the house where I lived for more than forty years, the hills that deepened to purple in the twilight. And yet, like a traveler setting out on a journey, I awaited my little boat with growing curiosity.

The rain that had been threatening all afternoon finally started—softly at first, no more than a patter in the leaves. A cricket began to chirp, a melodic chirr from the grass near the corner of the porch. One summer, when we had a pair of crickets in the fireplace, my father-in-law told us they brought good luck. I listened for an answering chirp, but there was only the one. The season for mating was long past, his solitary song a mournful note in the descending night.








Chapter One



Startled by the cold clang of the bell, Virginia nearly smiled, remembering how her mother would say that something made her “jump out of her skin”—as if skin were a garment to be abandoned in case of emergency. She looked up at the steeple, where the paint was peeling away in ragged strips that fluttered in the biting December wind, and wondered who could be ringing the bell before the wedding. That was wrong. It was supposed to ring after, when the bride and groom came out together.

They used to have rules about the bell. On Sunday morning, at a quarter to ten, you rang it twelve times. If you rang it thirteen times, one of the deacons would give you the hairy eyeball and have a word with your parents during coffee hour. Hovering near the church steps alone, Virginia watched the old bell clang merrily back and forth—twenty times, twenty-one, free at last.

One of the bride’s relatives, she guessed, picturing a boy of ten or eleven, the one wearing combat boots who had stared at her as he walked past with his parents. She could imagine him putting all his weight on the bell rope and then letting it fly, a fine dust of rotting wood and plaster drifting down on his hair.

Virginia had made Rob and Randall go inside without her. It seemed important to observe the arriving guests as they hurried from their cars and scooted past, cheeks reddened by the arctic chill that had descended the week after Thanksgiving. The people she knew waved a quick hello and ducked their heads. The others, the ones who would take their seats on the bride’s side, regarded her curiously, then glanced away, whispering, wondering who she was.

The others. In Virginia’s eyes, they might have come from a country beyond the hills, where they lived and worked and had their own customs. The women favored heavy makeup and hair dyed chestnut brown or bleached the color of bone. Heedless of the cold, they wore light, brightly colored dresses under their open coats, no gloves. The men appeared solemn, dressed mostly in black, with long sideburns and beards, as if they belonged to some religious sect. Then she remembered: It was the opening day of rifle season. Those were hunting beards.

As the last note rang from the steeple, she paused on the top step and took in the familiar street, the nearby white houses, scuffed and worn in the grim light of late afternoon. The yards and roofs of Tenney’s Landing were dusted with a skiff of snow. In two or three front windows, Virginia could see the blinking lights of Christmas trees. Her mother used to say it was her favorite time of year, when the earth was still and waiting and the nights were long. Caroline would laugh a little, expecting everyone to disagree with her.

Reaching for the iron door latch, Virginia was reminded of the itchy feel of wool kneesocks, the deathly cold of the narrow passage off the vestibule where she and Henny stood to ring the bell, Henny so light the rope would lift her off her feet if Virginia let go. Every other Sunday, when it was their turn, they could read their names in the church bulletin, right under the minister and the deacons on duty. Bell Ringers: Hennis Eastman and Virginia Rownd. Henny always took a ballpoint pen from her mother’s purse and crossed out their first names, wrote in “Henny” and “Ginny.” They pretended not to be sorry the year they turned twelve and two younger girls took their places.

Val Kramer, the organist, turned and nodded when she noticed Virginia, relieved to see her at last. Rob walked calmly down the center aisle to meet her and put her arm through his, escorting her to the front pew on the right. He betrayed no uneasiness, but Randall’s expression was worried, in case she might do something to embarrass him. The instant Virginia sat down, Val leaned hard on the organ, drawing out the opening notes of Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy.” Transfixed by the overflowing basket of flowers on the altar—an improbable mixture of chrysanthemums, tiger lilies, and white roses—Virginia wondered why everything was backward.

When Rob pressed her hand, her eyes flicked involuntarily to the door to the right of the altar, where she saw her father in his good gray suit behind the minister. Someone was holding his hand, too. Mrs. Will, from the school cafeteria. The bride.

As they passed in front, Virginia’s father let his gaze rest on her face for a moment. His look was benevolent, as if she were the one needing forgiveness. It did nothing to calm her thumping heart, the rushing sound in her ears. The little group squared off in front of the altar, her father and Mrs. Will and the two witnesses—a man and a woman she’d never seen before—standing before the Reverend Gleason. At the words “Dearly beloved,” Mrs. Will gave her father’s hand a squeeze before letting go.

