
Chapter	One	

	

Not	long	before	my	mother	died,	she	told	me	a	story	I’d	

never	heard	before.	It	was	1965,	the	year	before	she	

married	my	father.	Spring	had	come	to	the	Northeast	

nearly	a	season	ahead	of	itself.	By	May,	the	fields	rippled	

with	thigh	deep,	green-gold	grasses:	sweet	timothy,	

alfalfa,	birdsfoot	trefoil,	clovers,	reed	canarygrass,	

ryegrass,	and	tall	fescue.	All	the	kids	along	Sweet	Milk	

Road	knew	the	species	names;	they	were	weaned	on	the	

sweat	of	haying,	and	my	mother	and	her	brother	Morgan	

were	no	different.		

It	was	a	clear,	bright	Sunday	morning—a	perfect	day	

for	the	first	cut	of	the	season.	The	fields	around	the	farm	

were	filled	with	the	buzz	and	clang	of	sicklebar	mowers	

and	balers	while	my	mother	Lydah	and	Morgan	stood	toe-

to-toe	in	a	field	blanketed	with	egg-yolk	colored	mustard	

blooms.	They	scrapped	with	one	another	on	the	strip	of	

land	between	their	farm	and	the	Deitman	property	where	

no	one	could	hear	them.	At	first	my	mother	laughed	at	

her	brother’s	suggestion,	like	a	late-comer	for	Sunday	



dinner	who	asks	for	the	platter	of	fried	chicken	to	be	

passed,	only	to	find	the	plate	is	empty,	and	the	laughter	

trickles	into	awkward	silence.	She	pleaded	with	Morgan,	

but	he	was	of	no	mind	to	hear	her.	His	decision,	he	

claimed,	was	best	for	the	family:	She	would	marry	

Michael	Deitman	on	her	eighteenth	birthday,	and	their	

families	and	land	would	be	united,	an	isthmus	to	wealth	

and	stability.	

All	of	that	was	changed	when	a	bullet	ripped	through	

the	leaves,	shearing	the	air.	Before	either	of	them	heard	

the	sound	of	the	report,	it	shattered	Morgan’s	breastbone	

and	sprayed	bright	red	blood	onto	my	mother	Lydah’s	

face	and	hair.	Morgan	looked	at	her,	his	eyes	filled	with	

terror	as	he	fell	dead	into	the	yellow	mustard	blossoms.		

“Who	did	this?”	I	asked.	

“Well,”	she	stammered,	“of	course	it	was	an	accident.	

You	have	to	know	that,	Joss.	Someone	was	in	the	high	

birch	grove	shooting	at	the	birds.	.	.	.”		

I	didn’t	challenge	her,	but	I	wondered	how	she	came	

to	believe	this.	And	who	could	have	fired	from	nearly	a	



quarter	of	a	mile	and	struck	down	Morgan	with	such	

precision?	

	During	those	first	three	days	before	anyone	else	

knew	what	had	happened,	my	adrenaline-driven	mother	

dragged	Morgan’s	body	to	the	cottage	in	back	of	the	

farmhouse,	and	hid	him	in	a	macabre	game	of	hide	and	

seek—first	in	the	closet,	then	under	the	stairwell	to	the	

cottage,	and	finally	behind	the	old	woodstove—all	their	

favorite	childhood	hiding	places.	While	the	crows	sat	in	

the	trees	above	and	watched.	On	the	third	day,	she	

carried	him	to	the	river	and	washed	him	in	the	cool	

running	water,	then	laid	him	in	the	tall	grass.	

Even	when	the	coroner	came	to	take	him	later	that	

afternoon,	she	still	refused	to	believe	he	was	dead.	She	sat	

on	the	back	porch	all	that	summer	rocking,	worrying	the	

floorboards	for	days	that	lingered	into	weeks.	She	did	not	

cry	or	speak	for	months	and	only	bathed	in	the	river.	

