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Chapter 1: Morning Rituals

The kitchen clock read four-forty when Betty Ann Williams pushed back the covers and set her bare feet to the cold floor. 

She did this every morning—this small negotiation with the dark, this brief moment before the day claimed her. Roy lay turned toward the wall, his breathing deep and untroubled, the sheet pulled to his shoulder. He would sleep another hour, maybe two. His travel bags stood packed beside the dresser, ready for the road. By supper he would be somewhere south of Montgomery, eating at a diner, talking sales figures with men who called him Roy-boy and clapped his shoulder like they meant it. 

Betty Ann pulled her robe around her and closed the bedroom door without a sound. 

The house on County Road 7 was modest—four rooms and a path worn into the linoleum from a thousand trips between stove and table and sink. She moved through it now by feel, her fingers finding the light chain above the kitchen counter. The bulb buzzed once, then held. Outside the window, the darkness was still complete, the kind of rural dark that swallowed headlights whole. 

She lit the pilot on the stove and put the percolator on. While the water began its slow climb, she stood at the counter and let the first true thought of the day arrive. 

Sammy. 

It was always Sammy. 

She padded down the narrow hallway to his door, the one with the hand-painted sign he'd made at church camp two summers ago: SAMMY'S ROOM in careful block letters, the S reversed. She'd never had the heart to correct it, and now she couldn't imagine it any other way. 

His nightlight cast a weak orange glow across the bed. He lay tangled in his sheets, one arm thrown wide, his sandy hair stuck to his forehead with the warmth of sleep. The leg braces rested against the nightstand where she'd placed them at bedtime—polished metal, brown leather straps, the left one scuffed at the knee from a fall on the playground last month. 

"Sammy," she said softly. "Time to wake up, sweet boy." 

He stirred. His eyes opened—hazel like hers, but softer, less guarded. "Mama?" 

"I'm right here. Let's get your braces on before breakfast." 

She'd done this for four years now, since the doctors in Birmingham had finally put a name to what they'd suspected since he was late to walk, late to talk, late to all the milestones the baby books promised. Mild cerebral palsy with associated developmental delays. The words had sat in her lap like stones while Roy flipped through a magazine in the waiting room chair. She'd memorized them anyway. 

The braces went on in the same order every morning. Left leg first, because that was the weaker one. She lifted his foot—still small enough to fit in her palm—and guided the metal into place along his calf. The leather straps: one below the knee, one above the ankle. Tight enough to support, loose enough not to pinch. She'd learned the difference through trial and error, through watching his face for flinches, through rubbing the red marks with salve at night when she'd gotten it wrong. 

"There we go," she said, fastening the last buckle. "How's that feel?" 

"Good." He sat up, still blinking sleep away. "Is Daddy still here?" 

"For a little while. He's leaving after breakfast." 

"Oh." A pause. "Can I have syrup on my pancakes?" 

"You may have syrup. And yes, as much as you want." 

He smiled, and for a moment the braces and the scraped knee and the reversed letters on his door sign didn't matter at all. 

Breakfast was biscuits and grits and the pancakes Sammy had requested, because Betty Ann believed in a hot breakfast regardless of the season. September in southern Alabama didn't cool off until late October most years, and the kitchen was already gathering warmth from the stove, but she'd been raised by a woman who considered cold cereal a moral failing, and some things you carried forward whether they made sense or not. 

Roy emerged at five-thirty, his hair slicked back with Brilliantine, his shirt already buttoned. He moved through the kitchen like a man already halfway gone, his attention fixed on the road atlas beside his plate rather than the meal or the family. 

"Birmingham today," he said, more to himself than to her. "Then over to Anniston tomorrow. Should be in Atlanta by Thursday." 

Betty Ann nodded, setting the platter of biscuits on the table. "How long this time?" 

"Two weeks, maybe three. Patterson wants me to push the new hardware line before the competition gets a foothold." He folded a biscuit around a piece of bacon and ate it in three bites. "You'll be all right here?" 

It wasn't really a question. He asked it every time, and every time she gave the same answer. 

"We'll be fine." 

Sammy was cutting his pancakes with the focus of a surgeon, his tongue peeking from the corner of his mouth. He'd insisted on doing it himself lately—a small declaration of capability that Betty Ann honored by not reaching over to help, even when syrup dripped onto the tablecloth. 

"Sammy, look at your daddy," she said. "He's leaving for a while. Give him a hug before the bus comes." 

Roy glanced up from his atlas, and something flickered across his face—uncertainty, or maybe just the effort of switching from one version of himself to another. He loved his son. Betty Ann believed this the way she believed in scripture: not because she felt it daily, but because accepting otherwise would unravel something she needed to keep whole. 

"You be good for your mama," Roy said, rising. He gave Sammy an awkward pat on the shoulder, his hand seeming too large for the small frame. "I'll bring you something from Atlanta." 

"A rock?" Sammy asked. He'd been collecting stones since he could walk—smooth ones, rough ones, ones with veins of quartz running through them like lightning frozen in place. 

"If I can find one." 

And then Roy kissed Betty Ann—on the cheek, not the mouth—and she smelled the Brilliantine and the coffee and the familiar distance that had settled between them sometime after Sammy's diagnosis and never fully lifted. His Ford pulled out of the gravel drive at six-fifteen, the taillights disappearing into the gray September dawn. 

Betty Ann stood on the porch and watched him go. The air was already thickening with humidity, the kind that would settle into an afternoon thunderstorm if the pattern held. She'd lived in Alabama all her life, and she could read the sky like a clock. 

The screen door creaked behind her. She didn't turn. 

"Finish your milk," she said. "The bus will be here in twenty minutes." 

The school bus arrived at seven-oh-five, a rattling yellow capsule that stopped at the end of their drive with a wheeze of brakes. Betty Ann walked Sammy down the gravel path, her hand on his shoulder to steady him on the uneven ground. He'd fallen here twice last spring, both times when she wasn't looking, both times when she'd let herself believe he could manage alone. 

"Mrs. Porter is going to call on you to read today," she said, adjusting his collar. The school shirt was already coming untucked. "Just remember to go slow. The words don't run away." 

"I know." He squinted up at her. "Mama, do you think Dottie will save me a seat?" 

"I think Dottie saves you a seat every day." 

This seemed to satisfy him. He climbed the bus steps with the careful two-footed method she'd taught him—right foot up, left foot up to meet it, pause, repeat. The driver, a patient woman named Ernestine who'd been ferrying children along this route for fifteen years, waited without comment. Betty Ann had once brought her a jar of peach preserves at Christmas to thank her for this small daily kindness. 

She watched the bus until it rounded the curve past the Barlow place and disappeared behind the stand of longleaf pines. 

Then she went back inside, and the quiet of the empty house settled around her like water filling a basin. 

The morning passed in the rhythm she'd established over years of solitary weekdays. Laundry first—Roy's work shirts soaking in the basin, Sammy's school clothes scrubbed against the washboard, the sheets from their bed. Her hands moved through the work while her mind drifted. She'd read once in a magazine that women in New York City had electric washing machines now, that they simply put clothes in a metal drum and pressed a button and walked away. She tried to imagine what she would do with the hours that opened up. 

Read, she thought. I would read. 

She'd been a good student before marriage—better than Roy, certainly. Her English teacher at Oakvale High had once written on a paper: Betty Ann Patterson has a gift for seeing beneath the surface of things. She'd kept the paper folded in her Bible for years, a private talisman, until the edges wore thin and the ink faded to ghost. 

At noon she ate a tomato sandwich standing at the kitchen counter and listened to the radio while she ironed. The news was something about Eisenhower and something about Russia and something about a Negro woman in Montgomery who'd refused to give up her bus seat a few years back, though the radio didn't mention her name anymore, just the ongoing legal battles. Betty Ann had opinions about these things that she'd learned not to voice. Roy called it "agitation." She called it fairness, but only inside her own head. 

The heat built through the afternoon until the iron felt like penance. She'd just finished Roy's last shirt when she heard the rumble—low and distant, then closer, the sky darkening through the kitchen window. 

The thunderstorm arrived at two-fifteen, hammering the metal roof until conversation became impossible, even with no one there to talk to. Betty Ann stood at the screen door and watched the rain transform the yard. The garden—her tomatoes, her beans, the butter lettuce she'd nursed through August—welcomed it. The red clay soil turned dark and rich. Puddles formed in the low spots of the drive, the same puddles Sammy would splash through when he got off the bus, because rain was still magic to him, because he hadn't yet learned to see the world as anything but a place where water fell from the sky and made puddles and you could jump in them if you wanted. 

She hoped he never learned. 

The bus returned at three-forty. Betty Ann was waiting on the porch with a towel. 

"Did you jump?" she called as Sammy made his careful descent. 

"Maybe." He was soaked through, his school shirt plastered to his thin chest, his hair flat against his forehead. But he was grinning. "Ernestine said it was the biggest puddle she ever saw." 

"I bet she did. Come on, let's get you dry." 

Inside, she helped him out of the wet clothes and into pajamas—it was too late in the day to bother with anything else—and made hot chocolate despite the lingering warmth. They sat together at the kitchen table, him with his cocoa, her with her coffee, and he told her about his day in the halting, circular way he had. 

"Mrs. Porter said my reading was much improved." He pronounced the words carefully, as if they'd been memorized. "She said I could read the whole sentence and I only had to try the big word twice." 

"What was the big word?" 

"Butterfly." He sounded it out slowly: "Butt-er-fly. It's a bug but it's pretty." 

"It is. And you read it right." 

She reached across the table and smoothed his damp hair. He leaned into the touch, and her heart did something complicated behind her ribs—pride and fear and love so fierce it sometimes scared her. 

This was what she was for. This was the work that mattered. 

The evening routine was a smaller version of the morning one. Supper at five-thirty—leftover grits fried into cakes, green beans from the garden, the last of Sunday's chicken. Then homework at the kitchen table, Sammy's brow furrowed in concentration while Betty Ann pointed to each word and waited. Then the braces off, the leg exercises the doctor had prescribed, the nightly bath. 

She knelt beside the tub while he played with a small fleet of rubber boats—gifts from Roy over the years, brought home from various trips along with rocks and baseball cards and a stuffed bear that had lost one eye. 

"Mama," Sammy said, sinking a tugboat with his fist, "do you think I'll ever not need the braces?" 

The question came without warning, the way his hard questions always did. Betty Ann kept her face steady. 

"The doctor said maybe. If your legs get stronger." 

"They're stronger now. I can feel it." 

"Then maybe." She lifted him from the tub and wrapped him in a towel, his wet head against her shoulder. "But even if you always need them, that's all right. The braces don't make you who you are." 

"What makes me who I am?" 

It was such a large question from such a small person. She carried him to his bedroom and sat on the edge of his bed, him in her lap, the nightlight casting its orange glow. 

"I think," she said slowly, "you're made of all the things you love and all the things you try hard at and all the ways you're kind when nobody's watching." 

"Like the rocks," he said. 

"Like the rocks?" 

"I love the rocks. And I try hard to find good ones. So I'm made of rocks." 

She laughed—a real laugh, the first one in days. "Yes, baby. You're made of rocks." 

After he slept, she walked through the house and locked the doors and turned off the lights. The rain had stopped, leaving everything clean and dripping. Through the kitchen window, she could see the light on at the Barlow place—Orville Barlow, the old widower who lived alone with his bluetick hound and his memories. She rarely saw him except at church and occasionally at the Piggly Wiggly, but his porch faced her house, and sometimes she felt his presence like a weight, like something observed. 

She closed the curtains. 

In the bedroom, the empty side of the bed accused her. Roy had been gone twelve hours and already the sheets had lost his shape. She sat at her vanity and unpinned her hair, watching herself in the mirror as the honey-blonde waves fell to her shoulders. At thirty-two, her face was still young but tired—fine lines at the corners of her eyes, a slight furrow between her brows that never quite smoothed, even in sleep. Her figure drew looks she'd long since learned to ignore, the kind of hourglass curves that made women at church remark she was "blessed" in a tone that meant the opposite. She'd stopped hearing it years ago. Almost. 

She knelt beside the bed to pray, as she did every night, as her mother had taught her when she was a girl in braids and pinafores. 

"Lord," she whispered, "thank you for this day. Thank you for Sammy's reading. Thank you for the rain for the garden. Please watch over Roy on the road. Please keep Sammy safe at school. Please..." 

She paused. The silence of the house pressed in. 

"Please help me be enough. For all of it. I don't know if I am, but I'm trying. Amen." 

She climbed into bed and pulled the covers to her chin. The ceiling fan clicked its slow rotation above her. Through the window, the last of the storm clouds were clearing, revealing a thin moon and a scatter of stars. 

Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked twice, then stopped. 

Betty Ann Williams closed her eyes and waited for morning, when the clock would read four-forty and she would rise and put her bare feet to the cold floor and begin again. 

The next morning, the letter came. 

She didn't know it yet—couldn't know, standing in the kitchen at dawn with the percolator climbing and Sammy's braces waiting beside his bed and the ordinary machinery of her life moving in its ordinary way—but everything she understood about sacrifice was about to change its shape. 

The letter was already written. It sat in the principal's office at Oakvale Elementary, typed on school letterhead, signed with a name she'd spoken maybe twice in all the years Sammy had been enrolled. 

By Friday, it would be in her hands. 

By Sunday, she would be on her knees not in prayer but in something closer to surrender, trying to remember when loving her son had become a thing that required her to stop being who she was. 

But that was still days away. For now, there was only the morning, and the coffee, and her son's voice calling from the bedroom—"Mama, I'm ready for my braces"—and Betty Ann Williams rising to meet the day with the same steadiness she'd always had, not yet knowing how much that steadiness was about to cost her. 




Chapter 2: The Town and the Boy

Oakvale revealed itself best in the hour before noon, when the last of the morning mist had burned off the cotton fields and the town square filled with the commerce of ordinary days. 

Betty Ann pushed through the screen door of the Piggly Wiggly at ten-thirty on Wednesday morning, a wicker basket hooked over her arm and a list in her head that she'd been mentally revising since breakfast. Coffee, flour, sugar, lard, a tin of baking powder, and if Mr. Hendricks had gotten in any of those Florida oranges, she'd splurge on two for Sammy's lunch pail. 

The grocery was Oakvale's sole claim to modern convenience—a long narrow room with shelves reaching toward a tin ceiling, ceiling fans stirring the warm air in slow circles, and the smell of fresh-ground coffee mixing with the sharper scent of cleaning tonic. Mrs. Alice Deen ran the register with the same stoic endurance she'd brought to the job for twenty-three years, her gray hair pinned into a helmet that seemed to resist both humidity and time. 

"Morning, Betty Ann." Mrs. Deen's greeting was efficient, her eyes already cataloguing purchases before they reached the counter. 

"Morning, Mrs. Deen. Any oranges this week?" 

"Came in yesterday. Not cheap, though. Shipping prices." 

"I'll take two." 

Betty Ann moved through the aisles with practiced economy, her basket growing heavier as she worked down the list. The store was busy for a Wednesday—farm wives like herself, mostly, doing the marketing while their husbands tended fields or, in her case, sold hardware across three states. She nodded to familiar faces: Marlene Tucker, who ran the beauty parlor out of her converted garage; Edna Porter, Sammy's teacher, selecting apples with the same patient attention she brought to her classroom; and old Mrs. Hatfield, who was eighty-one and still insisted on walking the half-mile from her house to town every morning, cane or no cane. 

"Betty Ann Williams." The voice came from behind her, near the canned goods. "I heard your Roy's on the road again. Bless your heart, all alone out there on County Road 7." 

She didn't need to turn to know it was Pauline Brewster. Pauline had lived in Oakvale for forty-two of her forty-six years and had appointed herself the town's official repository of everyone else's business. Her hair was dyed an unconvincing shade of auburn, and she carried a patent-leather purse that she'd once told Betty Ann cost twelve dollars in Montgomery. 

"He is," Betty Ann said, keeping her voice pleasant. "Birmingham this week, then Atlanta." 

"Atlanta! Well, I suppose a traveling man sees all sorts of things we don't." Pauline positioned herself at the end of the aisle, blocking retreat. "And how's your little boy? Samuel, is it?" 

"Sammy. He's doing well, thank you." 

"I heard he's still in Mrs. Porter's class. That's wonderful, with his... difficulties." She said the word like she was being generous. "My niece in Tuscaloosa, her boy has similar troubles, and they sent him to a special school upstate. They said it was the best thing for him." 

Betty Ann's hand tightened on the basket handle. "Sammy is doing very well where he is." 