Dearly beloved. No other church service starts that way, the minister addressing the congregation as “beloved.” The word is on her mother’s gravestone: Caroline Rownd, Beloved Wife of Nathan, February 16, 1939–October 19, 2005. Not such a long life.

A solid-looking woman from behind, Lydia Will was wearing a navy dress and jacket. Though she had none of Caroline’s willowy grace, she did, Virginia conceded, have fine posture.

Mrs. Swill they used to call her, she and Henny, whispering the name as they moved through the cafeteria line. Her face would be flushed from working in the kitchen all morning, a contrast to the snowy white of her bleached-out aprons. Her hands were rough and red, scratched. Maybe she scraped her knuckles while grating cheese for their lunches. She barely glanced at the children as they came along with their clattery silver trays. A serving spoon in each hand, she dished up watery beef stew and applesauce or chili mac and pineapple chunks. “Disgusting,” Virginia and Henny would agree, probing the food with their forks.

Every other Friday, though, was sheet cake day, when Mrs. Will baked her enormous one-layer cakes with chocolate frosting, the sweet chocolate applied so thinly it barely covered the surface. The two girls couldn’t get enough of that cake, the way the frosting, so stingy on the top, magically trickled down into the little hollows. They would volunteer to stay in from recess to help scrape the trays and rinse the silverware. As Mrs. Will loaded the dishwasher, the girls swabbed the tables with green, antiseptic-smelling sponges, then turned the benches upside down on top of them and swept up crumbs with two big push brooms.

“It’s no mystery why you’re being so helpful all of a sudden,” Mrs. Will would say, drying her hands on her apron and looking critically at the spotless cafeteria before giving each of them an extra piece of cake wrapped in a paper napkin. They would wolf it down in the hallway before their classmates came in from the playground.

At the words “take this woman,” Virginia shifted in the pew, enough to make her father’s shoulder twitch. He started to turn his head in her direction, then clasped his hands behind his back. Only a year before, he had stood there reciting a psalm at Caroline’s funeral. Not her favorite, as everyone expected, not Psalm 100 with its joyful “Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise.” No. Ashen, his hands trembling, he got up and said he was going to read Psalm 137. Virginia didn’t know that one, but she remembered how it surprised Uncle Herman, who had come out of retirement and put on his minister’s robe one last time. “Ah,” her mother’s uncle had said, standing aside, bowing his head to listen.

“By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion.” Nathan had memorized the text, and he kept his eyes on the back of the church, his voice holding back a river of sorrow. “There on the willow trees we hung up our harps, for there those who carried us off demanded music and singing; and our captors called on us to be merry: ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion.’ How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?” He looked down at Virginia, and at her brother, Larry, and then, gripping the sides of the podium with his two hands, he went on. “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither away; let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth if I do not remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy.” When he sat down beside Virginia again, she was afraid to touch him.

The day after the funeral, Virginia had retrieved the family Bible, its pages spotted with salt spray from the nights their ancestor Thaddeus Rownd had carried it up on deck during his crossing from Blackpool, praying for safe passage. In the light of the kitchen, the pages crisp in her hands, she discovered that her father hadn’t recited the entire psalm. He’d left out the last part, about “Babylon the destroyer,” the wish that the children of Babylon be dashed against the rocks. It still shocked her, the fierceness of the Old Testament, even though Uncle Herman had led them through it in his days as pastor of the First Presbyterian Church. Psalm 137 was a strange choice, Virginia and her brother had agreed.

“What has happened to you?” Virginia wanted to shout as her father stood at the altar in his wedding clothes.

Her brother did not come to the wedding. He lived too far away, he said, without embarrassment. When he and his wife and daughters had made the trip from Sioux Falls for Caroline’s funeral, it was the first time in several years.

Larry remembered Lydia Will from the school cafeteria and her husband from the service station, but he claimed to have no objection to the marriage. “It’s none of our business,” he told Virginia on the phone. “He must be lonely, on the farm by himself.”

Rob defended Nathan, too, repeating Larry’s words. Henny understood. She had also chosen not to come—though for her it would have been only a short drive.

The man standing next to Nathan grinned as he fished in his jacket pocket and handed over the gold band. To avoid watching her father put the ring on Lydia’s finger, Virginia turned to Randall, brushing invisible lint from his sleeve. He ignored her, absorbed by the scene in front of him. Lydia Rownd. It was a pretty name, actually. Virginia had expected to cry during the ceremony. Instead she felt dry, hollow.