I	think	about	this	story	as	an	April	wind	blows	my	

red	Mini	Cooper	along	I-84	West,	then	tracks	north	along	

the	Taconic	Parkway.	I	try	to	distract	myself,	turning	up	



the	radio,	flipping	through	the	FM	stations,	but	still	I	hear	

her	voice.	

“I	had	no	one,”	my	mother	told	me.	“My	brother	was	

the	only	one	left,	and	then	he	was	gone,	too.	I	convinced	

myself	that	he	was	sitting	on	Heaven’s	back	porch.	That	if	

I	waited	on	our	rear	balcony,	he’d	be	back.	I	don’t	know	

why,	but	I	washed	and	ironed	all	of	his	pajamas	and	

packed	them	in	a	suitcase.	You	do	crazy	things	when	you	

lose	someone.	I	think	that	suitcase	is	still	in	one	of	the	

upstairs’	closets.”	

She	said	she’d	look	for	it	but	never	did.	I	wonder	if	

it’s	still	there.	I	try	to	push	away	these	thoughts	by	doing	

what	I	always	do:	measure	the	day	by	road	signs,	or	how	

many	times	I	pass	the	same	truck.	An	attachment	from	

girlhood	and	those	hopscotch	counting	rhymes	from	my	

school	days—one-ery,	two-ery,	zigger-zoll,	zan.	.	.	.	But	on	

this	morning	I	gauge	my	time,	tapping	out	the	minutes	by	

heartbeat,	dropped	lanes,	or	the	whirl	of	the	car’s	cozy	

heater	and	classic	rock	tunes	buzzing	in	my	heart	like	a	

lullaby.		



It’s	what	my	dad	always	did	back	when	we	all	lived	

in	the	city—crank	up	the	radio	while	he	drove.	He’d	

holler,	“Hey,	Paulie-girl!	Get	in	the	van.”	With	my	mother	

scolding,	“Paul!	Her	name	is	Joss	Ellen—not	‘Paulie-girl!’	

Not	‘Boy-o’	either!”	But	that	name,	“Paulie-girl,”	was	

lassoed	around	everything	I	knew	myself	to	be.	As	a	six-

year-old,	I	was	always	ready	for	an	adventure	with	my	

father,	Big	Paul.	

	 We’d	fly	in	that	rattletrap	van	with	the	tunes	blaring.	

He’d	bring	me	to	his	tailor	shop	on	East	Forty-Second	

between	Lexington	and	Third.	I’d	jump	out	before	the	

vehicle	stopped,	and	run	through	the	jangling	back	door,	

hollering,	“Liam!	Where	are	you?”		

Liam	Michaels	was	my	father’s	apprentice	and	an	

occasional	guest	at	the	farm.	He’d	drive	upstate	to	play	

with	my	father’s	jazz	group	that	met	there	on	Friday	

nights.	I’d	steal	into	the	millhouse	where	they	played	to	

hear	Liam’s	melancholy	Irish	tunes	flow	across	his	fiddle	

strings.	I	used	to	beg	him	to	bring	his	violin	to	the	tailor	

shop,	but	he	never	would.	He	always	said	it	wouldn’t	be	



proper	in	a	gent’s	shop.	I’d	nod	though	I	didn’t	

understand	why,	or	what	a	“gents’	shop”	was.	

“Liam!”	I’d	holler	again.	

“Is	that	you,	Jossy?”	he’d	ask.	

I	could	never	answer	fast	enough.	He’d	scoop	me	up	

and	lift	me	onto	his	shoulders,	and	then	stand	in	front	of	

the	tall	mirrors.	I’d	laugh	and	screech,	terrified	of	being	

up	so	high,	and	hang	onto	his	hair	or	squeeze	my	arms	

around	his	neck.	