"Oh, I'm sure he is. I didn't mean to imply—" Pauline's eyes flickered with something that wasn't quite concern and wasn't quite curiosity. "It's just that some children need more than a regular school can provide, don't they? That's what my niece says. She says the special schools have teachers who are trained for that sort of thing." 

"Sammy's teacher is excellent. And he has friends in his class. That matters too." 

"Of course it does. Of course." Pauline patted Betty Ann's arm with a hand that smelled of rose water. "Well, you give your mother my best. Ida and I used to sing in the choir together, did you know that? Before you were born." 

"I did know. She's mentioned it." 

"She had the loveliest soprano. Just lovely. Well, I won't keep you. You tell Roy I said hello when he gets back." 

Pauline moved off toward the bread shelf, and Betty Ann stood for a moment in the canned goods aisle, her heart beating faster than it should have. The conversation had been nothing—ordinary town gossip, the kind of exchange that happened a dozen times a day in Oakvale. But something in Pauline's tone had suggested a knowledge she shouldn't have, a suspicion that didn't quite have a shape yet. 

Difficulties. The word echoed. 

She finished her shopping in silence and paid at the register, declining Mrs. Deen's offer of help with the bags. Outside, the September sun had climbed high enough to burn through the morning haze. The courthouse clock showed eleven-fifteen. She had forty-five minutes before she needed to be home for the mail delivery. 

She walked the two blocks to First Baptist Church instead. 

The sanctuary was empty on Wednesday mornings. Betty Ann had known it would be—the cleaning crew came on Tuesdays, the choir practiced on Thursday evenings, and Pastor Holloway reserved Wednesdays for visiting the sick and shut-in. She pulled open the heavy oak door and slipped inside, her footsteps echoing on the wooden floor. 

The church had been built in 1902, the year her grandmother was born, and it carried the weight of those decades in its bones. Sunlight filtered through stained-glass windows depicting Christ as the Good Shepherd, his hands extended toward a flock of impossibly white lambs. The pews were dark wood worn smooth by generations of Sunday dresses and suit pants. The air smelled of lemon polish and old hymnals and something else—incense from the High Church days, maybe, lingering in the rafters long after the congregation had gone Baptist-clean. 

Betty Ann set her grocery basket on the back pew and walked to the altar. She didn't kneel. Instead, she sat in the front row and looked up at the plain wooden cross that hung above the pulpit. 

"Lord," she said aloud, her voice small in the empty space, "I don't know why I'm here." 

She'd been raised in this church, baptized in the creek behind it when she was twelve, married to Roy Williams at this very altar when she was nineteen. The building had witnessed every version of her that had ever existed—the child, the bride, the mother, the woman sitting here now with a grocery basket full of flour and a head full of fears she couldn't name. 

"Sammy is doing well," she said, as if God needed reminding. "Mrs. Porter said his reading has improved. He has a friend now—Dottie Pruitt, from town. She saves him a seat on the bus every day." 

The silence listened. 

"And Roy is working hard. He's a good provider. The house is warm in winter and the garden is doing fine and I don't..." She stopped. Her hands were folded in her lap, the knuckles white. "I don't know what I'm afraid of." 

But she did know. She'd known since Pauline Brewster said difficulties with that particular inflection, since Marlene Tucker had looked at her a beat too long in the produce aisle, since she'd caught Orville Barlow watching her hang laundry from his porch across the road. There was a current running under Oakvale's placid surface, a river of judgment that could rise without warning and sweep away anyone who didn't fit. 

Sammy didn't fit. 

She'd known that since he was three years old and still not walking, while the neighbor children were already running. She'd known it when the doctor in Birmingham wrote mild cerebral palsy on his chart and recommended "supportive care" in a tone that suggested he'd already done all he could. She'd known it at every school picnic where other mothers watched her son struggle across the grass and didn't offer to help. 

But knowing and speaking were different things. She'd never said any of this out loud—not to Roy, who changed the subject when conversations turned difficult; not to her mother, whose own griefs were still too close to the surface; certainly not to God, whom she'd been taught to approach with gratitude rather than complaint. 

"I just want him to be all right." Her voice cracked. "That's all I've ever wanted. Please. Just let him be all right." 

The sun shifted, and the Good Shepherd's glass face caught the light. For a moment, the expression seemed to change—less benevolent, more watchful. Betty Ann blinked, and it was just glass again. 

She stayed in the sanctuary for ten more minutes, not praying, just sitting. Then she picked up her groceries and walked home. 

At Oakvale Elementary, the lunch period was ending. 

Sammy Williams sat at the end of the second-grade table, his metal lunch pail open in front of him, the contents arranged in the careful order his mother always packed them: sandwich in wax paper, apple slices in a small tin, a cookie wrapped separately so it wouldn't get crumbs on anything else. He'd already eaten the sandwich and most of the apple slices. The cookie sat untouched, saved for last. 

"I'm just saying they could have given us chocolate cake." Dottie Pruitt was sitting across from him, her red hair escaping its braids in the humidity, her freckled face arranged in an expression of theatrical indignation. "Last year for the Christmas pageant, Miss Henderson brought chocolate cake. With actual frosting." 

"This year we got sugar cookies," Sammy said. 

"Exactly. Sugar cookies don't even count as dessert. They're just... cookies." 

Sammy liked the way Dottie talked about things. She had opinions about everything—cookies, weather, which color of crayon was best for drawing horses (brown, obviously, but she could argue about it for ten minutes). Most kids in their class treated Sammy like furniture, or worse, like something fragile they were afraid of breaking. Dottie treated him like a person who owed her his opinion on cookies. 

"I liked the ones with sprinkles," he offered. 

"The sprinkles were acceptable." She pronounced the word the way Mrs. Porter pronounced it, with all the syllables distinct. "My mother says we're having a harvest party at church. I'm going to be a pumpkin. You should be something too. Not a pumpkin though, because then we'd match and people would think we planned it." 

"What could I be?" 

"A scarecrow. You've already got the—" She stopped, her face suddenly uncertain in a way Sammy had learned to recognize. People stopped talking around him sometimes, as if they'd almost walked into a room they weren't supposed to enter. 

"The what?" 

"Nothing. A scarecrow would be good. You could wear your daddy's old shirt and stuff it with hay." 

Sammy didn't push. He understood, in the wordless way of children who've learned to read the air around them, that his body required certain silences from other people. The braces made them uncomfortable. His slow way of walking, his careful enunciation—these things marked him as different, and difference required navigation that most seven-year-olds couldn't manage. 

Dottie could manage it, mostly. She'd forget sometimes—like now, catching herself before mentioning the braces—but she always came back. 

"Okay," he said. "I'll be a scarecrow." 

The afternoon lesson was reading. Mrs. Porter called on students one by one to stand and recite a passage from Our Friends at Home and School, the worn textbook that had been in rotation at Oakvale Elementary since before Sammy was born. He'd practiced the assigned paragraph for three days—his mother helping him sound out each word, her finger moving slowly beneath the text, her voice patient when he stumbled. 

"Samuel Williams," Mrs. Porter said. "Will you read for us, please?" 

He stood, his braces clinking softly against the desk. The classroom was quiet. Twenty-two second-graders turned to look at him, and Sammy felt the familiar heat rising in his cheeks, the tightness in his throat that made words harder to find. 

He looked at Dottie. She gave him a small nod, the kind that said you can do this without using any words at all. 

Sammy took a breath and began. 

"The... farm-er... took the corn to... mar-ket." 

The words came out slow and deliberate, each one a separate effort. He could hear Billy Thompson snicker from somewhere behind him, and Mrs. Porter's sharp "Quiet, please," cut through the room. 

"His... horse... pulled the... wag-on... down the... road." 

Two sentences. Two full sentences without a mistake. He'd stumbled on "market" and had to try "wagon" twice, but he'd made it through. When he looked up, Mrs. Porter was smiling—a real smile, not the tight one she used when she was being patient. 

"Very good, Samuel. That was much improved." 

He sat down, his legs shaking under the braces. Dottie caught his eye across the aisle and mouthed good job, and Sammy felt something expand in his chest that he didn't have a name for. 

He'd done it. Not perfectly, but enough. Enough to be seen. Enough to count. 

The afternoon dragged toward dismissal. The September heat had built through the day until even the ceiling fans seemed tired, pushing the warm air around without making any difference. Mrs. Porter led them through arithmetic—Sammy's weakest subject, numbers sliding around in his head like fish—and then geography, where they learned about the Mississippi River and how it emptied into the Gulf of Mexico somewhere below New Orleans. 

At three o'clock, the bus bell rang, and the controlled chaos of dismissal began. Sammy gathered his lunch pail and his reader and made his careful way down the hallway toward the bus line. His braces made a rhythmic sound on the waxed floor—click-step, click-step—and most of the other children flowed around him without comment, used to his pace by now. 

Dottie fell into step beside him. "You did good on the reading today. Mrs. Porter doesn't smile like that for just anybody." 

"I practiced a lot." 

"I know. I saw your mama's writing on the practice sheets." She adjusted her book bag on her shoulder. "My mama says your mama is real pretty. She says it's a shame she's stuck out there on County Road 7 all alone so much." 

Sammy considered this. He'd never thought of his mother as alone. She had him, and when Daddy was home, she had Daddy. But Dottie's mother probably meant something else—something from the adult world where words carried extra meanings. 

"She has me," he said finally. 

"Yeah." Dottie nodded firmly. "That's what I told her." 

The bus ride home was long and bumpy, the yellow bus working its way along the back roads that connected Oakvale's scattered farms and homesteads. Sammy sat by the window, watching the landscape scroll past—longleaf pines giving way to cotton fields, then pasture, then the curve of road that meant they were almost to his stop. 

He found the rock at the bottom of his lunch pail, where it must have fallen during the ride. It was smooth and gray, about the size of a quarter, shaped just enough like a heart that you could see it if you tilted your head right. He'd found it on the playground during morning recess, half-buried in the red dirt near the swing set. 

It was a good rock. His mother would like it. 

The bus stopped at the end of the Williams drive at three-forty, and Sammy made his way down the steps with his two-footed method. His mother was waiting on the porch, and when he saw her face, something in his stomach unclenched that he hadn't known was tight. 

She was always there. Every single day, rain or sun, hot or cold. She was always there. 

He held up the rock as he walked toward her, his braces steady on the familiar gravel. "I found a heart-rock." 

She knelt to examine it, her hazel eyes—his eyes—studying the gray stone with the same seriousness she'd give to anything he brought her. "It does look like a heart. A perfect heart. This might be your best one yet." 

The words settled over him like a blanket. He didn't know how to explain what it felt like, being believed in. He only knew that when his mother said something was good, it became good. That was her gift. That was what she did. 

"Can we put it on the windowsill with the others?" 

"We sure can. Come on inside. I made cornbread." 

He followed her into the house, the rock clutched in his hand, the day's small triumphs still glowing somewhere behind his ribs. The braces were heavy on his legs, and the arithmetic was already fading from his memory, and somewhere in the back of his mind he knew that tomorrow would bring new struggles—reading words he hadn't practiced, navigating the lunchroom, ignoring the kids who stared. 

But that was tomorrow. Right now, there was his mother's voice and the smell of cornbread and a heart-shaped rock on the windowsill. 

Right now, that was enough. 




Chapter 3: Sunday Saints

The church bells began their call at nine-fifteen, as they had every Sunday since the bell tower was rebuilt after the tornado of '38. Their sound rolled across the cotton fields and dirt roads of Oakvale, summoning the faithful to First Baptist in their pressed suits and polished shoes and Sunday-best dresses starched stiff as judgment. 

Betty Ann Williams stood before the hallway mirror, pinning her hair into place with movements that had become automatic sometime in her twenties. The dress was cornflower blue, modest at the neck and hem, fitted enough at the waist to be flattering without inviting comment. She'd made it herself two years ago from a Butterick pattern, and the seams were still tight, the hem still even. Her mother had taught her that clothes told stories about the women who wore them, and Betty Ann intended hers to tell a story of competence, of propriety, of a woman who had nothing to hide. 

"Hurry up with that mirror." Roy's voice came from the bedroom, muffled by the shirt he was pulling over his head. "We're going to be late." 

"We won't be late. The bells are still ringing." 

"They'll stop ringing, and we'll still be here, and you'll still be looking at yourself." 

She didn't answer. Outside the window, a cardinal landed on the fence post, a flash of red against the gray morning. September had brought a cool front through overnight, and the air had that washed-clean quality that came after rain, the sky a pale blue still shaking off the last of the clouds. 

"Sammy," she called down the hallway, "are your shoes on?" 

"They're on." His voice was muffled through the closed door. "I can't make the buckle work." 

"I'll be there in a minute." 

She gave herself one last look in the mirror. The face that looked back was familiar but not comforting—the faint lines beside her eyes, the fullness of her lips that had once made Roy call her pretty and now went unmentioned, the hazel eyes that her mother said could see right through a person if she let them. She didn't let them, not anymore. Seeing too clearly was dangerous. Seeing too clearly meant you had to do something about what you saw. 

She smoothed her dress, straightened her shoulders, and went to help her son with his shoes. 

The Williams family walked into First Baptist Church at nine-forty, which was late enough to be noticed but early enough not to be remarked upon. Roy took his place in the pew with the assurance of a man who believed his presence was a gift to the congregation—the successful salesman, the provider, the man whose name appeared on the donor plaque in the vestibule. Betty Ann slid in beside him, and Sammy settled between them, his braces clicking against the wooden pew. 

The sanctuary filled with the rustle of Sunday fabrics and the murmur of greetings. Pauline Brewster was already in her usual spot, three rows from the front, her auburn hair visible above the crowd. Mrs. Alice Deen sat with her husband near the side aisle, her Sunday hat a construction of navy felt that must have required scaffolding. Edna Porter nodded to Betty Ann from across the sanctuary, a gesture of recognition between women who shared a child's education between them. 

And there, near the back, in the pew that had been his family's for as long as anyone could remember: Orville Barlow. 

He sat alone, as he had every Sunday since his wife Myrna died of the cancer eight years ago. His white hair was buzzed short for summer, his jaw set in the permanent clench of a man who'd spent decades arguing with weather and soil and God. His suit was brown, slightly too small across the shoulders, the fabric shiny at the elbows. Beside him on the pew, as if it were a parishioner in its own right, sat a battered felt hat. 

Betty Ann had been aware of Orville Barlow for years—he was her nearest neighbor, after all, his farmhouse visible from her kitchen window, his bluetick hound's baying a regular feature of the evening hours—but she'd rarely spoken more than pleasantries to him. He kept to himself. He attended church but never stayed for the potluck. He watched. 

That was the thing about Orville Barlow. He watched. 

As Betty Ann settled into the pew, she felt his gaze on the back of her neck—not hostile, not even particularly interested, just present. The way a farmer watches the sky for rain. The way a hunter watches a field for movement. The way a lonely old man watches a woman who still has color in her cheeks and spring in her step, and wonders what it would be like to be young again, to be wanted, to be anything but what he is. 

She shook off the feeling and opened her hymnal. 

Pastor James Holloway was a man of medium height and large convictions, with a voice that could fill the sanctuary without the microphone that the deacons had purchased in 1955 and he'd never quite learned to use. His sermon that morning was drawn from Proverbs, chapter thirty-one—the verses about the virtuous woman, the wife of noble character. 

"Who can find a virtuous woman?" he intoned, his hand gripping the pulpit. "For her price is far above rubies. The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her." 

Betty Ann kept her eyes on the hymnal, but she wasn't reading the words. She was thinking about trust—what it meant, what it cost, whether she still had Roy's or whether it had drifted away so gradually that neither of them had noticed. 

"She riseth also while it is yet night," Pastor Holloway continued, "and giveth meat to her household. She girdeth her loins with strength, and strengtheneth her arms." 

She riseth while it is yet night. That much was true. Betty Ann had been rising before dawn for twelve years now, ever since her first miscarriage had taught her that sleep was not a refuge but a vulnerability. She'd risen before dawn to tend a colicky infant, to change bandages after Sammy's first surgery, to pack Roy's suitcase for trips he never quite invited her to join. 

The pastor's voice rose into his closing cadence, the rhythm of a man who believed what he said with the certainty of never having been tested: "A woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised. Give her of the fruit of her hands, and let her own works praise her in the gates." 

The organ swelled. The congregation rose. Betty Ann stood with them, her knees pressing against the pew in front of her, and she wondered what it would feel like to be praised in the gates. To have her works seen and honored. To be a woman whose price was above rubies instead of a woman whose worth was measured in bus schedules and brace buckles and the distance between a traveling salesman and his wife. 