The rest went quickly, and before Virginia had steeled herself for the end, Reverend Gleason was extending his arms as if enfolding the couple before him. “Those whom God has joined together,” he intoned, “let no man put asunder.” And in the silence that followed, he added, “You can kiss your bride, Nathan.”

Flustered for a moment, Nathan glanced at the ceiling, then bent to Lydia’s waiting lips.

The organ wheezed, came to life again. Val was playing something Virginia didn’t recognize, something happy. As the newlyweds proceeded down the aisle together, there was a perceptible divide—on the bride’s side, approving smiles, and on the groom’s an awkward hesitation. Virginia noticed several people watching her to see how she was taking it, but all she could do was blink at them. Gradually, the church filled with chatter as the guests began to move toward the back to deliver their good wishes. Rooted to her spot in the front, Virginia realized that Rob was waiting for her.

“Go on,” she told him. “I’m going to help out with the refreshments.”

“I’ll come with you,” Randall said quickly, turning away from the sanctuary.

At least they had planned a simple reception. No fancy meal, no dancing, just some finger food and punch in the parish hall behind the church. Not even a wedding cake. Virginia’s father had upset her the day before, wanting to know if she would bake lemon tarts.

They were a favorite of her mother’s, and she couldn’t believe he’d asked. She wondered if he was losing his mind.

In the end, she had stayed up late to bake a second batch because she burned the first. It was well past midnight when she poured powdered sugar into a tea strainer, as her mother had taught her, to dust the cooled tarts. Everyone else had gone to bed, scared off by her rage when she flung the three pans of charred pastry against the wall.

She had heaved the baking pans one after the other with all her strength, watching as chunks of blackened crust and sticky filling dropped to the floor, as Rob and Randall appeared in the doorway. They had been in the living room playing gin rummy with her father, entertaining the nervous groom.

“Don’t touch it,” she warned Randall as he made a move to clean up. They backed out the door quietly, and in a few minutes she heard them calling good night.

Virginia had begun to scrape at the mess with a spatula when she sensed her father nearby. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out, Ginny,” he said, and then he, too, left her alone.

By the time she had scrubbed down the wall and the floor, washed the baking pans, she was ashamed of herself. So she started over, slicing lemons, squeezing out the juice, measuring flour and sugar and butter. It felt companionable, almost as if she and her mother were working together, preparing a treat for her father. In the day and a half she’d been back at the farm, she hadn’t been able to shake the image of Lydia Will everywhere—sitting in her mother’s chair, fingering the collection of cream pitchers in the dining room cabinet, rearranging things.

With the new batch of lemon tarts in the oven, their citrus fragrance filling the downstairs, Virginia went around turning off lights. She stood at the kitchen window, looking at the chicken house and the barn, the dark shapes silhouetted against the hillside. Her mother had decided one spring to paint the chicken house apple green. She got Larry to show her how to use the jigsaw so she could make curlicue ornaments to hang over the door and the windows. As the final touch, she painted the decorations a dark purple. “A Painted Lady,” she’d announced, flushed with pleasure. She had kept it up, changing the colors every few years, claiming her Rhode Island Reds liked the variety. Virginia couldn’t guess how many times she had waited at that window, watching as her mother came toward the house with a basket of eggs.

In the parish hall Sissy Harding, her mother’s best friend, rushed to embrace her, kissing her on both cheeks. “You dear thing,” she said. Then she kissed Randall, who was thirteen and too old for it, on top of the head.

Sissy had skipped the wedding, choosing to tend to the percolator and the punch bowl, arrange and rearrange the plates of sandwiches and cookies. She had garnished the lemon tarts with mint sprigs and placed them in the center of the table.

“Everything looks nice,” Virginia assured her as Sissy turned away to wipe her eyes with the hem of her apron.

“I never thought I’d see this day,” Sissy said. “I don’t understand it.”

“They’re starting to come in,” Randall said and offered to help her with the coffee cups.

About to follow them, Virginia was stopped by a hand on her shoulder.

“The reverend left out the part about ‘Speak now or forever hold your peace,’” West Moffat said in her ear. “Why do you suppose he did that?”

“I wouldn’t know.” She could feel her cheeks grow warm, and she looked down at the tips of his newly polished shoes.

“I thought you might have a word or two on the subject.”

Facing him, Virginia was aware of his hand still on her shoulder. He had grown a beard, too, a neatly trimmed beard that, together with his dark suit, made him look settled and reliable.

“Did you get out this morning?” she asked him.