He’d	cough	and	choke.	“Tell	the	truth,	girl!	Are	ya	

trying	to	kill	me,	or	do	you	just	like	me	that	much?”	He’d	

pull	my	hands	away	and	grab	me	around	my	waist.	“Oh	

my	God!”	he’d	say.	“Look	at	that	two-headed	thing	in	the	

mirror!”	

	“It’s	me,	Liam,”	I	giggled,	all	the	while	reeling	in	

woozy	panic.	My	dark	red	curls,	just	like	my	mother’s,	

bounced	in	the	mirror	image,	and	my	startled	expression	

stared	back	at	me	with	my	father’s	same	grey	eyes.	

“There	you	are!”	he’d	point,	with	a	goofy	smile	

plastered	across	his	face	and	a	shock	of	black	hair	falling	

into	his	eyes.	“How’s	my	girl?	What	are	ya—on	a	ladder?	



Come	down	from	there.	I	got	a	little	bit	of	ribbon	in	my	

pocket	I	saved	for	ya.”	

My	father	would	barrel	through	the	back	door,	

yelling,	“What’s	going	on	in	here?	Paulie-girl,	don’t	bother	

the	help!”	He’d	wink	at	me	and	disappear	into	his	office.		

He’d	check	his	stock	and	special	order	sheets,	and	

then	we’d	pile	back	into	the	van	and	charge	off	to	the	

garment	district.	There	my	looming	father,	nearly	six	feet	

tall	and	wide	in	the	shoulders,	would	haggle	with	some	

witless	slob	over	the	best	gabardine.	Daddy	would	

reiterate	his	secret	every	time:	Look	them	in	the	eye	and	

smile,	but	walk	away	before	you	back	down.	Just	be	soft	

with	every	step.	Once	he’d	get	his	price,	he’d	buy	remnants	

of	cerise	or	saffron	taffeta	to	make	my	sister	and	me	

something	for	school.	For	Naomi,	it	would	be	a	blouse	

with	pearl	buttons	or	a	crinoline	skirt,	but	for	me,	he’d	

always	fashion	something	man-tailored:	a	vest	or	jacket	

spit	in	my	father’s	image.		

“Stand	still,”	he’d	say	while	he’d	mark	the	fabric	with	

chalk	and	pins	that	scratched	my	skin.	Back	then	I	never	

winced.		



I’d	turn	slowly	while	my	father	stood,	scrutinizing	

his	work,	commanding	me	to	stop,	or	turn,	or	walk	across	

the	room	as	he’d	watch	the	garment	move	in	the	swing	of	

my	arms.	What	emerged	would	be	flawless:	pale	gray	

herringbone	with	pockets	piped	in	apricot,	a	vivid	lining	

at	the	pleat.	In	the	mirror,	I	only	saw	my	father’s	eyes,	his	

smile.	

Back	then,	I	thought	I	was	special.		

On	Friday	nights,	we’d	go	to	the	Floridian	on	

Flatbush	Avenue	for	sweet	fried	smelts	with	lemony	

rémoulade	sauce.	The	same	diner	he	used	to	go	to	with	

his	own	Pops.	“Here	he	comes,”	some	waitress	named	

Dolores	or	Ronnie	would	shout	above	the	din:	“The	

dapper	tailor	dressed	to	the	nines	with	his	little	one.”	

We’d	sashay	down	the	aisle	between	the	tables,	he	in	his	

striped	shirt	and	red	braces,	a	vest	or	jacket,	shoe-shined	

and	natty.	Me	in	a	replica—never	a	skirt	or	a	bit	of	lace.	

Big	Paul,	square-jawed,	with	smoke-grey	eyes	that	could	

darken	instantly,	would	smile	at	the	other	diners	as	if	

they	were	his	guests,	always	with	the	witty	comments,	



tipping	his	fedora	or	porkpie,	or	whatever	was	perched	

on	his	head	that	evening.	