She wondered if Pastor Holloway's wife ever felt the same. 

She suspected she did. 

The potluck was held in the fellowship hall, a low-ceilinged room in the church basement that smelled permanently of coffee and casserole. Folding tables lined the walls, each one covered with a different tablecloth and laden with food: fried chicken and green bean casserole, deviled eggs dusted with paprika, four different kinds of macaroni salad, a ham that someone had studded with cloves in a pattern that formed a cross. Desserts occupied their own table near the door—coconut cake, pecan pie, banana pudding with vanilla wafers arranged in concentric circles, a Jell-O mold that quivered with every footstep. 

Betty Ann had brought a dish of scalloped potatoes, the recipe her mother's, the cheese on top browned just to the edge of crisp. She set it among the other casseroles and moved through the line, filling plates for herself and Sammy while Roy worked the room, shaking hands and telling stories, the salesman's gift for performance never quite switching off. 

"That husband of yours could talk a dog off a meat wagon," said a voice beside her. 

She turned. Marlene Tucker was spooning green beans onto her plate, her beauty-parlor hands tipped with nails painted a shade of pink that had never seen a garden. Marlene had been two years ahead of Betty Ann in school and had married a mechanic named Dale who drank too much on Saturdays but always showed up sober for church on Sunday. The women of Oakvale pretended not to know this, and Marlene pretended they didn't pretend, and the whole arrangement was held together by the unspoken agreement that some truths were not for daylight. 

"He's good at what he does," Betty Ann said. 

"I suppose he has to be." Marlene glanced across the room to where Roy was laughing with Frank Pritchard, the bank manager. "All those weeks on the road. It takes a certain kind of woman to manage alone." 

The words were neutral, but the pause before "alone" carried a question Betty Ann had learned to deflect. Are you lonely? Do you mind? What do you do with all those empty hours? 

"Sammy keeps me busy," she said. "And the garden. And Mother's been under the weather lately." 

"Ida? Nothing serious, I hope." 

"Just a cold that's hanging on longer than it should. She's too stubborn to see the doctor." 

"Aren't they all." Marlene's eyes shifted to something over Betty Ann's shoulder, and her expression flickered—not quite a warning, but close. "Looks like you've got company." 

Betty Ann turned. 

Orville Barlow was making his way down the food line, his plate already half-full, his progress slow with the slight limp from his tractor accident. He moved through the crowd like a man who had forgotten how to be among people, his shoulders hunched, his gaze fixed on the food as if the macaroni salad required his complete attention. 

But when he reached Betty Ann, he stopped. 

"Mrs. Williams." His voice was rougher than she remembered, gravel worn smooth by decades of tobacco and solitude. "Fine day." 

"It is. We needed that rain." 

"Did." He looked at her then—really looked, his pale blue eyes lifting from his plate to her face with an intensity that seemed out of proportion to the moment. "Saw you out in the garden yesterday morning. Early, before the rain came." 

Betty Ann felt something shift in her stomach. She hadn't seen him. She'd been in the garden at dawn, pulling weeds, her mind on nothing but the soil. She hadn't known anyone was watching. 

"I like to get the weeding done before the heat," she said, keeping her voice even. "It's about the only time of day it's bearable." 

"Smart." He nodded slowly. "My Myrna used to do the same. Said the weeds came out easier when the ground was still cool." 

He said his dead wife's name like it was a key he was testing in a lock, seeing if it would turn. Then his gaze dropped back to his plate, and the moment was over. 

"I'd best let you eat," he said. "Good potatoes, I'm sure." 

He moved on, his limp carrying him toward an empty corner of the room, and Betty Ann stood frozen by the green beans, her plate suddenly heavy in her hands. 

"That was strange," Marlene said quietly. 

"He's just a lonely old man." 

"Lonely old men don't watch you in your garden at dawn. That's something else." 

"Marlene." 

"I'm just saying. A woman alone as much as you are—it pays to be careful." She patted Betty Ann's arm with her pink-nailed hand. "Come on. Let's find a seat before the only ones left are next to Pauline." 

The afternoon stretched long and slow, the way Sunday afternoons always did. Roy retreated to the living room with the newspaper, his church clothes exchanged for a comfortable shirt, his tie loosened but not removed. Sammy played in the yard, lining up his rocks on the porch railing in an order only he understood. Betty Ann washed the breakfast dishes that had been left in the sink and then sat at the kitchen table, staring at the wall. 

The house felt smaller when Roy was home. 

She couldn't explain why. The same four rooms, the same worn linoleum, the same windows facing the same fields. But when Roy was gone, the house belonged to her—every corner, every silence, every decision about what to cook and when to sleep and what radio station to play. When he returned, the house shifted its allegiance. The walls seemed to lean toward him, waiting for instructions. The rooms held their breath. 

She'd tried to talk about it once, early in their marriage, before Sammy was born. She'd said something about feeling like a guest in her own home when he was there, and he'd laughed—not cruelly, just uncomprehendingly—and told her that was the silliest thing he'd ever heard. This was her house. She was his wife. What was there to feel strange about? 

She hadn't tried again. 

"Betty Ann?" Roy's voice carried from the living room. "You got any of that lemonade left?" 

"In the icebox." 

A pause. "You going to bring me some, or do I have to get it myself?" 

She brought him the lemonade. He took it without looking up from the sports page, and she stood in the doorway for a moment, watching him. His dark hair was thinning slightly at the crown, a fact he refused to acknowledge. His hands were clean and uncalloused, the hands of a man who sold things rather than made them. He was still handsome—the strong jaw, the warm brown eyes that crinkled when he smiled—but she couldn't remember the last time he'd smiled at her that way. 

"Roy," she said. 

"Hm?" 

"Do you ever think about... if things were different?" 

He looked up, confused. "Different how?" 

"I don't know. Just different." 

He considered this for approximately three seconds, which was two seconds longer than she'd expected. "Things are fine the way they are. We've got a roof over our heads, food on the table. Sammy's doing better in school. What's to think about?" 

"Nothing. Never mind." 

She went back to the kitchen and put the lemonade pitcher in the icebox and stood at the sink, looking out the window toward the Barlow place. The afternoon sun was slanting low across the fields, turning the cotton golden. Orville's bluetick hound was sprawled on the porch, too hot to move. 

"Nothing," she said to herself, to the empty kitchen, to the window that showed her the world she lived in and the world she didn't. "Nothing at all." 

That night, after Sammy was in bed and Roy was snoring beside her, Betty Ann lay awake in the darkness. 

The house was quiet. The ceiling fan clicked its eternal rhythm. Through the window, she could see the faint glow of Orville Barlow's porch light. 

She thought about the sermon. A woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised. She thought about Marlene Tucker's warning. It pays to be careful. She thought about the way Orville had said fine day like it meant something else entirely. 

And she thought about trust, about what it had felt like to be trusted by a husband who saw her, who wanted her, who didn't disappear into road atlases and sales figures and the strange relief of being gone. 

She couldn't remember anymore. 

Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked twice, then stopped. Betty Ann closed her eyes and waited for the clock to read four-forty, when she could rise and put her feet to the cold floor and begin the work of being who everyone believed she was. 




Chapter 4: The Letter

The mail arrived at twenty minutes past noon, delivered by a postal truck that had been making its way down County Road 7 since before Betty Ann was born. Mr. Albright, the postman, was a man of unwavering routine and few words, which made him something of a rarity in Oakvale. He handed her the stack through the truck window—a Sears catalog, an electric bill, a postcard from Roy's mother in Mobile, and a cream envelope with the Oakvale Elementary School crest embossed in the corner. 

"Hot one today," Mr. Albright said. 

"It is." She shielded her eyes against the glare. "Any rain coming, you think?" 

"Haven't heard." He tipped his cap and put the truck in gear, leaving a puff of dust that hung in the September air. 

Betty Ann carried the mail into the kitchen and sorted it on the counter. The catalog she set aside for Sammy to look through—he liked circling toys he wanted for Christmas, a ritual he'd begun in July. The electric bill went into the drawer with the others, a small mountain of obligations Roy would pay when he returned. The postcard from Mobile she read twice, though it said nothing of consequence. 

The envelope from the school, she opened last. 

She almost didn't open it at all. The school sent home notices regularly—announcements about bake sales, permission slips for field trips, reminders about immunization records. This one looked like all the others, the cream paper slightly thicker than ordinary stationery, the lettering precise and official. 

She slit the envelope with her thumbnail and pulled out the single sheet inside. 

The letterhead read: Oakvale Elementary School — Office of the Principal — Harold E. Thornton, M.Ed. 

Below it, in tight typewritten lines: 

Dear Mrs. Williams, 

Following the standardized assessment administered to all second-grade students at the beginning of this academic term, we have completed our evaluation of your son, Samuel Williams. The results indicate that Samuel's cognitive development, as measured by the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scales, falls significantly below the threshold established by the State of Alabama for placement in regular classroom instruction. 

*A score of 68 was recorded. The state-mandated minimum for standard classroom placement is 75.* 

In accordance with Alabama Department of Education policy, students scoring below this threshold are entitled to placement at the Partlow State School in Tuscaloosa, where specially trained staff can provide the individualized instruction and supportive care that children with Samuel's particular needs require. 

We request your attendance at a meeting to discuss Samuel's educational future. Please contact the school office to schedule an appointment at your earliest convenience. 

Respectfully,
Harold E. Thornton
Principal 

Betty Ann read the letter three times before the words stopped moving on the page. 

She set it down on the counter. Picked it up again. Read it a fourth time. 

Sixty-eight. 

She didn't know much about intelligence scales or standardized assessments or what exactly the Stanford-Binet measured. She knew that Sammy could read, slowly but surely, with his finger tracking under each word. She knew he could name every President from Washington to Eisenhower when she prompted him with pictures. She knew he understood more than he could say, felt more than he could show, loved with a depth that no test could capture. 

Sixty-eight. 

She thought about the Partlow State School. She'd heard of it—everyone in Alabama had heard of it. A sprawling institution in Tuscaloosa, built in the 1920s, originally called the Alabama Home for Mental Deficients before they changed the name to something kinder. Parents sent their children there when they couldn't manage them at home, when the schools couldn't accommodate them, when the world didn't have a place that fit. 

She'd seen a photograph in the newspaper once, years ago, before Sammy was born. Rows of beds in a long white room. Faces she hadn't been able to stop thinking about for weeks. 

"No," she said aloud, to the empty kitchen. "No." 

She didn't call the school. Not that day. 

Instead, she folded the letter and put it in her apron pocket, and she finished the ironing she'd been doing when the mail arrived, and she scrubbed the bathroom floor with a brush and a bucket of ammonia water until her knuckles were raw and the smell burned her eyes. She worked with a ferocity that would have alarmed anyone watching—but no one was watching, except maybe Orville Barlow from his porch across the road, and she didn't care about Orville Barlow. 

At three o'clock, she walked down to the end of the drive to meet Sammy's bus, the same way she did every afternoon. She stood in the same spot, shaded by the same longleaf pine, her hands folded in front of her in the same patient pose. The only difference was the letter in her pocket, which seemed to gain weight with each passing minute, as if the paper were absorbing her dread and becoming something heavier. 

The bus arrived at three-forty. Sammy descended with his careful two-footed method, his lunch pail swinging from his hand. 

"Mama! I read again today. Two sentences, and Mrs. Porter said I did excellent." He pronounced the word the way Mrs. Porter must have said it, with the accent on the first syllable. "That's better than 'much improved.' She said 'much improved' last time. This time she said 'excellent.'" 

"That's wonderful, baby." She took his lunch pail and his book bag and bent to kiss his forehead. "What were the sentences about?" 

"A dog. And a boy who had a dog. The dog was brown." He considered this. "Most dogs are brown, I think. Except white ones." 

"I think you're right." 

He chattered the whole way up the drive, about dogs and reading and Dottie's plan for the harvest party and something about arithmetic that she couldn't quite follow. She made the appropriate responses—the nods, the murmurs of encouragement, the small laughs where they belonged. Her body knew how to be a mother even when her mind was somewhere else entirely. 

Sixty-eight. 

Inside, she made him a snack—apple slices with a smear of peanut butter—and sat with him at the kitchen table while he did his homework. His handwriting was still clumsy, the letters large and uneven, but he worked at it with the same dogged determination he brought to everything. He'd drawn a picture at the bottom of the page: a stick figure with circles on its legs. 

"That's me with my braces," he explained. 

"I see that. You drew them very well." 

"I'm going to draw Dottie next time. She doesn't have braces. She just has regular shoes." 

Betty Ann watched him color the shoes brown—all his people wore brown shoes, regardless of what they actually had on their feet—and something inside her cracked, a hairline fracture that she could feel spreading. 

Roy came home at six o'clock, earlier than expected. He walked through the door with a paper bag from the diner in town and an expression of satisfaction that meant he'd closed a good deal somewhere along his route. 

"Brought supper," he announced. "Fried chicken. Didn't feel like making you cook." 

Betty Ann took the bag from him, her movements mechanical. "That was thoughtful." 

"The Henderson account came through. Biggest order I've landed in six months." He settled into his chair at the table, loosening his tie. "Old man Henderson said I was the only salesman who didn't try to sell him junk he didn't need. Damn right. I told him, you want quality hardware at a fair price, Southern Supply is the only game in town." He noticed Sammy at the table. "Don't repeat that language." 

"Repeat what?" Sammy looked up from his drawing. 

"Never mind. What are you working on?" 

"Pictures." Sammy held up the paper. "That one's me, and that one's going to be Dottie." 

"Dottie." Roy glanced at Betty Ann. "That's the Pruitt girl, right? Postmaster's daughter?" 

"Yes." 

"Good. Good to have friends in the right places. Frank Pruitt's a decent man." He turned back to Sammy. "What else did you learn today?" 

Sammy launched into the story about the reading, the two sentences, the brown dog, Mrs. Porter's "excellent." Roy listened while he ate, nodding at the appropriate moments, performing the ritual of paternal attention with the same proficiency he brought to his sales calls. When Sammy finished, Roy clapped him on the shoulder. 

"Good job, sport. Keep it up." 

Later, after the chicken was eaten and the dishes were cleared and Sammy was in his pajamas, Betty Ann got him settled in bed and then returned to the kitchen. Roy was at the table, reading the newspaper he'd picked up in town. The letter was still in her apron pocket, where it had been since noon. 

"Roy." 

"Hm?" He didn't look up. 

"I need to show you something." 

Something in her voice must have registered. He lowered the paper, and for the first time that evening, he looked at her—really looked, the way he used to before work and travel and the slow erosion of their marriage had made her invisible to him. 

"What's wrong?" 

She pulled the letter from her pocket and placed it on the table between them. "This came today." 

He read it. She watched his face as he worked through the typewritten lines, his expression shifting from curiosity to confusion to something she couldn't quite name. When he finished, he set the letter down and rubbed his jaw—a gesture he had when he was thinking through a problem, working out angles, calculating costs. 

"Sixty-eight," he said. "That's not... I mean, we knew he was behind. But I didn't think it was that bad." 

"He's not bad. He's just slower than the other children." 

"The letter says he can't stay in regular classes. If that's what the state says, then—" 

"The state doesn't know him. The state didn't watch him read two full sentences today and get called 'excellent' by his teacher. The state didn't see him draw his own braces because he's proud of how hard he tries." 

Roy held up his hands, a gesture of surrender that didn't feel like surrender. "I'm not arguing with you. I'm just saying, maybe the special school is the right place for him. They have trained teachers. They know how to handle..." He hesitated, searching for a word that wouldn't wound. "Kids like him." 

"Kids like him." She repeated it flatly. "You mean children who need more time. Children who need someone to believe they can learn, instead of shipping them off to an institution." 

"It's not an institution. It's a school." 

"It's the Partlow State School. I've seen photographs, Roy. I know what kind of place it is." 

"You saw one photograph, years ago. Things change. They've probably improved." 

She stared at him across the table, and in that moment, she understood something she'd been avoiding for years. Roy loved his son. But he didn't believe in him. He'd never believed in him. To Roy, Sammy was a problem to be solved, a difficulty to be managed, a situation that required the right expertise—expertise that Roy himself didn't possess and didn't particularly want to acquire. 

"The meeting," she said, her voice steady now. "I'll go to the meeting. I'll talk to the principal." 

"And say what?" 

"I don't know yet. But I'm not signing anything, and I'm not agreeing to anything, until I've at least..." She stopped. "Until I've at least tried." 

Roy studied her for a moment, then shrugged. "Fine. Go to the meeting. But if the state says he has to go, Betty Ann, there's not much we can do about it. There are rules." 