“What do you think?” He took his hand away. “I’ve got my eye on a ten-pointer, two hundred pounds at least. But this morning my older boys and I were trying to drive a spike horn past my youngest. It’s Cody’s first season. He says he never saw it, though. Your boy hunt? Kendall?”

“Randall. No, not much deer hunting in suburban Maryland.” She spotted West’s wife, Theresa, out of the corner of her eye, wearing a slinky dress, showing some cleavage. As Theresa moved closer, West caught her with one arm and drew her in next to him.

“Hey,” Theresa said, glancing over Virginia’s shoulder.

“I was telling Ginny we should take her boy out hunting. Maybe next year.”

When West reached inside his jacket, Virginia noticed he was wearing striped suspenders, which, for some reason, made her want to press her palm against his white shirtfront. He handed her a business card, and the jacket fell closed again.

“Call us next time you come up,” he said. “We should get our kids together.”

“You think?” Theresa asked, leaning closer to him. “I don’t know—our boys are pretty wild. Like their father.”

“Speaking of which, they’re home alone. We should get a bite to eat and head back soon.” He paused. “Go ahead, Tess. I’ll be right along.”

“I haven’t seen you since your mother’s funeral,” he said as his wife moved away. “How are you?”

“It’s hard. Every day I think of something I want to tell her.” Virginia noticed Sissy watching them from the far side of the room and felt another wave of heat creeping up her neck. “You look good,” she told West. “Even with the beard,” she added, as if she were joking.

His hand darted out, but he pulled it back at the last second and scratched his neck. “Well, take care of yourself.” And then as he started to go, “Hey, how’s your sidekick? I thought she might be here.”

“Henny? I’m going to stop by and see her after this.”

“Tell her hi from me.”

The card he’d given Virginia had a rainbow trout in the center, with “Weston Moffat and Sons” printed at the top, and under that, “Trout Farm.” Beneath the fish were the address and phone number, also a web address. Another new venture. She vaguely remembered some story about a fallow deer farm that was going well until…what? She would have to ask Henny.

Jere Harding, Sissy’s husband, walked up to her, extending his hand. “Let me take your coat,” he said. “You look like you’re about to run away.”

When she finally saw Rob, he was walking between her father and Lydia. Traitor, she thought, trying to assume a neutral expression as the three of them approached. There was only one thing to do, she decided. Nothing had ever felt so peculiar as hugging Lydia Will, though Virginia’s arms scarcely touched her and it was over in a second. Lydia no longer smelled of bleach but had some new, flowery scent. Nathan squeezed his daughter hard, then held her at arm’s length, looking at her the way he once did when she learned to swim, when she won her first 4-H ribbon. She wanted to tell him not to make too much of it.

“Sissy made her planter’s punch,” she said instead. “I’ll go get you some.”

She was filling the little glass cups when she noticed her cousin Carrie standing close by, arm in arm with her new husband, the two of them watching Virginia uncertainly.

“This must be dreadful for you,” Carrie whispered and then, in a normal voice, “You remember Gerald, I’m sure.”

“I certainly do.” Their wedding had created something of a sensation. Not only was Gerald a car salesman but he was a Dibbs to boot—a combination that horrified the MacKemson clan and the Rownds, too. Now here they were a year later, trying to suppress their high spirits for Virginia’s sake. “Is it my imagination, or are you two up to something?”

“We are,” Carrie agreed, placing her hands flat on her stomach so Virginia would notice the swelling beneath them. “And in another three months and twenty-four days, or thereabouts, there will be a new Dibbs in the world. A boy. I saw it on the ultrasound.”

Gerald was taller than Virginia remembered, with a friendly, youthful face. “We’re trying to find a name we both like,” he told her. “One of my cousins has been called Baby her whole life because her parents couldn’t decide between Lillian and Joyce. ‘Baby Dibbs’ it says on her birth certificate.”

“I’ve never been crazy about being named after a state myself.”

“Oh, but Virginia is so beautiful,” Carrie said. “Wasn’t it your great-grandmother’s name?”

“Yes, and her mother’s and her great-aunt’s. Quite a few Virginia Rownds.”

“But none like you,” Carrie insisted. “How long are you staying?”

“Just until tomorrow afternoon.”

“Stop by and see us,” Gerald said. “We’re still out on Blaze Hollow Road.”

“We’ll try.”

They moved down the table, filling one plate between them. Though Carrie was a close relative, she had grown up in Philadelphia, and Virginia never got to know her well. She did meet the first husband a couple of times, a good-looking but sour fellow in whose company Carrie seemed to fade. It was brave of her to marry Gerald, Virginia considered, with the family so dead set against him. The irony of that sentiment didn’t escape her. But her father’s situation was completely different.