	We’d	slip	into	a	booth	and	order	drinks:	cherry	soda	

for	me	and	Cutty	Sark	straight	up	for	Big	Paul.	Before	the	

first	sip,	we’d	clink	our	glasses	while	I	stared	in	awe	at	

the	myth	that	was	my	father.	And	when	our	hot	plates	

came	out,	we’d	slather	on	that	tart	sauce	and	slide	those	

sugary	fish	down	our	throats,	barking	like	penguins	for	

more.	We	were	hungry.	We	were	the	boys	out	for	all	we	

could	get.	

The	best	times	were	in	early	April—the	annual	trip	

from	our	Bronx	apartment	off	Fordham	Road,	heading	

north	to	go	upstate	to	Red	Mills	Farm	in	Canaan,	my	

mother’s	childhood	home.	Big	Paul	and	I	went	each	year	

for	spring	cleanup.	We’d	race	up	the	Taconic	Parkway,	

the	windows	rolled	down,	the	radio	blaring	hard	rock	

more	reckless	than	the	wind.	The	smell	of	new	green	

would	fill	the	van,	and	we	were	greedy	for	all	of	it.	We’d	

suck	in	that	air	clear	through	our	heads;	we’d	plug	our	

ears	with	stomp	and	thrum.	We’d	kick	the	floorboards	in	

that	tinny	van,	careening	toward	Canaan.	And	yell	



because	we	could.	And	because	we	had	abandoned	all	

sensibilities.	

From	the	Parkway,	we’d	follow	295	into	Canaan,	

winding	onto	Old	Queechy	Road	and	then	Sweet	Milk	

Road.	Another	quarter	mile	up	a	steep	hill	loomed	Red	

Mills	Farm	with	its	house,	cottage,	and	gristmill	on	the	

river	named	Stony	Kill.	Once	we’d	unpacked	buckets	and	

rags,	Big	Paul	would	build	a	campfire	out	back	to	grill	

hamburgers.	After	supper,	we’d	walk	down	through	the	

cornfield,	over	barbed	wire	fencing	that	led	to	the	former	

gristmill	and	the	wide	dam	along	the	Stony	Kill.	

We’d	work	non-stop	for	three	days:	painting,	putting	

up	new	curtains,	scrubbing	tile	and	linoleum.	We’d	clear	

every	crevice,	buff	all	the	mirrors,	the	faucets	and	china	

plates,	too.	Every	glass	sparkled.	And	he’d	always	say,	

“You	and	me,	Boy-o,	we	have	to	make	this	place	shine	for	

your	mother	and	Naomi,	just	right	for	my	girls.	

Everything	perfect.	Otherwise,	they	won’t	come	here	with	

us	guys.	Right,	Paulie-girl?”	

“Right,”	I’d	whisper.	“But	Daddy,	I	want	to	be	one	of	

your	girls,	too.”	



He	would	put	his	arm	around	me	and	hug	me	close.	

“Joss,	don’t	you	know	you’re	more	than	that?	You’re	my	

Paulie-girl,	my	Boy-o!”	

I’m	still	his	Paulie-girl,	and	as	dreadful	as	it	is,	that	

name	still	vibrates	in	my	heart	with	its	rhythm	and	

cadence.		

The	ring	of	my	cell	phone	startles	me,	bringing	me	

back	to	the	flying	traffic	and	the	road	that	spools	onward.	

It’s	my	father	again.	“Hey,	Dad,”	I	say.		

“Joss,	where	are	you?”	His	voice	is	shaky.	

“I’m	almost	in	Canaan.	I	can’t	talk	now,	Dad.	I’m	

driving.	I’ll	call	you	when	I	get	there.	Okay?”		

“What	the	hell	are	you	going	out	there	for?”	The	

voltage	is	back	in	his	voice.	

I	tell	myself	just	to	breathe,	and	keep	it	light.	But	his	

words	topple	me.	I	am	fallen,	trampled	in	his	steamroller	

words.	

	“Hello!	Hello!	You	still	there?”	My	father’s	rasp	

crackles	through	the	car.	