"There are always rules." She stood up from the table, taking her apron with her, the letter still tucked in the pocket. "The question is whether anyone's willing to bend them." 

That night, she knelt beside her bed and tried to pray. 

The words wouldn't come. She'd used them all up, maybe—thirty-two years of prayers, of pleadings, of bargains with a God who seemed to listen but rarely answered the way she wanted. The ceiling fan clicked overhead, and Roy's breathing had already deepened into sleep behind her, and through the window, the moon was thin and distant, a sliver of light that illuminated nothing. 

She got up and walked through the dark house to Sammy's room. 

He was asleep on his back, his arms flung wide, the nightlight casting its familiar orange glow. His braces rested against the nightstand. On the windowsill, his collection of rocks was arranged in a neat line—the gray heart-shaped one at the center, the others fanning out on either side like a congregation in miniature. 

She stood in the doorway and watched him breathe, and she thought about what she would do to keep him safe. What she would give. What she would trade. 

The answer came not as a thought but as a certainty, settling into her bones like cold water finding its level. 

Anything, she thought. I would give anything. 

She didn't know yet what Principal Harold Thornton would ask. She didn't know the shape of the bargain she'd be offered. She only knew that when the moment came, she would recognize it—and she would say yes. 

She closed Sammy's door and walked to the hallway telephone. The school number was on the card pinned to the wall, written in her own handwriting from the start of the year. 

She dialed before she could change her mind. 

The line rang twice. Then: "Oakvale Elementary School, this is Mrs. Hastings." 

"Mrs. Hastings, this is Betty Ann Williams. Samuel Williams's mother. I received a letter today from Principal Thornton." 

"Yes, Mrs. Williams." The secretary's voice was professionally neutral, but something in it shifted—the careful tone of a woman who knew what those letters said. "Would you like to schedule an appointment?" 

"I would. As soon as possible." 

"The principal has an opening this Thursday. Four o'clock. After the children are dismissed." 

Thursday. Two days away. Roy would still be home—he wasn't leaving until Friday morning. It would be harder to slip away unnoticed, but she'd manage. She'd find a way. 

"Thursday is fine." 

"Four o'clock. We'll see you then." 

The line went dead. Betty Ann stood in the darkened hallway, the receiver still in her hand, and she realized she was shaking. 

Not from fear. From the terrible, clarifying certainty of what she was prepared to do. 

She replaced the receiver on its cradle and went back to bed. Beside her, Roy slept on, dreaming of sales figures and open roads and a wife who asked nothing of him except his absence. In the next room, Sammy dreamed of brown dogs and heart-shaped rocks. 

And in the darkness between them, Betty Ann Williams lay awake, making peace with the woman she was about to become. 




Chapter 5: The Principal's Offer

The oak door at the end of the hallway was heavier than the others. Betty Ann noticed this first—the way it required her full weight to push open, the brass nameplate catching the last of the afternoon light. Harold E. Thornton, M.Ed. — Principal. The letters had been polished recently. She could smell the brass cleaner, a sharp metallic tang beneath the older, deeper smell of floor wax and chalk dust and the particular silence that settles over a school after the children have gone home. 

She was five minutes early. She'd planned it that way. 

The outer office was empty. Mrs. Hastings's desk sat vacant, her typewriter covered for the night, a half-finished cup of coffee growing cold beside the telephone. Through the interior door, slightly ajar, Betty Ann could hear movement—the scrape of a chair, the rustle of papers, the low murmur of a man talking to himself as he worked. 

She knocked. 

"Come in." 

The voice was deeper than she remembered. She'd met Harold Thornton twice before—once at the start of the school year, a brief introduction in the hallway during the parent open house, and once the previous spring when she'd come to discuss Sammy's difficulties with the first-grade curriculum. Both times, he'd been courteous but distracted, a man whose attention was perpetually claimed by something just out of sight. 

This time, when she pushed open the door, he was looking directly at her. 

"Mrs. Williams. Please, come in. Sit down." 

His office was larger than she'd expected. Bookshelves lined two walls, filled with educational texts and leather-bound volumes that looked more decorative than functional. A window behind his desk faced the playground, empty now, the swings hanging motionless in the heavy September air. His desk was mahogany, polished to a deep brown shine that reflected the desk lamp's glow. Everything about the room spoke of order, of control, of a man who arranged his world exactly as he wanted it. 

He himself was less imposing than the office suggested. Harold Thornton was forty-eight, she knew from the school directory—distinguished but not handsome, his hair graying at the temples and thinning slightly at the crown. Wire-rimmed glasses sat low on his nose. His suit was a three-piece brown tweed, slightly too warm for the weather, the vest buttoned despite the humidity. He had the look of a man who dressed for a colder climate, or perhaps for a different life entirely. 

"Thank you for coming on such short notice," he said, gesturing to the chair across from his desk. "I know these conversations are never easy." 

She sat. The chair was uncomfortable—deliberately so, she suspected. "I received your letter." 

"Yes." He opened a folder on his desk, and she recognized Sammy's name on the tab. "The Stanford-Binet results. I've reviewed them thoroughly, and I wanted to discuss the findings with you personally before any formal recommendations are made." 

"Your letter seemed formal enough." 

Something flickered in his expression—not quite surprise, but a recalibration. He'd expected tears, perhaps. Pleading. The kind of emotional display that parents in crisis typically brought to his office. She was giving him none of it, and he didn't quite know what to do with her composure. 

"The letter is a formality," he said, adjusting his glasses. "Required by the state. But every situation is unique, and I believe in handling these matters with... individual attention." 

She waited. 

He opened Sammy's file and spread several papers across his desk. The top sheet was the test results—she recognized the grid of numbers, the percentile rankings, the stark figure she'd been carrying in her apron pocket since Monday. 

68. 

"As you can see, Samuel's score places him in what we classify as the mild to moderate range of intellectual disability. This isn't a reflection on his character, Mrs. Williams. He's a sweet-natured boy. His teachers all report that he tries very hard." 

"He does." 

"But effort alone cannot bridge the gap between Samuel's capabilities and the demands of a standard classroom. The state curriculum moves at a pace that he simply cannot match. As he gets older, the gap will widen. By fourth or fifth grade, he would be so far behind his peers that the classroom experience would become... well, frankly, it would become cruel." 

Betty Ann kept her hands folded in her lap. "He read two sentences aloud this week. His teacher said 'excellent.'" 

"Mrs. Porter is a kind woman. She uses encouragement well." He paused, choosing his next words. "But the sentences Samuel read were from a first-grade primer. The other children are reading from second-grade texts. That gap—between what Samuel can do and what his classmates are doing—that's what concerns us." 

"You're saying he doesn't belong here." 

"I'm saying that he deserves better than what we can offer. The Partlow State School has trained specialists. They have resources we simply don't have at Oakvale Elementary. Children with Samuel's particular needs thrive there, in ways they simply can't in a regular classroom." 

"I've seen photographs of Partlow. Rows of beds. White walls. Children who never come home." 

The principal removed his glasses and polished them with a cloth from his desk drawer. Without them, his face looked older—or perhaps just more tired. "The photographs you're thinking of are from a different era. Partlow has changed considerably. Modern facilities. Progressive teaching methods. They're doing good work there." 

"They're doing custodial work. Warehousing children the state doesn't want to educate." 

There was a silence. The clock on his desk ticked eight times before he responded. 

"You've done your research." His tone shifted—less administrative now, more personal. "Most parents who come to my office simply cry and ask what they did wrong. You've come prepared to argue." 

"Most parents don't understand what they're agreeing to when they sign the transfer papers. I do." 

He leaned back in his chair, studying her. The late afternoon sun angled through the window behind him, turning his hair silver at the edges. She could smell his aftershave—something with sandalwood, expensive but applied sparingly. 

"Mrs. Williams," he said, "let me be direct with you. The state mandates what the state mandates. When a child scores below the threshold, the transfer to Partlow is supposed to be automatic. It's not a suggestion. It's a requirement." 

"And yet you sent a letter asking for a meeting. Not a transfer form. A meeting." 

Another pause. Another recalibration. 

"There are occasionally... exceptions." He placed his glasses back on his nose. "Circumstances under which a child might remain in regular classes despite test scores that would otherwise require transfer. But those exceptions are rare. They require justification. They require someone in a position of authority to make a judgment call that goes against the standard procedure." 

"Someone like you." 

"Yes." His eyes met hers, and for the first time since she'd entered the office, he didn't look away. "Someone like me." 

She understood then. The polished desk, the uncomfortable chair, the formal letter that was also somehow not quite formal enough—it had all been leading to this moment. The proposition hadn't been spoken yet, but it was in the room with them, a third presence occupying the space between her chair and his. 

"What kind of justification?" She asked the question even though she already knew the answer. 

He stood and walked to the window. His back to her, he looked smaller somehow—less the authoritative principal, more a lonely man in an empty school building. "My wife travels frequently. Birmingham, mostly. She has family there. I find myself with... considerable time alone." 

The clock ticked. The swings outside hung motionless. 

"I'm not sure what that has to do with Sammy's education." 

He turned. The late sun caught his face, and she saw the vulnerability there—poorly concealed, desperate in its quiet way. "I think you do, Mrs. Williams. I think you knew before you walked through that door." 

The silence that followed was the longest of her life. She could feel the shape of the word she was supposed to say—no, the righteous refusal, the slap across his face, the dramatic exit. She rehearsed it in her mind. She would stand up. She would tell him exactly what kind of man he was. She would find another way to save Sammy's place at Oakvale Elementary. 

Except there was no other way. She'd known that since she opened the letter. The state had its rules, and the rules were clear, and the only person who could bend them was standing in front of her with sandalwood on his collar and loneliness in his eyes. 

"How often?" 

The words left her mouth before she'd consciously decided to speak them. He didn't flinch at the question—he'd been expecting it, she realized, or something like it. 

"Once a week would be sufficient. To maintain the... arrangement." 

"Arrangement." She tested the word. It felt like a stone in her mouth, something she might choke on. 

"I don't intend to be cruel, Mrs. Williams. I want to be clear. I'm not a cruel man." 

"What are you, then?" 

He considered the question with the same careful deliberation he'd brought to every word of their conversation. "I'm a man in a position to help you. And I'm asking for something in return. I'm not going to pretend it's anything other than what it is." 

She looked down at her hands. Her wedding ring caught the light—a thin gold band that Roy had placed on her finger thirteen years ago, when they were both young enough to believe in the promises they were making. She'd never taken it off. Not once. 

"If I agree," she said, "Sammy stays?" 

"He stays. He remains in Mrs. Porter's class. He receives whatever accommodations I can reasonably arrange. And when the state reviews his file next year, I make sure the evaluation reflects his... improvement." 

"You can do that?" 

"I can do a great many things, Mrs. Williams. That's what I'm trying to tell you." 

She thought about Sammy. Not the test scores, not the percentile rankings, not the clinical terms in the letter. She thought about the way he'd said excellent with the accent on the first syllable. The way he'd drawn his own braces on the stick figure, not as a mark of shame but as a fact of his existence. The way he'd placed the heart-shaped rock at the center of his collection, because he believed—still believed, despite everything—that the world was a place where hearts belonged at the center. 

"I need forty-eight hours," she said. 

"Of course." 

"To think. To be sure." 

"Naturally." He walked back to his desk and sat down. The professional demeanor had returned, the mask sliding back into place. "I'll expect to hear from you by Friday evening. If I don't hear from you, I'll assume you've declined, and I'll begin processing the transfer paperwork." 

"You'd do that? Just like that?" 

"If you decline, the state requirements remain in effect. I would have no choice." He folded his hands on the desk. "But I hope you won't decline, Mrs. Williams. For Samuel's sake." 

She stood. Her legs were steady, which surprised her. She'd expected them to shake. 

"Friday," she said. 

"I'll wait for your call." 

She walked to the door, her hand on the brass knob, the weight of it cold and solid. Behind her, she heard him rise from his chair. 

"Mrs. Williams?" 

She turned. 

"I want you to understand something. This isn't... I'm not in the habit of making such proposals. This isn't something I do." 

"What is it, then?" 

He seemed to search for words, and for a moment she saw past the suit and the glasses and the careful authority. She saw a man who went home to an empty house. A man whose wife had chosen distance over presence. A man who had power over other people's lives because he had so little power over his own. 

"A mistake," he said finally. "One I'm willing to make, if you are." 

She left without answering. The outer office was still empty, Mrs. Hastings's coffee still cold on her desk. The hallway stretched before her, lined with classroom doors, each one closed for the night. Somewhere, a janitor's mop splashed in a bucket. The sound echoed. 

She pushed through the heavy oak doors at the end of the corridor and stepped into the evening. 

The walk home took twenty minutes. She could have driven—Roy's truck was sitting in the drive, she could have borrowed it—but she needed the rhythm of her own feet on the dirt road, the cooling air on her face, the space to think without walls pressing in. 

The sun was setting over the cotton fields, turning the white bolls pink and gold. Cicadas had begun their evening drone, a sound so constant that she usually stopped hearing it after a few minutes. Tonight, she heard every pulse of it, every beat of the living world moving around her while she carried the principal's words pressed against her ribs like a second heart. 

I'm a man in a position to help you. 

She could still smell his aftershave. She could still see the way the evening light had caught his face when he turned from the window. She could still hear the careful precision of his voice, the way he'd said arrangement like it was a contract they were negotiating, terms and conditions to be mutually agreed upon. 

Once a week. In exchange for her son's future. 

A mistake. One I'm willing to make, if you are. 

She passed the Barlow place. Orville was on his porch, as he always was at this hour, his bluetick hound sprawled at his feet. He raised a hand in greeting, and she raised hers in return—the automatic courtesy of neighbors, the reflex of a woman who had learned to perform normalcy under any circumstances. 

But she didn't stop. She didn't speak. She kept walking, her feet finding the familiar ruts in the dirt road, her shadow stretching long behind her. 

At the end of her drive, she stopped. The house was lit from within—the kitchen window warm and yellow, the living room lamp casting its familiar glow. Through the window, she could see Roy at the kitchen table, still reading his newspaper. In another hour, Sammy would be in bed. In another two hours, Roy would be asleep. And Betty Ann would lie awake in the darkness, turning the principal's words over and over, trying to find a shape that didn't cut her. 

Forty-eight hours. 

She had forty-eight hours to decide who she was. 

She walked up the gravel drive, pushed open the screen door, and went inside to make her family's supper. 




Chapter 6: The First Transaction

Thursday arrived like a sentence passed down from a judge she couldn't see.

Betty Ann moved through the day in the same way she always did—the same biscuits at dawn, the same braces on Sammy's legs, the same bus pulling away at seven-oh-five—but nothing felt the same. The kitchen clock was louder. The sunlight through the windows was sharper. Her own body felt like a borrowed dress, something she was wearing until its rightful owner returned.

She'd told Roy she had a church meeting in the evening. The lie had come easily, which was the first thing that frightened her. The second thing was that she didn't take it back.

"On a Thursday?" He'd looked up from his suitcase, already packing for his Friday departure.

"Special planning committee. For the harvest festival." The details materialized as she spoke them, a fiction building itself. "Pastor Holloway asked me to help with the decorations."

Roy had nodded, satisfied or simply uninterested—she couldn't tell the difference anymore—and continued folding his shirts. "I'll watch Sammy, then. We'll play cards or something."

She'd kissed his cheek and thanked him and walked out of the room before her face could betray her.

Now it was six o'clock, and she was standing in her mother's kitchen on the other side of town, having changed the plan at the last moment because the thought of Roy asking questions about the church meeting, about who else was there, about what exactly they'd discussed—the thought of constructing more lies on top of the first one—had become unbearable.

"Are you sure you don't mind keeping him?" she asked, for the third time.

Ida Patterson was sixty-eight years old, sharp-tongued and sharp-eyed, with hair she still set in rollers every Saturday night and a house that smelled permanently of lavender and liniment. She'd raised Betty Ann alone after her husband died in a farming accident when Betty Ann was nine, and she'd done it with a combination of stubbornness and silence that had taught her daughter everything she knew about surviving.

"I said I didn't mind, and I don't." Ida settled into her armchair, pulling her knitting into her lap. Sammy was already on the floor beside her, sorting through a box of buttons she kept for just this purpose. "You go to your meeting. I'll put him to bed when he gets tired."

"Thank you, Mama."

Ida looked up from her yarn. Her eyes were the same hazel as Betty Ann's, but older, more knowing. "You look tired, daughter. More than usual."