As Virginia set off, balancing two cups of punch in each hand, the sight of Reverend Gleason clapping her father on the back stopped her. The wedding was his fault. It would never have happened, Virginia was certain, if he hadn’t started meddling. She could imagine his idiotic delight when the idea first occurred to him. A widow and a widower in his congregation, about the same age. Let’s invite them over for dinner, honey. So what if it’s not a match made in heaven? It’s the next best thing.

Rob appeared in front of Virginia, reaching for the punch. “What is it? You look as if you’re about to faint.”

“It’s that man, Gleason. I won’t speak to him.”

She started looking for Sissy and Randall, nodding absently at the guests who greeted her before she found them in the kitchen. They had begun washing up already, Sissy wearing an oversize pair of rubber gloves. Randall had slipped out of his sport coat and tied a dish towel around his waist.

“I’m here to help,” she announced.

“There aren’t that many dishes yet,” Sissy said, swirling a cup in the soapy water. “Really, I wish I still smoked.”

“Me, too.”

Randall looked at her. “You used to smoke?”

“Not that much,” she assured him. “Now and then, with Henny.”

“Everyone smoked,” Sissy said. “We weren’t as smart as your generation.”

“I wouldn’t mind going outside and having a few puffs right now,” Virginia admitted.

“Maybe Theresa Moffat has a pack in her purse,” Sissy said. “Why don’t you go ask her?”

“Very funny.” Virginia leaned against the counter, stifling a sigh. “Randall, have you said anything to your grandfather yet?”

“Not since breakfast.”

“Do this, will you? Shake hands with them and say ‘congratulations.’ Otherwise, you’re going to feel sorry later on.”

“She’s right,” Sissy agreed. “You don’t need to say you’re happy for them.”

“Why did you say ‘funny’ about Theresa Moffat and the cigarettes?” he asked his mother, stalling.

“I don’t know.” She untied the towel from his waist. “It’s just that I used to go out with West. When we were in high school.”

“Really?” Randall stood in the doorway to get a better look at him.

West was talking with four other men, one arm draped around Theresa’s neck. Virginia knew they were discussing deer—where they were bedding down, what browse they preferred, whether they were moving north or south. West looked up and smiled.

“Huh,” Randall said. “I wouldn’t have picked him.”

“He’s learned a lot about you in the last five minutes,” Sissy remarked as Randall crossed the room toward his grandfather.

Randall looked especially spruce that day, his hair trimmed short, his shirt and tie still crisp. At the last minute, he turned to look back at them and squared his shoulders.

“He’s more like Rob every time I see him,” Sissy said.

“He certainly tries.” Virginia was touched by Randall’s narrow waist, the way his pants hung on his hips because he had forgotten to bring a belt. “But he’s got a sweetness all his own.”

“Your father’s that way. Gentle for a man.” She watched Randall offering his hand to Lydia. “I expect that’s what got him into this.”

“There must be eighty people here,” Virginia said to Sissy. She didn’t know why she mentioned it, except that she was thinking it looked like a normal reception, the older women sitting together in one corner on metal folding chairs, drinking their coffee black, the children starting to get rambunctious. She saw the boy in combat boots toss a piece of cookie in the air and catch it in his mouth, and two or three younger children trying to imitate him. Here and there, the bride’s guests and the groom’s guests were striking up conversations. The parish hall—a long, narrow room with the kitchen at one end—looked the way it had for forty years, the worn linoleum floor, the brown veins in the acoustic ceiling tiles where the roof used to leak, the folding tables covered with embossed white paper cloths. Those tables pinched your fingers if you weren’t careful when you put them away.

“Would you be mad at me if I slipped out?” she asked Sissy, drying the few cups in the dish drainer and setting them on the counter. “I don’t want to abandon you here, but I have a powerful urge to see Henny.”

“When did you see her last?” Sissy peeled off the big yellow gloves and draped them over the edge of the sink, looked at her fingernails. Henny was her sister’s only daughter.

“Not since August, when we came up for Dad’s birthday.”

“Henny’s not doing too well.” Sissy lowered her voice, although no one else was nearby. “You’ll notice a difference.”