“I’m	here,	Dad.”	



He	drones	on.	“Leaving	Wyatt,	too.	Christ	what’s	

wrong	with	you?	He’s	a	good	guy—”		

“That’s	none	of	your	business.”	I	don’t	wait	for	his	

argument,	his	sarcastic	retort.	I	click	the	phone.	He’s	

gone.	The	wide	sloping	road	calls	me	back.	I	watch	the	

treetops	keel	like	dizzy	drunkards	in	the	rising	wind.	

Ahead	the	sky	has	darkened.	A	storm	is	rolling	in.	I	push	

the	gas	a	little	harder,	hoping	to	get	to	Canaan	before	it	

hits.	The	airwaves	fill	with	static	as	I	fiddle	with	the	radio	

knob,	but	my	father’s	words	creep	in,	an	interloper,	a	

juggler	tossing	pieces	of	my	soul	into	the	air.		

I	drive	on,	imagining	what	my	mother	would	have	

thought	about	all	of	this.	She’d	be	glad	that	I	was	coming	

to	live	in	her	house—now	my	house—even	if	it	was	only	

part-time.	The	farm	has	been	in	her	family	for	

generations.	

She	had	told	me	years	before,	“You	need	to	promise	

me	you’ll	keep	the	farm	in	the	family.”	

I	nodded,	standing	next	to	her	in	the	bakery,	learning	

knife	skills	at	eight	years	old.	She	had	been	showing	me	

how	to	chop	apples,	walnuts,	and	sage	leaves	for	apple-



sage	cakes	when	she	asked	for	my	promise.	I	didn’t	

understand	what	she	meant—keeping	the	farm	in	the	

family—but	I	gave	my	word.	

“You	remember	this,”	she	said.	“It’s	your	promise.”	

“I	will,”	I	said,	bobbing	my	spring-loaded	head.		

It	was	unusual	for	her	to	say	anything	like	this	to	me.	

Mostly	she	kept	to	herself	at	the	bakery,	always	listening	

to	the	others	prattle	on	about	landlords,	lovers,	where	

they	would	be	going	after	work.	Other	than	a	nod,	a	

subtle	shake	of	her	head,	or	a	laugh,	she	never	had	much	

to	add	to	the	conversations	that	swirled	around	the	

kitchen.	I	took	her	confidence	in	me	as	a	sign,	an	opening	

for	answers.	

“Mommy,	why	does	Daddy—”	

She	stopped	me,	her	finger	to	her	lips,	“Shhhh,”	she	

commanded.	She	pulled	me	off	the	stool	and	into	the	dry	

goods	pantry	where	no	one	would	hear	her.	“We	don’t	

talk	about	your	father,	Paulie-girl.”	

The	way	she	said	that	name,	the	look	that	came	over	

her	face	like	swiftly	moving	air	currents,	confused	me.	



She	bent	down,	her	face	close	to	mine.	I	could	smell	

the	coffee	on	her	breath	as	the	words	rushed	over	her	

lips,	her	saliva	spraying	across	my	face.	

“You	made	your	choice.	He’s	who	you	want	to	talk	to,	

not	me.	Understand?”	

I	nodded	back	then,	not	realizing	what	I	understand	

now.	My	family	had	always	been	split	into	two	camps.	

Each	of	my	parents	chose	a	child	to	be	theirs.	I	was	my	

father’s	girl;	Naomi	was	my	mother's.	Though	there	were	

land	grabs	along	the	way—inheriting	Red	Mills	Farm	was	

just	another,	this	time	from	beyond	the	grave.	