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine, but you've never been much for telling me what's wrong, so I'll stop asking." She returned to her knitting, the needles clicking in a steady rhythm. "Whatever it is, I hope it resolves itself."

Betty Ann kissed her mother's forehead and knelt to hug Sammy goodbye. He smelled of soap and little-boy sweat and the particular sweetness that clung to him when he was happy. The buttons were spread before him in careful rows—blue ones, white ones, a single red one he'd set apart from the others.

"Be good for Grandma," she said.

"I'm always good."

"I know you are." She held him a moment longer than necessary, breathing him in. "I'll see you in the morning."

The school was dark except for a single light in the principal's office, visible through the high windows like a beacon she was steering toward.

She'd parked the truck three blocks away, on a side street where no one would think to look. The walk had given her time to reconsider, and she'd used every second of it. She could turn around. She could go home, tell Roy the meeting had been cancelled, climb into bed and pretend this evening had never happened. Tomorrow, she would sign whatever papers the state required, and Sammy would go to Partlow, and she would learn to live with that failure the way she'd learned to live with all the others.

She didn't turn around.

The side door to the school was unlocked, as he'd said it would be. She pushed through and found herself in the same long corridor she'd walked two days ago, her footsteps echoing on the waxed floor. The classroom doors were closed, their small windows dark. The janitor's cart sat abandoned near the water fountain, a mop propped against the wall like a sentry.

His door was at the end of the hall. The nameplate caught the light: Harold E. Thornton, M.Ed. — Principal.

She knocked.

"Come in."

He was standing by the window when she entered, silhouetted against the darkening sky. He'd removed his jacket and loosened his tie. Without the vest, without the formal posture, he looked less like a principal and more like what he was: a middle-aged man alone in an empty building, waiting for a woman who should not have been coming.

"You came," he said.

"I came."

She closed the door behind her. The sound of the latch engaging was the loudest thing she'd ever heard.

He didn't move toward her immediately. Instead, he walked to his desk and poured two glasses of bourbon from a bottle she hadn't noticed during their first meeting. When he held one out to her, she shook her head.

"I need to think clearly."

"No," he said, his voice quiet but firm. "You don't."

She took the glass and drank it in one swallow. The liquor burned down her throat and settled in her stomach, a warmth that spread outward. He refilled her glass without asking, and this time she held it, not drinking, just feeling the weight of it in her hand.

"I've thought about this," he said. "All week. Since you walked out of this office."

"And?"

"And I expected you to refuse. When the phone didn't ring on Wednesday, I thought... perhaps you'd found another way."

"There is no other way." She said it as a statement of fact, not an accusation.

"No." He took a step toward her, then stopped. "There isn't."

He closed the distance between them slowly, the way you approach an animal you're afraid of startling. When he reached her, he didn't touch her immediately. He stood close enough that she could smell the bourbon on his breath, the sandalwood on his skin, the faint starch of his shirt collar.

"I want you to understand something," he said. "Before we begin. This isn't about power for me. I'm not the man you think I am."

"What kind of man are you, then?"

"Lonely." The word hung in the air between them. "The same as you."

She could have corrected him. She wasn't lonely—she was married, she was a mother, she had a house full of responsibilities and a life full of purpose. But that wasn't the same thing as not being lonely, and they both knew it.

He reached up and loosened the pin that held her hair in place. It fell around her shoulders in honey waves, and he made a sound—something like a sigh, something like relief—as he watched it settle.

"You're beautiful," he said. "I've thought that since the first time I saw you, at the open house last year. You were wearing a blue dress, and you held your son's hand the entire time, and I thought: there is a woman who would do anything for the people she loves."

"Don't make this romantic. It isn't romantic."

"No." His hand moved to her cheek, his thumb tracing the line of her jaw. "It isn't."

He kissed her then, and she let him.

The kiss was different from what she'd expected. Not rough, not demanding. Tentative. Almost questioning. His lips were dry and warm, and he tasted of bourbon and something else—desperation, maybe, or the particular hunger of a man who had been denied touch for longer than he could remember.

She didn't kiss him back. She stood motionless, her hands at her sides, her eyes closed, letting him press his mouth to hers while her mind detached and drifted upward. She was watching herself from the ceiling. She was watching a woman in a cornflower-blue dress, a married woman, a mother, standing in the principal's office and letting a man who was not her husband kiss her mouth and touch her hair and breathe against her skin.

"Say something," he murmured.

"What do you want me to say?"

"That you're all right. That you want this."

She opened her eyes. His face was close to hers, close enough that she could see the broken capillaries at the corners of his nose, the gray stubble already shadowing his jaw, the uncertainty in his eyes that didn't match the authority of his position.

"I want my son to stay in school," she said. "That's what I want."

He stepped back, and for a moment she thought he would release her entirely—that her honesty had broken whatever spell had brought them here. But instead he nodded, a slow acknowledgment that her terms were acceptable, that the transaction could proceed.

"Then let's begin."

He led her to the leather sofa against the far wall. She hadn't noticed it during their meeting—it sat beneath the window, half in shadow, a piece of furniture that suggested late nights and long hours, a man who sometimes slept where he worked. She sat on the edge of it, her back straight, her hands folded in her lap.

He knelt before her. The gesture surprised her—she'd expected him to take, to demand, to use the authority of his position as leverage. But he was on his knees on the office floor, his hands resting on her ankles, his eyes lifted to hers.

"I'm going to touch you now," he said. "Tell me if you want me to stop."

She nodded. She didn't trust herself to speak.

His hands moved up her calves, slow and deliberate. Her stockings were the kind every woman wore—nylon, seamed up the back, held in place with a garter belt that had been a wedding gift from Roy's mother. No one had touched her there in years. Roy came to her in the dark, when he came at all, and he didn't bother with the slow removal of clothing, the careful attention to what lay beneath.

The principal's fingers found the clasp of her garter and released it. Then the other. He rolled her stockings down with a patience that made her throat ache, his thumbs tracing the curve of her calf, the dip behind her knee, the soft skin of her inner thigh.

"You're trembling," he said.

"I'm cold."

"Liar."

She almost smiled. Almost. But smiling would have meant she was present, that she was participating rather than merely allowing, and she couldn't afford to be present. Not yet. Not until this was over.

He rose and unbuttoned her dress from the back. The fabric fell away from her shoulders, and she sat in her slip while he watched, his breathing heavier now, his composure beginning to crack at the edges. She was a landscape he was exploring, and he didn't hurry. His hands found the straps of her slip and eased them down. Her brassiere followed—white cotton, practical, the kind a mother wore. He unhooked it with a skill that suggested practice, and when her breasts were bare, he made that sound again: the sigh, the relief, the hunger given voice.

"Betty Ann," he said, and it was the first time he'd used her name.

She didn't answer. She looked past him, at the window, at the darkening sky, at the swings on the playground that hung motionless in the evening air. Somewhere out there, Sammy was sorting buttons at his grandmother's feet, and Roy was reading his newspaper, and the world was continuing exactly as it always had.

In here, the world had stopped.

He lowered his head to her chest, and his mouth closed over her breast with a gentleness that undid her more than roughness would have. Her body responded before her mind could intervene—her back arched, her breath caught, a small sound escaped her lips that she didn't recognize as her own. His tongue traced circles around her nipple, and her hands, which had been motionless at her sides, rose without permission and gripped his shoulders.

"That's it," he murmured against her skin. "Don't fight it."

"I'm not—" She couldn't finish the sentence. He had moved to her other breast, and the sensation was building into something she couldn't name, heat spreading through her in waves that made thinking impossible.

He lifted his head and kissed her mouth again. This time, she kissed him back. She couldn't help it. The taste of bourbon, the scratch of his stubble, the weight of his body pressing her back against the leather couch—all of it combined into something that short-circuited her resistance, that made her forget, for one long moment, why she was here and what she was trading.

He pulled back and looked at her. "Better?"

She nodded, her breath coming fast.

"Good. Now help me with my belt."

Her fingers fumbled at the buckle. She'd done this before—for Roy, in the early years of their marriage, when they still undressed each other in the light—but it felt different now. Roy's belt was a familiar object, worn soft at the edges. The principal's belt was stiff leather, the brass buckle cool against her knuckles. She worked it open and he shrugged out of his trousers, his hands never leaving her body, never breaking contact.

When he was as bare as she was, he paused. The lamplight caught the silver in his chest hair, the slight softness at his waist, the physical reality of a man past his prime but still vital. She looked at him and felt something she hadn't expected: not desire, exactly, but recognition. He was vulnerable too. He was exposed. He was taking a risk every bit as great as hers.

"The desk," he said. "I want you on the desk."

He lifted her onto the mahogany surface—the same desk where he'd spread Sammy's test scores, where he'd explained the state requirements, where he'd offered her this terrible bargain—and stepped between her legs. The wood was cool against her bare skin. Papers scattered beneath her, and she heard the thud of a book falling to the floor. Neither of them stopped to pick it up.

When he entered her, she turned her face away.

The sensation was familiar and foreign at the same time. Her body knew what to do, had known for thirteen years of marriage and two pregnancies and countless nights of accommodating a husband who took what he needed and rolled away. But this was different. This was deliberate in a way Roy had never been—the principal's movements were slow, attentive, calibrated to her responses. He watched her face as he moved, adjusting his rhythm when her breath caught, slowing when she tensed, waiting.

"Look at me," he said.

She shook her head.

"Betty Ann. Look at me."

She turned her face back to his. The lamplight caught his eyes behind the wire-rimmed glasses, and she saw something she hadn't expected to see: tenderness. It was misplaced, inappropriate, completely at odds with the transaction taking place. But it was there.

"I want you to know," he said, still moving inside her, his voice strained with the effort of restraint, "that I will keep my word. Whatever happens between us, your son will stay in this school. I will protect him. I swear it."

Tears sprang to her eyes. She couldn't stop them. They rolled down her temples and into her hair while he thrust into her, and she didn't know if she was weeping from shame or relief or the unbearable tension of a body that was responding to a man her mind wanted to despise.

"Don't cry," he whispered. "Please don't cry."

But she couldn't stop, and he didn't stop, and the tears kept coming even as her hips began to lift to meet his, even as the tension coiled tighter in her belly, even as she felt herself approaching something she hadn't felt in years—release, surrender, the particular oblivion of a body that had forgotten what pleasure felt like.

She came with a cry that was half sob, her back arching off the desk, her fingers digging into his shoulders hard enough to leave marks. He followed a moment later, his own release a muffled groan against her throat, his body shuddering against hers.

They lay together in the aftermath, her on the desk, him collapsed over her. The papers crinkled beneath them. The clock on his desk ticked. Outside, the cicadas droned their endless evening song.

She stared at the ceiling and felt her soul divide into two women: the one who had done this thing, and the one who would have to live with it.

Afterward, they dressed in silence.

He handed her garments one by one—her slip, her dress, her stockings, her shoes. She put them on with mechanical precision, smoothing wrinkles that would raise questions if Roy noticed. Her hair was loose. She pinned it back up without a mirror, her fingers finding the familiar shape from memory.

When she was fully dressed, she looked like herself again. The same cornflower-blue dress. The same pinned hair. The same wedding ring on the same finger.

But she wasn't the same. She could feel the difference in her bones—something had been rearranged, something fundamental, and she would spend the rest of her life learning to live with the new architecture of her soul.

"The arrangement," she said. Her voice was steady. That surprised her. "When does it begin?"

"Next week. Thursday, as we discussed." He was straightening his desk, gathering the scattered papers, not looking at her. "Same time. The side door will be unlocked."

"And Sammy?"

"Mrs. Porter will receive a note tomorrow. Samuel is to be given every accommodation, every support. His test scores will be re-evaluated at the end of the school year." He finally looked up. "I keep my promises, Betty Ann. Whatever else you think of me, believe that."

She nodded. There was nothing else to say.

She walked to the door. Her hand was on the brass knob when he spoke again.

"Betty Ann."

She didn't turn.

"I'm sorry." The words hung in the air. "Not for what I did. But for what I've made you become."

She left without answering. The hallway stretched before her, empty and dark. She walked its length with steady steps, past the darkened classrooms, past the janitor's cart, past the water fountain that dripped in the silence like a slow heartbeat.

The night air hit her face when she pushed through the side door, and she stood for a moment in the parking lot, breathing in the smell of pines and cotton fields and the distant promise of rain.

Then she walked to the truck, started the engine, and drove home.

The house was quiet when she arrived. Roy was in the living room, the newspaper open on his lap, his eyes half-closed. He'd fallen asleep waiting for her.

"Roy." She touched his shoulder. "I'm back."

He stirred. "How was the meeting?"

"Fine." The word felt like ash in her mouth. "Everything's going to be fine."

"Good." He stood, stretching, his shirt riding up to reveal the soft belly that had replaced the flat stomach of his youth. "I'm heading out early tomorrow. Birmingham again, then on to Anniston."

"I know. You told me."

"Right. Well." He kissed her cheek—the same perfunctory kiss he'd given her every night for years—and shuffled toward the bedroom. "Don't stay up too late."

She didn't answer. She waited until she heard the bedroom door close, then she walked to the bathroom and turned on the bath.

The water was scalding. She didn't add cold. She stripped off her dress and her slip and her stockings and lowered herself into the tub, her skin protesting the heat, turning pink and then red. She scrubbed herself with a washcloth and soap, scrubbed until her skin was raw, scrubbed as if water and lye could remove what had happened, could restore the woman she'd been before she walked through that office door.

But the woman she'd been was gone. A new woman sat in her place—one who had traded her body for her son's future, who had let a stranger touch her and enter her and bring her to a climax that still echoed in her muscles.

She'd done it for Sammy. She would do it again.

That was the part that frightened her most.

She dried herself and put on her nightgown and walked to Sammy's room. Ida had brought him home an hour ago, according to the note on the kitchen table. He was asleep in his bed, his arms flung wide, the nightlight casting its orange glow.

She knelt beside him and pressed her lips to his forehead.

"Everything's going to be all right," she whispered. "Mama took care of it."

He didn't stir. His chest rose and fell in the steady rhythm of a child who felt safe, who felt loved, who had no idea what had been sacrificed on his behalf.

Betty Ann Williams rose from her knees and went to bed. She lay beside Roy in the darkness, not touching him, and replayed the evening in her mind—the bourbon, the leather couch, the mahogany desk, the tears that had fallen into her hair.

When sleep finally came, it brought no dreams. That was a mercy. She hadn't expected any.




Chapter 7: The Morning After

Biscuits forgave nothing. They required cold butter cut into flour with fingertips, a light hand with the buttermilk, the patience to fold dough exactly three times and no more. They required attention, and attention was the one thing Betty Ann could give them. 

She'd been at the counter since four-fifty, her hands working the dough while the kitchen filled with the smell of bacon rendering in the cast-iron skillet. The percolator coughed its last drops into the pot. Through the window, the sky was just beginning to pale, a gray wash erasing the last of the stars. 

Her body moved through the morning routine while her mind stayed elsewhere—still in the leather chair of the principal's office, still feeling the cool kiss of the ring sliding off her finger. She'd woken twice in the night with the sensation of hands on her skin, only to find herself alone in the bed, the ceiling fan turning, the darkness unchanged. 

"Biscuits," she said aloud, to no one. "Pay attention to the biscuits." 

The dough came together under her palms. She pressed it flat, folded it, pressed again. The repetitive work was something to hold onto—a task with rules and outcomes, a process she could control. 

"Mama?" 

Sammy stood in the kitchen doorway, still in his pajamas, his hair standing up in the back. He'd managed to get his robe on but not tied; it hung open over his thin chest. 

"You're up early." She dusted flour from her hands and went to him, cinching the robe's belt into a clumsy bow. "Sun's not even all the way up yet." 

"I heard you in the kitchen." He rubbed his eyes. "Is Daddy coming home today?" 

"Not today, baby. He's still in Atlanta. Remember? He's selling hardware to the big stores there." 

"Oh." He considered this. "Can I help with breakfast?" 

She should have said no. The biscuits were easier alone, faster alone. But something in his face—the eagerness, the need to be useful—made her pull a chair to the counter and dust his hands with flour. 

"You can cut the biscuits. Like I showed you." 

He pressed the biscuit cutter into the dough with all the concentration of a surgeon, his tongue peeking from the corner of his mouth. The circles he produced were uneven, some too thin at the edges, but he laid each one on the baking sheet with such care that she couldn't bring herself to correct them. 

"I dreamed about the brown dog," he said, pressing out another circle. "The one from the story I read. He could talk, but only in whispers." 

"What did he whisper?" 

"Secrets. He whispered secrets to the boy." Sammy placed the biscuit on the sheet. "I couldn't hear them, though. I tried to get closer but my legs wouldn't move fast." 