Chapter Two



Outside the church, the town was still—people in their houses watching the Penn State football game, wives deciding what to cook for Saturday night supper. In the hills across the river, cold seeping through their wool jackets, the deer hunters would be pausing to blow on their fingers, gauge the remaining light. As Virginia headed north, toward Rownd’s Point, the lowering sun cast a golden pink haze across a stubbled cornfield. One dry stalk still standing in the middle appeared to wave frantically as she drove past. Even with the windows up, she could hear the clatter of wind in its ancient leaves.

Henny’s father had inherited the original Eastman farm, the one old Prosper and Steadfast began farming before the Revolution. It was a choice piece of land, about halfway between Tenney’s Landing and Rownd’s Point, wooded hills rising gradually above acres of fertile bottomland adjacent to the river. Virginia’s first glimpse of the house always pleased her, the way it was sited on a gentle rise—the main house built of tan and gray fieldstone with two wooden additions, the ample front porch with its rocking chairs left out all winter, the huge oaks on either side.

Though she and Henny always referred to the ancestors as “old,” they were young men when they pried loose the stones to build the house—much younger than she and Henny were now, she reflected, turning her car in to the long driveway. True to their names, Prosper married and had many children, while Steadfast remained a bachelor, living and working on the farm until he died at eighty-four, letting go of the plow and falling into the warm earth behind his team of mules one spring afternoon.

Seeing a light in the room off the kitchen, Virginia didn’t bother to knock but called Henny’s name as she went in the front door. Even after so many years, it was always hard at first.

Henny had been waiting for her, she could tell. A book lay open on top of the wool blanket that covered her legs.

“Hey, Hen.” She leaned over the wheelchair to kiss her friend’s pale forehead.

Henny’s smile was impish. “Did he actually go through with it?”

“I’m afraid so. He’s now officially Mr. Swill.”

“Lord.” Henny closed the book and placed it on the small bedside table. “Come on,” she said, taking hold of the wheels and rolling herself forward. “I’ll put the kettle on.”

Virginia was glad to leave the airless room, with its smells of stale sheets and Mentholatum. Furnished with a hospital bed, a table, and two chairs, located between the kitchen and a specially fitted bathroom, it was where Henny spent hours of her life every day. An enormous bookshelf along one wall, crammed with books and magazines, looked as if it was about to tip over. Every surface was covered with knickknacks and souvenirs her friends and relatives had brought in over the years: a miniature Statue of Liberty, a bobble-head doll wearing a Pirates uniform, a windup toy alligator, six or seven snow globes, stuffed animals of various sizes and species, baseball caps of many colors, piles of snapshots and postcards. Virginia once gave her an amaryllis for Christmas, but it never bloomed because Henny kept the shades down.

“West says hi,” Virginia told her, watching as Henny negotiated the space between the kitchen sink and the stove with a kettle of water. She knew better than to offer help.

“West says a lot of things.” Henny banged the kettle down, expertly struck a match on the hard rubber wheel of her chair, and lit the gas burner.

“He’s raising trout now?”

“So I hear.”

“Didn’t something awful happen to his fallow deer?”

“They got some disease or other. I can’t remember what.” Henny glanced expectantly at Virginia’s coat folded over one of the chairs.

“I didn’t bring that much.” Virginia had sneaked out of the reception with only half an egg salad sandwich and two cookies. When she took the food, wrapped in a paper napkin, out of her coat pocket, West’s card fell onto the tabletop. Henny’s thin hand covered it immediately.

She looked at the card for a minute before sliding it back. “If you’d been here a little earlier, you would have seen his two oldest. They came over to do the afternoon milking so my folks could go to the wedding.”

“They’re old enough to drive?” Virginia was remembering the four boys at a Fourth of July barbecue a few years before, all of them except the youngest with neatly clipped black hair, chewing bubble gum and spitting on the grass during the baseball game, slamming their fists into their gloves. One of them had called “easy out, easy out” when Randall got up to bat.

“West Junior—the one they call Weston—got his license last year.” Henny polished off the sandwich in four bites, reached for a cookie. “The roads aren’t safe anymore. And neither are the girls. I’m not joking, he is one good-looking guy.”

“Sounds like Theresa’s got her hands full.”

“Did she talk to you today?”

“Not so you’d notice.” Virginia recalled the way Theresa had pressed herself against West, diverting his attention. “I’m trying to remember how old she is. How many years was she behind us at school?”

“Six. She was one of the sixth-graders who carried the flag at our high school graduation. About the size of a hummingbird back then.”

“So she was what, eighteen, when she and West got married?”

“Nineteen. Everyone in town assumed she was pregnant. The old biddies were so disappointed when it took two years before she started to show.”

“And now they have all those handsome boys.”