	I	push	through	a	torrent	of	rain	and	wind	that	

sluices	across	the	lane.	Ten	miles	north	I	am	on	the	back	

side	of	the	squall,	where	the	road	is	dry,	and	a	flock	of	

starlings	slices	the	sky	into	black	speckled	ribbons.	I	scan	

the	treetops	for	raptors,	red-tailed	and	Cooper’s	hawks	

ready	to	pick	off	the	stragglers.	By	mid-morning,	I	turn	

onto	Sweet	Milk	Road,	watching	the	dark	sky	in	the	

distance	and	a	show	of	lightning	strikes.	The	faded	

gristmill	emerges	on	the	horizon	with	crows	lined	on	the	

gable	end.	A	deluge	of	memories	catches	me:	the	smell	of	



over-ripe	tomatoes,	the	rocking	treehouse	in	the	winter	

wind,	sparks	streaking	from	tiny	hand-sewn	birch-bark	

canoes	racing	on	the	rolling	river,	and	Haley.	Haley,	my	

nephew,	his	bowl-cut	dark	hair	and	endless	brown	

eyes—he	and	the	farm	are	my	claim—land	that	has	been	

in	my	family	for	generations,	family	land	and	the	history	

it	bears.	

	The	door	of	my	clockwork	car	squeals	open	as	the	

smell	of	the	copper-fired	air	and	that	oh-so-wanted-green	

of	April	rushes	through	me,	the	fragrance	of	it	drifting	in	

scraps	against	the	last	of	the	persistent	snow.	The	hills	

are	swathed	in	a	painterly	wash	of	chartreuse.	I	breathe	it	

in,	the	pot	liquor	of	spring,	past	my	mother’s	front	

gardens,	now	a	sea	of	yellow	daffodils	nodding	their	

happy	faces	at	the	sun.	Soon	enough,	there	will	be	

Verbascum,	and	red	poppies,	lupine,	and	columbine.	I	can	

see	the	pinky-red	geraniums	with	their	lime-green	leaves	

sitting	in	the	living	room	windows.	They	are	descendants,	

too.	Started	from	a	geranium	slip	by	some	great-great	

grandmother	of	this	house	too	many	generations	back	to	

know.	I	kick	along	the	stone	driveway	and	head	toward	



the	house.	The	noise	scatters	the	crows	perched	in	the	

high	elms.	They	caw	and	call,	watching	me	pitch	against	

the	still-charged	atmosphere.	

I	listen	for	the	shrill	of	raccoons	after	the	

thunderstorm,	or	for	the	first	peep-frogs	of	spring.	The	

voices	of	screech	owls	and	coy	dogs	in	the	near-morning	

hours	still	ring	in	my	memory.	But	most	of	all	it	is	the	

carrion	river	that	has	pulled	me	back,	the	Stony	Kill,	with	

its	wild	brown	trout	hidden	in	murky	pools.	

When	I	climb	to	the	porch,	I	peek	through	the	floor-

length	windows	into	the	sunny	living	room	of	my	

childhood.	I	remember	my	mother	the	last	time	I	saw	her	

there.	She	had	moved	back	into	the	big	house	and	was	

sitting	on	her	graceful	settee,	yards	of	white	sateen	

billowing	onto	the	clean	paper-covered	floor	as	she	

hemmed	a	bridal	gown.		

I’d	had	tea	with	her	that	day,	while	she	pulled	a	

threaded	needle	in	her	delicate	fingers,	tipped	with	gaudy	

purple-pink	nail	polish,	through	that	shiny	fabric	in	a	

swift	clean	arc.	I	never	understood	why	a	woman	with	

such	a	refined	sense	of	color	and	style	loved	those	horrid	



nail	colors.	We’d	talked	about	small	pleasantries—the	

weather,	how	lovely	the	gown	in	her	lap	was,	and	new	

recipes	I	was	trying	at	the	bakery.	Get-togethers	like	this	

weren’t	common;	we	had	lost	our	way	more	than	ten	

years	ago.	