Betty Ann's hand paused on the skillet handle. "That sounds like a frustrating dream." 

"It was okay. The dog waited for me." He looked up at her, flour smeared across his cheek. "Did you dream anything, Mama?" 

"I don't think so." The lie came smoothly, already second nature. "I slept too hard to dream." 

He nodded as if this made perfect sense and returned to his biscuit cutting. The bacon popped in the skillet, and Betty Ann turned it with the fork, and the kitchen went on being ordinary despite everything. 

The school bus swallowed Sammy at seven-oh-five, and Betty Ann stood in the drive until the yellow shape disappeared around the curve past the Barlow place. The dust settled. The cicadas had not yet begun their daily drone, and the morning held a hushed quality, as if the world were waiting for something. 

She went back inside. Poured herself a second cup of coffee. Sat at the kitchen table. 

The house was very quiet. 

This was the hour she usually enjoyed most—the hour between Sammy's departure and the day's real work, when the house belonged entirely to her. She would sip her coffee and read a chapter of whatever book she'd checked out from the church library, or study the seed catalog for next spring's garden, or simply sit and listen to the radio and let her mind wander wherever it wanted. 

Today, her mind had only one destination. 

She'd done it. She'd actually done it. The thought circled like a fly in a closed room, landing on every surface. Yesterday at this hour, she'd been a woman preparing to trade her body for her son's future. Today, she was a woman who had made the trade. Nothing visible had changed—the same coffee cup, the same kitchen, the same wedding ring on the same finger—but everything felt altered. The light through the window seemed harsher. The familiar creak of the floorboards sounded accusatory. 

She caught herself rubbing her left hand, the spot where the ring had sat for thirteen years and then, briefly, had not. The skin there felt different—more sensitive, as if the band's absence had awakened something that its presence had kept dormant. 

I'm not in the habit of making such proposals, he'd said. This isn't something I do. 

But he'd done it. With her. And she'd let him. No—she'd agreed to it. She'd made the call, driven the truck, walked through the door, locked it behind her. She'd made a dozen choices that led to that leather couch, and she'd made every single one with her eyes open. 

She wasn't a victim. She was a participant. And somehow, that was worse. 

Her coffee went cold. She poured it down the sink and started on the breakfast dishes. 

By ten o'clock, she'd washed every dish, scrubbed the stove, mopped the floor, and reorganized the pantry. By noon, she'd washed the curtains in the living room and hung them back on their rods while they were still damp, because her mother said that was the secret to avoiding wrinkles. By one, she'd run out of things to clean and found herself in the garden, pulling weeds that hadn't yet appeared. 

The physical work helped. Her hands in the soil, her knees pressed into the grass—this was a kind of prayer, a connection to something older and simpler than the complications she'd invited into her life. The tomato plants needed staking. The butter lettuce was ready to harvest. The collards were coming in thick and dark, promising good eating come November. 

She was yanking a particularly stubborn clump of crabgrass when she heard the truck. 

Not Roy's truck—Roy's truck was in Atlanta. This was a different vehicle, older, its engine rattling as it pulled into her drive. She sat back on her heels, wiping dirt from her forehead, and watched Orville Barlow climb down from the cab. 

He moved with his characteristic limp, the one his tractor had given him seven years ago. In his arms, he carried a paper sack, the top folded down. His bluetick hound was not with him, which was unusual—the dog went everywhere with Orville, as much a part of his silhouette as the limp itself. 

"Mrs. Williams." He stopped at the edge of the garden. "Saw you out here. Brought you something." 

She got to her feet, brushing soil from her dress. "Mr. Barlow. That's kind of you." 

"Orville," he said. "Neighbors don't need to be formal." 

He held out the bag. She took it; it was heavier than it looked. Inside were half a dozen sweet potatoes, still dusted with the red clay of his fields. 

"They came in early this year. Better than what you'll find at the Piggly Wiggly." His pale blue eyes moved across her face. "You look tired, if you don't mind my saying." 

"I was up early. Gardening." She gestured vaguely at the rows behind her. "It's a good time of year for it." 

"Cooler in the mornings now. Makes the work go easier." He nodded toward the sweet potatoes. "My Myrna used to make a casserole with those. Brown sugar and pecans on top. She'd bring it to church potlucks and it'd be gone before the fried chicken." 

"It sounds wonderful. Thank you." 

He didn't leave. He stood at the edge of the garden, his big hands hanging at his sides, his eyes still fixed on her face with an attention that felt like pressure. 

"Saw you drive off last evening. Pretty late for errands." 

The statement was casual, but the pause before it was not. Betty Ann felt her stomach tighten. 

"Church meeting," she said. "The missionary committee." 

"That so." He nodded slowly. "Didn't know the committee met on Thursday nights. Thought that was Wednesdays." 

"They changed it. This month." 

The lie sat between them like a stone dropped onto a table. She couldn't tell if he believed her. His face gave away nothing—just the same weathered impassivity, the same pale eyes, the same slight clench of his jaw. 

"Well," he said finally, "I'll let you get back to your weeding. Enjoy those sweet potatoes." 

"I will. Thank you again." 

He turned and limped back to his truck. The engine rattled to life, and he pulled out of her drive and onto County Road 7, heading toward his own house two hundred yards away. She watched until the truck disappeared. 

Then she looked down at the sweet potatoes in her arms, their red skins still cool from the ground, and she wondered if she was imagining the feeling of being watched, or if she'd simply never noticed before how many windows faced her house. 

By three o'clock, the sweet potatoes were scrubbed and set in a bowl on the counter. Betty Ann had decided to make the casserole—Orville's wife's recipe, as best she could reconstruct it from his description—both because she had nothing else to do and because cooking was something she could control. Brown sugar, pecans, a pat of butter on top. The methodical assembly of ingredients into a dish that would feed her son. 

She'd just slid the casserole into the oven when a knock came at the front door. 

It was Ida, unannounced, which was unusual. Her mother rarely visited without calling first—the party line was right there, after all—but here she was, standing on the porch in her Sunday dress on a Friday afternoon, her purse clutched in both hands. 

"Mama." Betty Ann held open the screen door. "Is everything all right?" 

"Everything's fine. Can't a mother visit her daughter?" Ida stepped inside, her sharp eyes already cataloguing the room: the freshly washed curtains, the scrubbed floor, the absence of dust on the mantel. "You've been cleaning." 

"I clean every week." 

"Not like this." Ida settled into the kitchen chair, the same one where Sammy had pressed out biscuits that morning. "You've got that look. I know that look. I had that look myself, after your father died. When the grief was still too sharp to sit still with." 

"I'm not grieving anything, Mama." 

Ida said nothing. She simply sat, her hands folded on her purse, her expression mild and patient and utterly unreadable. She'd perfected this look over decades of raising children and burying one of them—Betty Ann's older brother, Thomas, lost to pneumonia when he was four. Ida Patterson had learned early that silence extracted more truth than questions ever could. 

"I've been worried about Sammy's schooling," Betty Ann said finally. "The principal sent a letter. There was some question about whether he could stay in regular classes." 

"What kind of question?" 

"They gave him a test. He scored below some state threshold. They wanted to send him to a special school in Tuscaloosa." 

Ida's expression flickered—a brief tightening around the mouth. "And?" 

"And I talked to the principal. Yesterday. He agreed to let Sammy stay." 

"Just like that?" 

"There were... discussions. I made my case. He saw reason." 

The lie rested on the table alongside the salt shaker and the butter dish, indistinguishable from any other piece of domestic equipment. Betty Ann marveled at how easy it had become—three lies in two days, each one smoother than the one before. The first had stuck in her throat. The second had scraped a little. This one slid out like silk. 

Ida studied her for a long moment. Then she reached across the table and took Betty Ann's hand. 

"You're a good mother," she said. "Whatever it took. Whatever you had to do. You're a good mother." 

Betty Ann's throat constricted. The tears she hadn't shed the night before crowded behind her eyes, demanding release. She blinked them back. 

"Thank you, Mama." 

"I mean it." Ida squeezed her hand—once, firmly—and then released it. "Now. You said something about a casserole? I smell pecans." 

They ate together at the kitchen table, the sweet potato casserole steaming between them. Ida talked about the church rummage sale and the new family that had moved into the old Henderson place and the way her neighbor's dog kept getting into her garbage. She didn't mention the principal again. She didn't ask any more questions. She simply sat and ate and let her presence be a comfort rather than an interrogation. 

When she left at five, she kissed Betty Ann's cheek and said, "Friday next week. You come to my house. I'll make pot roast." 

"I'd like that." 

"And Betty Ann?" Her mother paused in the doorway, her back straight, her voice carrying the unmistakable weight of something left unsaid. "What I said before. About whatever it took. I meant it. No judgment. Only love." 

Then she was gone, walking down the gravel drive to her own car, leaving Betty Ann standing in the doorway with the smell of sweet potatoes still in the air and the tears she still hadn't shed burning behind her eyes. 

The evening passed in ordinary rhythms. Sammy came home, full of stories about Dottie and arithmetic and a new rock he'd found near the swing set—white this time, with tiny specks that sparkled. She made him scrambled eggs and toast for supper. She helped him with his reading practice. She sat beside his bed while he told her about his day in the rambling, circular way of children who haven't yet learned to prioritize information. 

At eight o'clock, she kissed his forehead and turned off his lamp, leaving the nightlight to cast its orange glow. The book of poetry hidden in her coat pocket—she'd moved it from the bathroom, found a better hiding place behind the loose board in the back of her closet—pulsed in her memory like a second heartbeat. She hadn't looked at it since the night she'd first read it. She wasn't ready. Not yet. 

The house was quiet. Roy called at nine, as he always did on Fridays when he was on the road. The conversation lasted four minutes. He told her about Atlanta, about the Henderson account, about the traffic on Peachtree Street. She told him about the sweet potato casserole and Ida's visit, leaving out everything that mattered. He said "Goodnight, then" and she said "Goodnight" and the line went dead. 

She sat in the kitchen with the receiver still in her hand and stared at the wall. 

One hour a week, he'd said. You come to me, or I come to you. 

Thursday. Six days away. 

She replaced the receiver and went to the cupboard above the stove, where she kept a bottle of cooking sherry for recipes that required it. She poured a small glass—the first alcohol she'd touched since Sammy was born—and drank it standing up, the sweetness coating her tongue. 

Outside, the night was still. The porch light at Orville Barlow's house glowed steadily through the darkness. She thought about his eyes on her face, the too-casual question about Thursday evening. She thought about the sweet potatoes, which might have been a neighborly gift and might have been something else entirely. She thought about her mother's words: No judgment. Only love. 

The sherry was gone. She rinsed the glass and put it away. 

In the bathroom, she washed her face and brushed her hair and examined herself in the mirror. The same face. The same hazel eyes. Same freckles, same full lips, same everything. And yet, when she looked closely, she could see something different in the corners—a new kind of knowledge, settling into place. She was no longer the woman who had never done what she'd done. She was the woman who had, and who would again, and who was learning, minute by minute, to carry the weight of it. 

She turned off the bathroom light and went to bed. The empty side of the sheets had stopped accusing her. It was simply empty now—a fact, not a judgment. 

The ceiling fan turned. The dog barked twice in the distance. Betty Ann Williams closed her eyes and let the darkness take her, and this time, when she dreamed, she dreamed of a long hallway and a heavy oak door and a voice that said, I'll try to be gentle. 

She woke at four-forty, made coffee, and began again. 




Chapter 8: The Second Thursday

The school building had learned nothing in seven days. It stood the same as before—red brick and tall windows, the side door unlocked, the single lamp burning in the office at the end of the hall. But Betty Ann was not the same. The woman who walked across the parking lot this Thursday evening had spent a week practicing the art of dividing herself. There was the mother who made biscuits and the wife who answered Roy's phone calls and the daughter who sat at Ida's kitchen table eating pot roast. And then there was the other woman—the one who removed her wedding ring in a parked truck, who walked through a darkened school hallway, who knocked on a door with the brass nameplate she now knew by touch. 

"Come in." 

The voice was steadier than she remembered. Less tentative, more certain. She pushed open the door. 

Harold Thornton had arranged the office differently tonight. The desk lamp had been moved to the far corner, throwing softer light. The leather couch had a blanket folded across its arm—wool, olive green, freshly laundered by the smell of it. On the low table beside the couch sat two glasses and a bottle of bourbon, already opened. He'd prepared. He'd planned. The room was no longer an office that occasionally served other purposes; it was a room designed for what was about to happen. 

"Mrs. Williams." He rose from behind his desk. He was wearing his three-piece suit again, but the vest was unbuttoned, the tie loosened. "I wasn't sure you would come." 

"I said I would." 

"People say many things. They don't always follow through." He gestured toward the couch. "Please. Sit. Can I pour you a drink this time?" 

She considered refusing, as she had last week. Then she considered what she was already doing in this room, and the absurdity of drawing the line at bourbon. "A small one." 

He poured two fingers into each glass and handed her one. Their fingers didn't touch. He'd been careful about that—the deliberate space between his hand and hers, the respect for boundaries that seemed almost absurd given why she was here. 

She took a sip. The bourbon was warm and smoky, better than the cooking sherry she'd drunk alone in her kitchen. It spread through her chest and loosened something that had been clenched since four-forty that morning. 

"I've been thinking," he said, settling into the leather chair across from the couch, "about what I said last week. About this not being something I do." 

"You've already said that." 

"I know. But I want you to understand something. I've been married to Margaret for twenty-two years. In all that time, I've never..." He paused, searching for a word. "Strayed. Not once. Whatever you think of me—and I don't imagine it's much—I need you to know that this is not a pattern." 

"Then what is it?" 

"I don't know." He looked down into his glass. "Loneliness, maybe. Weakness. The sight of you at the open house, helping your son, looking at him like he was the only person in the world." He took a long drink. "I told myself I was giving you a choice. That the bargain was honest, at least—your body for your son's education. But I've been thinking about it all week, and I'm not sure honesty exists in a situation like this. I'm not sure it can." 

The confession surprised her. She'd expected the same clinical formality as last time—the contract renewed, the terms reiterated. Instead, he was offering her something that looked almost like vulnerability. 

"You could have just processed the transfer," she said. "You didn't have to offer me anything." 

"No. I didn't." He met her eyes. "The truth is, I wanted to see you again. The bargain was real—Samuel stays regardless—but the reason I offered it wasn't purely... administrative." 

She set down her glass. The bourbon had softened the edges of the room, but her mind was still sharp, still watching. "You're telling me this was never really about the rules." 

"It's always about the rules. The rules gave me the leverage." He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his glasses catching the lamplight. "But leverage isn't the same as desire. And I've spent a week trying to figure out which one brought you here. I think you know the answer better than I do." 

She did. She'd known since the moment she opened the letter and felt not just fear but something else—a strange, unwelcome flicker of something that wasn't quite anticipation but wasn't quite dread either. The principal's proposition had given her a way to save her son. It had also given her something she hadn't admitted to wanting: the attention of a man who looked at her like she mattered. 

Roy hadn't looked at her that way in years. 

"Remove your ring," she said quietly. 

He blinked. "What?" 

"Last week, you told me to remove my ring. I did. This week, I'm telling you to do the same." 

He looked down at his left hand, where a thick gold band sat on his fourth finger—the twin of the one Margaret Thornton had placed there twenty-two years ago. For a long moment, he didn't move. Then he worked the ring off and set it beside his glass. 

"There," he said. "We're equal." 

"Not equal. But closer." 

She stood. The bourbon hummed in her blood, quieting the voice that had been screaming at her all week—what are you doing, what have you become, this is not who you are. She still didn't know who she was. But she was beginning to understand that the woman she'd been before—the invisible wife, the tireless mother, the woman who asked for nothing and received less—had been disappearing for years. Harold Thornton had simply noticed the vanishing before anyone else. 

"I want to see you," he said. "All of you. Last week was... rushed. I want to take my time tonight." 

The request was delivered with the same careful precision he brought to everything, but underneath it was something rawer. He was asking permission. He was giving her a choice the contract didn't require. 

She unbuttoned her dress. 

This time, she didn't count ceiling tiles. 

He came to her on the couch, not the desk, and his hands moved across her skin with a deliberateness that bordered on reverence. The wool blanket was soft beneath her back. The lamplight painted shadows on the bookshelves. He removed her clothing piece by piece, and this time he removed his own as well—the vest, the shirt, the undershirt that had been a barrier between them the week before. His chest was lean and pale, lightly furred with gray, and she found herself looking at it rather than away. 

"You're trembling," he said. 