“Theresa doesn’t like you. In case you hadn’t noticed,” Henny said, pouring the boiling water.

“Why wouldn’t she like me?”

Henny brought the cups of tea to the table one at a time, went back for spoons and sugar. “Do you know what Theresa does?” she asked. “She makes greeting cards. Really nice ones, watercolors mostly. Woodland scenes, flowers, that sort of thing. They sell them at the Good Food Market down in the Landing, two for five dollars. Also at that bookstore in Fayette, the one near the college. She has a natural talent.”

“Good for her.” Virginia tasted the tea, stirred in a little more sugar.

“Now she says there’s a gift shop in Pittsburgh that wants to carry them, too.”

“She’ll be busy then.”

“Theresa’s not just some bimbo, you know. She also designed West’s business card, the one you’re clutching there.”

“I never said she was.”

“That’s what you think, though.” Henny looked away.

“I know it’s been a long time since I came up to see you, Hen.”

“I thought you’d be over yesterday.”

She had lost weight, Virginia noticed, but there was something else, too, a look of weariness when she let her guard down. “I meant to,” Virginia assured her. “But the day got away from me. Dad asked me to sort through some of Caro’s things. It was a sad business—a pile for me, a pile for Larry, a couple of boxes for Goodwill.”

“Didn’t he keep anything for himself?”

“Not much. He put her really special things in the casket, remember? Her Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the jade necklace he gave her for their twenty-fifth anniversary.”

“I thought it was very romantic of him,” Henny said. “Do you know what Randall told me after her funeral?”

“What?”

“He said Caro was like an Egyptian princess, going off on the death journey, and those things your father put in her casket would help keep her safe until she got to the other side.”

“The other side?”

“They were studying ancient Egypt in school. They’d just been on a field trip to the museum or something.”

“Well,” Virginia said, a little envious. Randall and Henny had some connection she didn’t quite understand. “Anyway, I saved one of her bracelets for you. It’s the silver one, with the engraved violets and the amethyst stone.” She reached for her coat again and then remembered leaving the bracelet on the dresser. “I forgot to bring it. We’ll stop by on our way out tomorrow and give it to you.”

“You’re leaving so soon?”

“We have to. Randall and I have school on Monday. Rob’s got surgery.”

“I was wondering,” Henny said, breaking into a smile. “Are the newlyweds going on a honeymoon?”

“They are. My dad got some package deal up at Lake Ligonier. I heard him telling Rob, ‘All our meals and unlimited use of the spa for four hundred dollars.’”

“The spa,” Henny repeated. “I can see Mrs. Swill in one of those rubber bathing caps, yelling at everyone to mind their manners and keep their voices down.” She chuckled, swallowed the last of her tea. “So if you’re leaving, who’s going to look after the farm while they’re gone?”

“A couple of her nephews. They’ll stay at the house and milk the cows.”

“Your dad should watch out. Her family’s going to take over if he’s not careful.”

“Henny, that is so paranoid. It’s only for three days.”

“If you say so.”

Virginia wished Henny would drop her insinuating tone and sit up straighter in her chair. “What are you doing for exercise these days?” she asked, to change the subject.

“You mean besides the marathon training?” Henny’s laugh trailed off quickly, and she confided that she had a crush on her new physical therapist. “He’s about thirty,” she said. “Married, with a baby on the way. He comes to the house on Mondays and Thursdays, so those days, at least, I have a reason to get out of bed in the morning.”

When Henny talked that way, Virginia was tempted to argue with her, though she knew it would be pointless. She remembered how Henny had frustrated Uncle Herman, who was used to people taking his advice.

“Stubborn as an old tortoise.” That was his pronouncement, four years after the accident that put her in a wheelchair. Not only had he been urging Henny to try a job training program but he’d gently suggested that Chick Mason’s marriage proposal was not a sign of pity.

“It’s pride,” Caroline had said. “Henny would rather hide herself away than risk looking foolish. Don’t you think so, Virginia?”

“Another person in Henny’s circumstances might be proud of getting on with her life,” Uncle Herman had declared, drawing himself up. “Another person might take on the challenge.”

“She will,” Virginia had said. “In her own good time.”

Virginia and her mother had been sitting on the front porch—the good porch, reserved for special guests—with Uncle Herman, waiting for her father and Larry to come in from the milking. It was early September, still warm. Virginia was visiting for a few days before going on to Los Angeles to join Rob, who was starting his surgical residency. They wouldn’t have much time together in the months to come, and she was nervous about the move to a strange city, the hours alone.