On	a	November	morning	when	I	was	twenty,	my	

mother,	Lydah	Van	Vliet	Ryckman,	handed	me	the	keys,	

the	combination	of	the	safe,	and	a	stack	of	papers	to	sign,	

and	all	at	once,	the	responsibilities	of	running	the	bakery	

fell	onto	my	shoulders.	She	left	Brooklyn	and	the	bakery	

that	she	had	run	for	years	and	never	looked	back.	She	

returned	to	Canaan,	to	the	farm	and	land	owned	for	

generations	by	the	Van	Vliet	family,	known	as	Red	Mills,	

and	took	up	dress	design.	

“Where	did	you	learn	to	sew	like	this?”	I	asked	on	

that	last	day	I	visited.	“It’s	so	beautiful.”	

“Where	do	you	think?”	she	laughed.	“I	learned	from	

your	father.	I	wasn’t	always	a	baker,	you	know.	We	

started	his	business	together.	He	and	I	were	a	team.		



As	she	spoke,	I	watched	her	face	light	up.	It	was	a	

rare	look	at	who	she	had	been	with	my	father	in	their	

early	years—young,	happy,	and	in	love.		

“So	why	did	you	leave?”	

“Your	Aunt	Marie	was	having	health	problems,	and	

your	father	wanted	me	to	help	out	his	sister	at	the	

bakery.	He	promised	it	would	only	be	temporary.”	

She	set	down	her	needle	and	looked	up	at	me,	her	

eyes	steely.	“But	what	happened	was	that	I	had	become	a	

better	seamstress	than	your	father	and	a	better	designer.	

He	would	have	none	of	that.	So	off	I	went.”	

I	sat	frozen	to	the	armchair,	my	thoughts	whirling	as	

the	pieces	of	my	family	lined	up	and	cascaded	like	

tumbling	dominoes.	I	didn’t	know	what	to	say	as	I	

watched	her	return	to	her	needlework,	carefully	

attaching	the	last	of	the	folded	hem	to	the	body	of	the	

gown.	The	sun	caught	her	bowed	head	and	red	hair,	

silvered	along	her	temples,	pink	half-glasses	perched	on	

her	nose.	I	saw	her	more	clearly	than	I	ever	had.	When	

she	finished,	she	stood	with	the	faint	dove-gray	satin	

gown	held	high,	sparkling	in	the	afternoon	light.	It	had	



diminutive	satin-covered	buttons,	lace	edged	tulle	

peeking	out	from	below	the	hem,	and	a	bronze-colored	

ribbon	at	the	bodice.		

“The	bride’s	a	redhead	like	me.	These	colors	will	

work	for	her.”	

They	surely	would.	The	dress	was	at	once	dazzling	

and	understated.	

“I	should	make	you	a	dress	like	this—just	in	case.”	

“I	don’t	think	so.”	The	words	fell	out	of	my	mouth.	

She	looked	up	at	me,	her	grey-blue	eyes	unwavering,	

and	asked,	“What	will	you	do	with	the	farm	when	I	am	

gone?”	She	had	that	kind	of	prescience.		

I	stared	at	her,	flummoxed,	speechless.	

“Well?	I’m	waiting,”	she	said.		

“Aren’t	you	leaving	the	farm	to	Naomi?”		

“Why	would	I	do	that,	Joss?	Your	sister’s	life	is	in	

Pennsylvania.	You	know	she	doesn’t	want	anything	to	do	

with	the	farm.	And	you—you	have	always	done	what	I	

have	wanted.”		

It	was	harsh,	what	she	said	back	then.	But	true.	My	

sister	has	gone	on	while	I	have	wallowed	in	the	past.	