"Cold." 

It wasn't cold. The September night was warm, the office close with the smell of bourbon and sandalwood and the faint must of old books. But her body was doing things she couldn't control—shivering, flushing, responding to his touch in ways that her mind hadn't authorized. 

He knelt before her, and his mouth found the curve of her breast. Not demanding. Asking. She made a sound—small, involuntary—and his response was to slow down even further. His tongue traced circles. His breath was warm. She felt herself arch toward him and hated herself for it, briefly, then let the hatred go. 

"This is all right?" he murmured against her skin. 

"Don't ask. Just..." She couldn't finish the sentence. She didn't know what she was asking for. 

But he seemed to understand. His mouth continued its slow exploration—her breasts, her belly, the flare of her hips—and she lay on the borrowed blanket and let herself be explored. Somewhere in the back of her mind, the voice was still screaming, but it was distant now, like a radio playing in another room. 

When he finally rose above her and she felt the weight of him settling into place, she opened her eyes and looked at his face. His glasses were fogged. His expression was unguarded, almost pained with wanting. He was a man who had spent decades being proper and professional and controlled, and all of that control was gone now, stripped away by the same act that was stripping her of her own careful composure. 

"Betty Ann," he said. It was the first time he'd used her name. 

She reached up and removed his glasses. Set them on the table beside the bourbon. Pulled his mouth down to hers. 

The kiss was not tender. It was not gentle. It was the first honest thing between them. 

Afterward, they lay tangled on the couch, the blanket pulled over their bodies. His breathing was still uneven. Her skin was damp, her hair loose from its pins. The ceiling tiles were still there—twelve across, fourteen down—but she hadn't needed to count them. She'd been present. Entirely, traitorously present. 

"Coffee," he said after a long silence. "I have a thermos. If you want some." 

"You brought coffee." 

"It seemed more civilized than bourbon for the aftermath." 

She almost laughed. The principal, ever the planner, ever the host. "Yes. Coffee." 

He dressed partially—trousers and undershirt—and poured coffee from a silver thermos into two ceramic mugs she'd never seen before. He must have brought those from home too. The thought of him packing mugs into a bag alongside the blanket and the bourbon, preparing for this evening like a husband preparing a picnic, was so absurdly domestic that she felt something shift in her chest. 

"Tell me something," she said, accepting the mug. 

"What would you like to know?" 

"Anything. Something true. Something that isn't about this room." 

He sat beside her, his own mug cradled in both hands. The lamplight carved new lines into his face, making him look older and younger at the same time. "I wanted to be a historian. Before I went into education. American history, the colonial period. I wrote my thesis on the Roanoke Colony. The lost one." 

"What happened to them?" 

"No one knows. That's why I was interested." He took a sip of coffee. "An entire settlement of people, vanished. Only a single word carved into a tree to suggest they'd ever been there. 'Croatoan.' No one ever deciphered what it meant." 

"Maybe it didn't mean anything. Maybe they just wanted to leave a mark." 

"Maybe." He looked at her. "Is that what you're doing here? Leaving a mark?" 

"I'm here because my son needed me to be here." 

"That was last week. This week..." He let the sentence hang. 

This week, she had come because she'd said she would. Because the bargain required it. Because she'd spent seven days telling herself she was only keeping her word while another part of her, the part she didn't examine too closely, had counted the hours until Thursday evening. 

"I don't know why I'm here," she said. "And I think that's the truth." 

He nodded slowly. "That's more honesty than I expected." 

They drank their coffee in silence. Outside, a night bird called once and then was quiet. The school building creaked around them, settling into its foundations. 

"The ring," she said, glancing at his left hand. "You should put it back on. Before you go home." 

"So should you." 

They dressed separately, their backs half-turned, the modesty of strangers in a room where they had just been anything but strangers. She pinned her hair with practiced movements. He buttoned his vest. When she slid her wedding band back onto her finger, the metal was cool and familiar, and she felt the self she presented to the world clicking back into place. 

"Next week?" he asked. 

"Next week." 

He walked her to the door—not the office door, but the side door of the building, the one she'd entered through. The night air was cool and clean after the closeness of the office. 

"Mrs. Williams," he said, his voice formal again, "I've reviewed Samuel's file. He's making excellent progress. I've noted in his records that he's to remain in regular classes with additional support. There should be no further questions from the state." 

"Thank you." 

It was the second time she'd thanked him for something that required no thanks—she'd already paid for it, after all—but the words came automatically, the politeness of a woman who had been raised to say please and thank you regardless of the circumstances. 

She walked to her truck and didn't look back. But she knew he was watching from the doorway, the lamplight behind him, his wedding ring back on his finger, his glasses back on his nose, the principal once more. 

She drove home and drew a bath and lay in the hot water, staring at the ceiling. This time, she didn't scrub her skin raw. This time, she simply sat until the water cooled, and then she went to Sammy's room and watched him sleep, and then she went to bed. 

The ceiling fan clicked. The darkness held her. And somewhere beneath the shame and the confusion and the fear, a small, stubborn voice whispered: You didn't count the tiles. You were there. You were present. 

She didn't know yet whether that was progress or damnation. She only knew that Thursday was six days away, and she was already counting the hours. 




Chapter 9: The Husband Returns

Roy Williams came home on a Saturday afternoon with a suitcase full of dirty laundry and a head full of sales figures, and the house immediately contracted around him.

Betty Ann heard his Ford pull into the drive at two o'clock, the familiar rattle of the engine, the crunch of gravel under tires. She'd been in the garden again—she was always in the garden lately, as if the soil could anchor her to something true—and she straightened up slowly, wiping her hands on her apron, watching her husband climb out of the truck.

He looked the same as always. Tall, lean, dark hair slicked back, jaw strong. He stretched his back with the groan of a man who'd spent too many hours behind a wheel and reached into the truck bed for his suitcase. When he saw her watching from the garden, he raised a hand in greeting.

"Betty Ann. Brought you something from Atlanta."

She walked to meet him, accepting the small paper bag he pressed into her hands. Inside was a box of pralines from a candy shop on Peachtree Street—the same gift he brought from every trip to Atlanta, the same box, the same shop. He'd been bringing her pralines for thirteen years, and she'd never told him she didn't particularly like them.

"Thank you," she said. "How was the drive?"

"Long. Traffic through Birmingham was a nightmare." He kissed her cheek—the same spot he always kissed, just beside her ear—and carried his suitcase inside. "Sammy around?"

"Playing in his room. He'll be thrilled to see you."

Roy grunted and disappeared into the house. Betty Ann stood in the driveway for a moment longer, the pralines in her hand, the September sun warm on her shoulders. Then she followed him inside and began the performance of being a wife.

The weekend stretched before her like a test she hadn't studied for. Roy's presence filled the house in ways she'd forgotten—his voice too loud for the small rooms, his expectations invisible but palpable, his sheer physical occupancy of space that had been hers alone for two weeks. She cooked the meals he liked. She listened to the stories about his sales calls. She laughed in the right places and asked the right questions and performed the role of attentive spouse with the same careful precision she'd once brought to her high school plays.

Sunday morning, they went to church. Sunday afternoon, Roy napped in the living room while Sammy played in the yard. Sunday evening, they sat across from each other at the kitchen table, and Roy talked about his next trip—Mobile this time, then Biloxi, maybe New Orleans if the accounts came through.

"Could be three weeks," he said, spooning sugar into his coffee. "Maybe four. Patterson wants me to open up the Louisiana territory."

"That's a big opportunity."

"It is. Could mean a promotion. Regional manager, if I can pull it off." He looked at her with something that almost resembled interest. "You'd like that, wouldn't you? More money. Maybe a bigger house."

"I like this house."

"It's small, Betty Ann. Sammy's going to need more room as he gets older. And if we ever have more children..." He trailed off, the sentence unfinished, the old wound reopened.

They'd stopped trying for more children three years ago, after the second miscarriage. The doctor had said there was no reason she couldn't carry another pregnancy to term, but the look in Roy's eyes when he'd held her hand in the hospital room had told her everything she needed to know. He blamed her. Not consciously, maybe. Not in words. But the blame was there nonetheless—the unspoken accusation that her body had failed at the one thing it was supposed to do.

"Roy," she said, "do you ever think about us? About whether we're..."

"Whether we're what?"

She searched for a word that wouldn't start a fight. "Happy."

He set down his coffee cup with exaggerated care. "What kind of question is that?"

"An honest one."

"I provide for this family. I work sixty-hour weeks. I'm on the road more than I'm home, and I don't complain about it because it's what needs to be done. And you're asking me if I'm happy?"

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only answer I've got." He stood up from the table, his coffee unfinished. "I'm going to check on Sammy."

She sat alone in the kitchen, listening to his footsteps retreat down the hallway. Through the window, the porch light at the Barlow place flickered on, a steady yellow glow against the darkening sky. She poured herself the last of the coffee and drank it standing up, and she wondered if Roy knew—if some part of him sensed the shift in her, the new distance, the way she flinched slightly when he touched her. She wondered if he cared enough to notice.

She suspected he didn't.

The close call came Sunday evening.

Roy had been home for just over twenty-four hours, and Betty Ann had almost let herself believe she could manage this—could hold the secret inside her and still move through the ordinary routines of marriage. She'd cooked his breakfast, ironed his shirts, sat beside him in the pew at First Baptist. She'd smiled and nodded and performed the attentive wife with such convincing warmth that even she almost believed it.

Then Roy mentioned the school.

"I drove past Oakvale Elementary on my way in Saturday," he said, settling into his armchair with the newspaper. "Thought I'd swing by, see if there was any mail or notices they'd forgotten to send home. The side door was open."

Betty Ann's hands paused on the knitting she'd taken up to keep them busy. "Open?"

"The custodian was there. Said he recognized me from the open house. Asked if I was looking for Principal Thornton." Roy turned a page of the newspaper. "Apparently Thornton works late on Thursdays. The custodian says he's there until nine or ten sometimes. Dedicated man."

The needles resumed their rhythm. Click, click, click. "That is dedicated."

"Said he'd seen your truck there Thursday before last. Something about a parent conference." Roy glanced up from the sports page. "You didn't mention a conference."

The lie rose to her lips with terrifying ease. "It wasn't a conference, exactly. I went to talk to him about Sammy's test scores. I told you about that—the letter we got?"

"The one about the special school." Roy nodded. "I said you should go. Didn't realize you'd already done it."

"I wanted to handle it. You were on the road, and I didn't want to bother you with it until I knew more."

"And?"

"And what?"

"What did he say? Is Sammy staying or going?"

She set down her knitting. Her heart was beating too fast, but her face remained calm. She'd learned that trick years ago—how to keep her expression still while everything inside her was moving. "He's staying. The principal agreed to keep him in regular classes with extra support."

"That's good." Roy returned to his newspaper. "Good for Sammy. I knew that test couldn't be right."

He'd dismissed the test entirely when she'd first shown him the letter. He'd said it was probably a mistake, that the school would sort it out. He'd never offered to attend the meeting, never asked how she planned to argue Sammy's case. His confidence in the system was unshakeable, largely because he'd never been asked to participate in it.

"Roy," she said.

"Hm?"

"Nothing. I'm glad you're home."

He grunted something that might have been agreement and turned another page. The subject was closed. He didn't ask what she'd said to convince the principal. He didn't ask if it had been difficult. He accepted the outcome—his son would stay in regular classes—without once wondering what it had cost to achieve.

Betty Ann picked up her knitting and continued the row, her needles clicking in the quiet room. Outside, the sun was setting over the cotton fields, and somewhere down the road, Orville Barlow's bluetick hound began its evening howl.

Monday morning, Roy left again.

The departure followed the same ritual it always did: the early breakfast, the packed suitcase, the kiss on the cheek, the promise to bring something back from Mobile. Betty Ann stood on the porch and watched the Ford disappear down County Road 7, and when the dust settled, she went back inside and stood in the empty kitchen and let herself breathe.

The relief was immediate and overwhelming. She'd held the secret inside her for three days while Roy moved through the house, touching her casually, talking to her casually, filling the space that had become hers alone. She'd cooked his meals and shared his bed and listened to his stories, and not once had he looked at her closely enough to see the change. She was both grateful for his blindness and devastated by it.

She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table. The house settled around her, releasing its tension like a held breath. Through the window, the garden needed weeding. The laundry needed washing. The thousand small tasks of her solitary life awaited.

But for a moment, she simply sat. She thought about Harold Thornton, who had asked if she was all right. She thought about Orville Barlow, who had noticed her late-night drive. She thought about her mother, who had said no judgment, only love as if she knew exactly what kind of bargains a woman might have to make.

She thought about Thursday evening, five days away, and the thermos of coffee and the wool blanket and the way Harold had said her name like a question he was still trying to answer.

The coffee cooled in her cup. The clock on the wall ticked toward nine. She rose, rinsed her cup, and went to the garden. The soil was waiting. The weeds were waiting. The ordinary world, in all its patient indifference, was waiting.

And Betty Ann Williams, who had learned in one week to divide herself into pieces, picked up her trowel and began to dig.




Chapter 10: Bourbon and Tears

The third Thursday arrived wrapped in the smell of woodsmoke. Someone in Oakvale had been burning leaves—the sweet, acrid scent drifted across the fields and through the open windows of the Williams house, carrying with it the first true promise of autumn. Betty Ann stood at the kitchen sink, wrist-deep in dishwater, watching the gray haze rise against the tree line. October was three days away. The cotton fields had turned white and brittle, ready for harvest. The evenings came earlier now, the sun dropping behind the pines before seven o'clock. 

She'd spent the day in a state of suspended stillness, moving through her routines with the mechanical precision of a clockwork figure. Laundry. Ironing. A letter to Roy's mother, thanking her for the postcard. A phone call to Ida, who was feeling better and wanted to know if Betty Ann would help with the church rummage sale next month. She'd said yes, because saying yes was what she did, and because the rummage sale was weeks away and she couldn't think past Thursday evening. 

Thursday evening. It had become a landmark in her week—a fixed point toward which everything else was merely approach. She didn't examine this too closely. She didn't ask herself why the anticipation had begun to feel less like dread and more like something she couldn't name. 

She dried her hands on a dish towel and checked the clock. Five-fifteen. Sammy was at Ida's for the evening, dropped off an hour ago with promises of pot roast and a game of checkers. Her mother had looked at her differently this time—a long, searching look that asked questions without speaking—but she'd said only, "Take your time, daughter. He'll be fine with me." 

The kitchen was clean. The house was quiet. She went to the bedroom and changed out of her housedress, selecting a navy blue frock with a modest neckline and pearl buttons. Practical. Presentable. The dress of a woman attending a missionary committee meeting, if anyone should ask. She pinned her hair carefully, applied a touch of lipstick, examined herself in the mirror. 

The face that looked back was calm. Composed. The face of a woman who had done this twice before and would do it again. She wondered when composure had become indistinguishable from deceit. 

At six o'clock, she got in the truck and drove toward town. 

The office was different again. 

She noticed it immediately—not just the blanket and the bourbon, which had become part of the ritual, but something new. He'd arranged the lamps differently, creating pools of warm light instead of the harsh overhead glare. The books on his shelves had been straightened. There was a small vase on the corner of his desk, holding three sprigs of goldenrod. 

"From the field behind the school," he said, following her gaze. "I thought it might make the room feel less... institutional." 

"Goldenrod makes me sneeze." 

"I didn't know that." He moved to remove the vase, but she raised a hand. 

"Leave it. It's a kind thought." 

He stopped, his hand hovering near the flowers. The gesture had been awkward, almost boyish—the principal trying to be romantic, or whatever passed for romantic in a transaction like theirs. She found herself unexpectedly moved by it. Not because the flowers were beautiful—they were weeds, really, common as grass—but because he'd thought to pick them at all. 

"I brought something else," he said, retreating behind his desk. He produced a paper bag, the kind that held bottles from the package store in the next town over. "Better bourbon. The other was what I keep for difficult meetings. This is... well. You'll see." 

She sat on the couch—her usual place now, the leather cool beneath her—and watched him pour two glasses. The bourbon was darker than the previous bottle, amber and thick, catching the lamplight like liquid honey. He handed her a glass and sat beside her, closer than he had before but not yet touching. 

"What shall we drink to?" he asked. 

"Sammy." 

"To Sammy, then." They clinked glasses, and she took a sip. The bourbon was smooth and warm, with a sweetness underneath the smoke. Much better than the cooking sherry. Much better even than the bourbon from last week. 

"He's doing well," Harold said. "I spoke with Mrs. Porter yesterday. His reading has improved again. He's keeping pace with the first-grade primer, which is remarkable given where he started. She said he raises his hand now. Volunteers to read aloud." 