Her mind had drifted away from their talk of Henny. She had seen West that morning, nearly colliding with him as she left the market with a bag of groceries. They stood frozen on the sidewalk, a few inches apart.

“So,” Virginia said finally, noticing the bits of hay clinging to his T-shirt. “You must be haying.”

“I ran into town to pick up a few things for my mother. She’s making dinner for the crew.” He brushed a hand over his clothes. “I guess I might have changed my shirt.”

“Don’t be silly.” She assumed he meant on her account.

“I hear you and your husband are off to California,” he said abruptly, moving toward the steps of the market again. “Good luck to you.”

“It’s just for two years,” she said, watching the door close behind him. West wasn’t married yet, but Virginia had heard a rumor about Theresa.

“Do you remember my uncle Herman’s hands?” Virginia asked Henny, watching her pick at the cookie crumbs on her plate.

“Enormous.”

“I was thinking of all the children he baptized. You and me, my mother, Randall. Three generations.” When he placed one of his big, clean hands on her head, Virginia felt blessed, even if he was only telling her to stop mumbling her Bible verses in Sunday school.

“He must have been close to a hundred when he died.”

“Ninety-four.” He had outlived Caroline by eleven weeks.

“When he came to visit, he used to pull a chair right up and put his hands on my knees. If it had been anyone else, I would have told him to get lost.” Henny moved closer, covering Virginia’s knees with her hands, looked her in the eye. “‘Now,’ he’d say, ‘have you given any more thought to what we talked about last week?’” She leaned away again. “We never talked about anything. He would go on forever about the mysterious ways of the Lord—so sure of himself. It wouldn’t have fazed him if I’d stood up and walked one day.”

Virginia heard the slamming of car doors, Henny’s parents back from the wedding. Rinsing their cups at the sink, she remembered how Uncle Herman had locked himself in his study after his wife’s funeral. He came out after four days, in time to give his Sunday sermon. “The Lord tests us,” he said from the pulpit. His robe was unpressed, and he’d left a dab of shaving lather beneath one ear, but his voice carried to the far corners of the church. “And we stand or fall according to our lights. We show Him who we are.” He was sixty-six then, a magnet for the spinsters and widows from his congregation and beyond. He was so courteous, and so oblivious, that one by one they turned their attentions elsewhere.

“I thought you’d be here, Ginny,” Mrs. Eastman said from the doorway, “when I couldn’t find you at the reception.” She told them about the best man’s toast, the laughing girl who had caught the bride’s nosegay of pink and white roses.

“Say what you will,” Mr. Eastman added. “We gave them a proper send-off, tossing the rice and all. Someone even painted ‘Just Married’ on the back window of your father’s car.”

Henny and Virginia exchanged a look. “See you tomorrow,” Henny reminded her.

When Virginia stooped to give her a good-bye hug, her friend felt as skinny as a bundle of sticks.








HENNY



I learned bookkeeping through a correspondence course, partly to get Ginny’s uncle Herman off my back, and started keeping the farm records. Turned out I liked working with numbers, the stories they told. I would write “300 bales,” and that was three days in the hayfield—cutting, raking, praying the rain would hold off. It was the sweet scent of alfalfa with the morning dew still on, the tractor starting up in a blue cloud of diesel fumes. It was the shimmer of heat in the afternoon, the baler thumping along, the haying crew calling out to each other as they loaded the trucks in the evening. All things I remembered. The numbers were dozens of eggs and gallons of milk and bushels of grain—and behind them, invisible, untold hours of work. At the end of each month, they were two neat columns that balanced out, as if I had weighed everything on a scale.

My father bragged that his girl had a head for numbers, and it wasn’t long before people started bringing me their account books, the pages smudged, the columns snarled and snagged like so much fishing line. They would set a cardboard box full of receipts down on the kitchen table, glad to get it off their hands. My first customers were mostly our farm neighbors, and then a few merchants from the Landing and the Point. Pretty soon, I had a regular clientele. I kept their books, did their tax returns. I worked magic, they said.

It was patience, not magic, I might have told them. Because if there’s one thing living in a wheelchair teaches you, it’s patience.

Maybe, because I already knew so much about their business, because I wasn’t a gossip, they started telling me things. Personal things. The first time it happened, Bernie Bishop walked into the kitchen one evening with an armload of papers and sat down at the table. He was thinking of opening his own real estate office, he said, and wondered if I could help him with a business plan. We were sorting through some figures when he stopped talking and looked at me for a minute. I heard the sound of a laugh track from the living room, where my parents were watching television.
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