What	would	Naomi	do	with	the	farm,	but	sell	it?	I	knew	

my	mother	would	never	want	that.		I	turn	away	from	the	

porch	windows,	still	broken,	reeling,	and	not	knowing	

any	other	way	other	than	to	run.	I	am	not	yet	ready	to	

unlock	the	tall	double	doors.	Instead,	I	hike	past	the	

stone-walled	gardens	my	father	used	to	use	for	his	

tomato	patch.	In	between	the	tomato	plants	were	hillocks	

of	cucumbers,	squashes,	and	fat	striped	melons.	Beyond	

the	stone	walls	were	the	bean	fields,	low	plants	bordered	

by	pole	beans.	But	his	most	prized	crops	were	the	rows	

and	rows	of	sweet	corn:	Early	Sunglow,	Golden	Bantam,	

and	Silver	Queen,	all	of	it	tended	more	by	local	high	

school	kids	than	my	father.		

I	slog	on	past	the	dam	and	the	deep	river	water	it	

holds	back,	trudging	through	the	still-wet	fields,	across	

the	broken-down	fence,	through	that	section	of	land	

where	my	mother	and	her	brother	stood	arguing	all	those	

years	ago.	I	look	beyond	to	the	birch	grove	and	imagine	a	

sniper	sniffing	the	breeze	like	a	wild	animal	for	the	taste	

of	it,	its	warmth	and	wetness.	Finding	the	air	currents,	

holding	back,	waiting	for	just	the	right	moment	to	



squeeze	the	trigger.	Who	and	why	race	through	my	mind	

as	the	crows	fly	above,	following	me	in	a	canopy	of	

budding	limbs.	Their	rusty-hinged	calls	shiver	through	

my	bones.	I	watch	them	pursue	me.	A	crow	will	trace	a	

fox,	a	wild	dog,	any	predator.	It’s	what	scavengers	do	to	

feed.		

Am	I,	too,	a	predator,	scavenging	for	bones	of	the	

past?		

Maybe	so.	It	has	taken	me	a	long	time	to	understand	

what	she	had	meant	by	choosing	my	father	over	her.	Only	

she	had	it	backward.	They	chose.	We	were	the	Maginot	

Line	of	my	parent’s	uneasy	truce.	

On	through	the	soggy	cornfield,	the	light	streaks	

through	the	early	morning	cloud	cover.	In	the	distance	I	

see	the	tree	house	suspended	from	its	perch	over	the	

deepest	part	of	the	riverbend,	its	tin	roof	shining	beneath	

bent	limbs.	I	haven’t	been	out	to	look	at	it	in	years.	

A	shiver	runs	through	me.	This	is	where	my	story	

begins:	Ghosts	in	the	pools	and	eddies	still	fly	under	these	

icy	waters.	They	are	angels	of	the	river.	Though	I	have	

tried,	I	have	never	outrun	them	or	this	roiling	water.	My	



feet	slide	deeper	into	the	wet	ground,	rooting	me	to	the	

land.	I	lift	my	foot	to	the	sucking	sound	of	the	mud	

filching	my	shoe,	my	foot	covered	in	sludge	as	I	pull	

myself	free.	Goddamnit,	I	curse	under	my	breath.		

I	struggle	through	the	thick	briars	to	get	a	closer	

look	at	the	tree	house.	It	is	no	longer	steady.	A	large	

supporting	branch	has	broken,	though	the	cabin	itself	still	

looks	sturdy.	Muddy	water	seeps	through	my	shoes,	

chilling	me	to	my	core.	I	head	back	toward	the	farmhouse	

with	childhood	memories	of	tree	house	nights	filling	my	

head.	

In	the	distance,	faint	a	cappella	voices	drift	through	

the	air.	On	the	other	side	of	the	road,	mothers	and	girls	in	

the	high	fields	sing	and	sway	in	their	brightly	printed	tops	

like	giddy	tulips.	They	bend	with	baskets	and	colanders	

and	dig	into	that	woman-scented	earth:	searching	for	

fiddleheads	to	be	steamed	like	asparagus,	or	cowslip	

stems	boiled	long	for	their	sweetness,	and	the	first	shoots	

of	dandelion	greens,	that	are	tender	and	insistent,	but	

bitter	like	endive.		

It	is	the	bitter	I	remember	best.	