The news landed in Betty Ann's chest with a force she hadn't expected. She'd known Sammy was progressing—she helped him with his homework every night, listened to him sound out words, watched him grow more confident—but hearing it confirmed by the school, by the very man whose bargain had made it possible, was something else entirely. 

"He raises his hand," she repeated. 

"In a room full of children who read faster and speak more clearly, your son raises his hand and volunteers." Harold removed his glasses and polished them on his sleeve. "That's not just progress. That's courage." 

The tears came without warning. She'd held them back for two weeks—through the first transaction, through the second, through Roy's visit and Roy's departure and the thousand small moments when she'd wanted to weep and hadn't allowed herself. Now, sitting on a leather couch in a darkened office with a glass of expensive bourbon and a man who'd just called her son courageous, she cried. 

Harold didn't move. He didn't try to comfort her or touch her or tell her everything would be all right. He simply sat beside her, his glasses in his hand, his presence steady and quiet, while she wept for everything she'd done and everything she would continue to do. 

When the tears subsided, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Her lipstick was ruined. Her carefully composed face was a mess. 

"I'm sorry," she said. 

"Don't be." 

"I've been holding that in for a while." 

"I know." He handed her a handkerchief—white cotton, monogrammed with his initials. "I've been watching you hold it in since the first night you came here. You walked out of this office with your back straight and your face dry, and I thought, she's stronger than I'll ever be." 

"I'm not strong. I'm just... practiced." 

"Same thing." He refilled her glass. "Tell me about him. About Samuel. Not the school reports. Not the test scores. Tell me about your son." 

And so she did. 

She told him about the rocks—the collection on the windowsill, the heart-shaped gray one, the white one with specks that sparkled. She told him about the brown dog in Sammy's dream, the one who whispered secrets. She told him about the stick figure with circles on its legs, because Sammy was proud of his braces, because he'd learned to draw what was true rather than what was beautiful. She told him about the reversed S on his bedroom door sign and how she'd never corrected it, because perfection wasn't the point, because the effort was what mattered. 

Harold listened. Not the way Roy listened—with half an ear, waiting for his turn to speak—but with his whole attention, his eyes on her face, his body turned toward hers. He asked questions. He laughed when she described Sammy's first attempt at making biscuits, a flour explosion that had coated the entire kitchen. He grew quiet when she talked about the doctors in Birmingham, the diagnosis, the moment when she'd understood that her son's life would be harder than other children's lives and that her job was not to make it easy but to make it possible. 

"He's lucky," Harold said when she'd finished. "To have you." 

"I'm the one who's lucky. Before he was born, I thought I knew what love was. I didn't know anything." 

The bourbon was mostly gone now. The office had grown warmer, or perhaps she had. Harold's arm rested along the back of the couch, not quite touching her shoulders. The goldenrod cast thin shadows on the desk. 

"I should tell you something," he said. "About Margaret." 

"You don't have to." 

"I want to." He swirled the bourbon in his glass. "She wanted children. We tried for years. There were tests, treatments, things I won't describe. In the end, the doctors said it wasn't possible. Not for us. She's never forgiven me." 

"Forgiven you? It wasn't your fault." 

"It was my... insufficiency. That's what the doctors said." He spoke the words carefully, as if they were made of something fragile. "After that, she stopped sharing my bed. Gradually at first, then entirely. She's been visiting her sister in Birmingham more and more. Last month, she told me she was thinking of moving there permanently." 

"I'm sorry." 

"No, you're not." But he said it gently, without accusation. "You've got no reason to be sorry for me. I'm the man who blackmailed you into an affair." 

"You didn't blackmail me. You offered me a choice." 

"A choice no one should have to make." 

"But I made it. And I keep making it." She turned to face him on the couch. The movement brought them closer together—her knee brushing his, her shoulder inches from his chest. "I came back. Twice now. I'll probably come back again. Maybe that makes me complicit. Maybe it makes me something worse. But I'm not here because you forced me. Not anymore." 

"Why are you here, then?" 

She didn't have an answer. Or rather, she had too many answers, all of them true and none of them complete. She was here because her son needed her to be here. She was here because her husband hadn't touched her in two years. She was here because this lonely, complicated man had looked at her and seen something worth wanting. She was here because, in a life full of obligations freely given, she had finally found one that demanded something in return. 

"I don't know," she said. "But I'm here." 

He kissed her. 

It was different from the previous kisses—less tentative, less transactional. His hand came up to cradle her jaw, and his mouth moved on hers with an urgency that was also somehow patient. She kissed him back this time. Not because the contract required it. Not because she was going through the motions. Because she wanted to, and the wanting surprised her more than anything else that had happened in this room. 

The sex that followed was neither clinical nor desperate. It occupied a middle territory she hadn't known existed—a place where bodies could communicate things that words couldn't, where pleasure and shame could coexist without canceling each other out. 

He took her from behind this time, bent over the arm of the couch with her dress rucked up around her waist. The position was less intimate than face-to-face, and she was grateful for that—it gave her space to feel without being watched, to respond without performing. His hands gripped her hips with a force that would leave marks, and she found herself pushing back against him, meeting his rhythm with her own. 

The sounds she made were no longer entirely involuntary. Some of them, she chose to make. 

Afterward, they lay together on the couch—a tight fit, his body pressed against her back, the wool blanket pulled over them both. His breath was warm on her neck. His hand rested on her hip, still, no longer demanding. 

"You didn't count the ceiling tiles this time," he murmured. 

"How do you know about that?" 

"I saw you. The first time. You were staring at the ceiling, and your lips were moving. I thought you were praying. Then I realized you were counting." 

She didn't answer for a long moment. The ceiling tiles were still there—twelve across, fourteen down—but he was right. She hadn't needed them tonight. 

"I was somewhere else," she said finally. "That first time. I left my body here and went somewhere else. Tonight I stayed." 

"Is that better or worse?" 

"I don't know yet." 

He pressed a kiss to the back of her neck—light, almost chaste. "I'll take it as progress." 

She dressed slowly, her body still humming with the aftermath of his touch. The bourbon had worn off, leaving a warm clarity in its wake. Harold dressed too, on the other side of the room, the careful distance of two people reestablishing the boundaries they'd just dissolved. 

"The goldenrod," she said, pausing at the door. "Take it home. It'll only die in here." 

"Will you be back next week?" 

"Thursday," she said. "Same time." 

The October night was cool and clear. She drove home with the truck window down, letting the air wash over her face. The stars were out—more of them than usual, or maybe she was just noticing them for the first time in years. 

At home, she drew a bath but didn't scrub. She sat in the hot water and thought about Harold's hand on her hip, his voice murmuring against her neck. She thought about Sammy raising his hand in class, volunteering to read. She thought about Roy, somewhere in Mobile, selling hardware to strangers, unaware that his wife was becoming someone he wouldn't recognize. 

She thought about the word progress and what it meant in the context of an affair. She was supposed to feel guiltier than this. She was supposed to be consumed with remorse. Instead, she felt something closer to curiosity—a sense of opening, of possibility, of doors she hadn't known existed swinging wide. 

She climbed out of the bath, checked on Sammy (still at Ida's, she'd pick him up in the morning), and went to bed. The sheets were cool. The ceiling fan clicked. Through the window, the stars continued their slow rotation, indifferent and eternal. 

Thursday was seven days away. She was already counting. 




Chapter 11: Sammy's Good Day

The morning began with a rock.

Not an ordinary rock—Sammy had ordinary rocks by the dozen, lined up on his windowsill like a congregation of the faithful. This one was special. It was small enough to fit in the palm of his hand, gray like November sky, and smooth all over except for one rough edge where it had broken from something larger. When he tilted it toward the light, tiny crystals glittered inside, catching the sun that streamed through the bus window.

He'd found it on the playground before the first bell, half-buried in the red clay near the swing set. Dottie said it was probably just quartz, which was common, which wasn't special at all. But Dottie didn't know everything, even though she acted like she did.

"It's got crystals inside," Sammy said, pressing the rock into her hand. "Feel how smooth."

Dottie turned it over in her fingers, her freckled face arranged in the expression of serious consideration she brought to everything. "It's pretty smooth," she admitted. "Smoother than the last one. The heart one."

"This one's better than the heart one. This one's got secrets inside."

"Rocks don't have secrets, Sammy. They're just rocks."

But she was smiling when she said it, and she handed the rock back to him carefully, like it mattered.

The morning lesson was reading. Mrs. Porter stood at the front of the classroom, her pointer resting against the chalkboard, her silver hair pinned in its usual careful waves. She'd written a new sentence on the board: The farmer took his brown dog to town to buy seeds for the spring garden.

"Who would like to read the first sentence?" she asked.

Tommy Aldridge raised his hand. Tommy always raised his hand. He read fast and loud, the words tumbling out like he was racing to get through them. "The farmer took his brown dog to town to buy seeds for the spring garden." He sat down with a satisfied grin.

"Very good, Thomas. Now, who would like to read the second sentence?"

The second sentence was longer. His wife waited at home and watched the road until the wagon came back over the hill.

Sammy looked at the sentence. He looked at the words: waited and watched and wagon and hill. He'd practiced those words at home with his mother, her finger moving beneath each one, her voice patient when he stumbled. Take your time, she always said. The words don't run away.

He raised his hand.

Mrs. Porter saw him. For a moment, her expression flickered—surprise, maybe, or something softer. "Samuel?"

He stood. His braces pressed against the back of his chair and made their familiar sound. Twenty-two pairs of eyes turned toward him, and somewhere in the back of the room, Billy Thompson whispered something that made the boy next to him snicker. But Dottie was in the front row, and she gave him the same small nod she always gave him, the one that said you can do this.

Sammy took a breath.

"His... wife... wait-ed... at... home..."

The words came out slow and deliberate. Each one was a separate effort, a small mountain climbed. He could hear his own voice, the way some sounds came out softer than others, the way his tongue tripped over the *w* in waited and had to try again.

"...and... watched... the... road..."

Billy Thompson snickered again. Mrs. Porter's voice cut through the room like a blade. "Thomas Aldridge, if I hear one more sound from your direction, you'll be writing sentences during recess. Is that clear?"

The room went quiet.

"...un-til... the... wag-on... came... back... o-ver... the... hill."

He finished. The last word hung in the air. He was still standing, his legs trembling inside the braces, his hands gripping the edges of his book. He'd read the whole sentence. Every word. He'd stumbled on until and had to sound out wagon letter by letter, but he'd made it from the capital letter to the period without stopping.

"Excellent, Samuel." Mrs. Porter was smiling—her real smile, the one that reached her eyes. "That was truly excellent."

Sammy sat down. His heart was pounding, but it was a good pounding, the kind that came after running or laughing or being seen. Dottie caught his eye across the aisle and mouthed something he couldn't quite read, but her face was bright, and her freckles were bunched up around her smile, and he understood her meaning even without the words.

At lunch, Dottie shared her sandwich with him even though he had his own. It was liverwurst, which wasn't his favorite, but he ate it because she'd offered and because sharing food was a thing friends did. They sat at the end of the second-grade table, their lunch pails open between them, and Dottie talked about the harvest party and what kind of costume her mother was making and why pumpkins were better than scarecrows even though she'd been the one who told him to be a scarecrow in the first place.

"They're both good," Sammy said diplomatically.

"But pumpkins are brighter. You can see a pumpkin from across the room. A scarecrow just looks like a person with hay coming out."

"That's the point. It's supposed to look like a person."

"But it's not a person. It's a costume of a person. That's confusing." She took a bite of her sandwich and talked through the mouthful. "I'm going to be a pumpkin. You're going to be a scarecrow. And when we stand next to each other, people will say, 'Look, there's a pumpkin and a scarecrow,' and they'll think we planned it."

"We didn't plan it, though."

"That's what makes it funny." She grinned at him, and liverwurst was stuck in her teeth, and Sammy felt something swell in his chest that he didn't have a name for. It felt like the crystalline rock in his pocket felt—small and precious and full of hidden brightness.

After lunch, they had art. Mrs. Porter handed out paper and crayons and told everyone to draw something that made them happy. Tommy Aldridge drew a baseball bat. Mary-Ellen Foster drew her dog. Dottie drew a horse because Dottie was always drawing horses, even when the assignment was something else.

Sammy drew his mother.

He started with the shape of her face—oval, like the rock he'd found, but softer at the edges. Then her hair, which he colored yellow because the brown crayon was missing and anyway yellow was closer to the truth. Her eyes were green-brown circles, her mouth a careful curve. He drew her in her Sunday dress, the cornflower blue one with the buttons down the front, and he gave her hands that reached toward the edge of the page.

At the bottom, he wrote MAMA in careful block letters. The M came out backward, but he didn't notice.

Mrs. Porter walked around the room, looking at drawings. When she reached his desk, she stopped.

"Tell me about this drawing, Samuel."

"It's my mama. She makes biscuits in the morning. She helps me with my braces. She says I can do anything if I try hard enough." He looked up at his teacher. "Is it good?"

Mrs. Porter studied the drawing for a long moment. Her face did something complicated, the way grown-ups' faces sometimes did when they were feeling more than one thing at once. "It's very good, Samuel. Your mother sounds like a wonderful person."

"She is." He picked up the yellow crayon and added a sun in the corner of the page. "She's the best person."

The afternoon bus ride was long and bumpy. Dottie got off at her stop and waved at him through the window, her red braids bouncing, and Sammy watched her until the bus rounded the curve and she disappeared. Then the bus was quieter. The fields rolled past—cotton white as clouds, longleaf pines standing sentinel along the road, the occasional farmhouse with smoke rising from its chimney.

When the bus stopped at the end of his drive, his mother was waiting on the porch. She was always waiting. Every single day, no matter what.

He climbed down the steps with his two-footed method—right, together, left, together—and walked toward her. The gravel crunched under his braces. The crystalline rock was still in his pocket. He'd almost forgotten about it during the excitement of reading and drawing and Dottie's liverwurst sandwich.

"Mama." He held up the rock when he reached her. "I read the whole sentence. Every word. Mrs. Porter said 'excellent' and Tommy Aldridge got in trouble for laughing."

She knelt to take the rock from his hand. Her eyes were the same color as his, hazel with specks of green, and they were doing that complicated grown-up thing where they were feeling more than one thing at once.

"Tell me everything," she said.

He did. He told her about the sentence on the board, the words he'd sounded out, the way the room had gone quiet when Mrs. Porter scolded Tommy. He told her about the liverwurst sandwich and the pumpkin costume and the drawing he'd made. He told her about the yellow sun in the corner of the page.

"I drew you in your Sunday dress," he said. "The blue one. Mrs. Porter said it was very good."

His mother looked at the rock in her hand, then at him, then at the rock again. "This is the best one yet," she said. "The crystals inside—see how they catch the light? That means it's special."

"Like me?"

She pulled him into her arms, the rock pressed between them, her cheek against his hair. "Exactly like you," she said. "Special. One of a kind. The best thing I ever made."

He let himself be held. His braces pressed against her legs. The afternoon sun was warm on his back. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked twice, then stopped. The world was enormous and complicated and full of things he didn't understand, but right here, in his mother's arms, it was small enough to hold.




Chapter 12: The First Kiss

October arrived with the smell of cured tobacco and the first real chill in the evening air. Betty Ann had spent the day on her knees in the garden, pulling up the last of the summer tomatoes before the forecasted frost could claim them. Her hands smelled of crushed stems and dirt. Her back ached. The work had been good—physical, mindless, the kind of labor that left no room for thinking about Thursday evenings or bourbon or the way Harold Thornton had pressed his lips to the back of her neck while she pretended to sleep. 

She'd stopped pretending she wasn't counting the days. 

Thursday was tomorrow. She'd already arranged for Ida to take Sammy—"church meeting" had become a permanent feature of her weekly calendar, accepted without question, a lie so well-worn it had begun to feel like truth. Roy was in Louisiana now, chasing new accounts in Baton Rouge. The house was clean. The laundry was done. There was nothing left to do but wait. 

She scrubbed the garden soil from her hands and went inside to start supper. 

The knock came at seven o'clock, unexpected. 

Betty Ann set down the potato she'd been peeling and wiped her hands on her apron. Sammy was in the living room, arranging his rocks in order of size—a new system he'd invented that morning. Visitors at this hour were rare. Neighbors called during the day, or they didn't call at all. 

She opened the door. 

Harold Thornton stood on her front porch, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of an overcoat, his breath visible in the chill. He looked different outside the context of his office—smaller, somehow, and more ordinary. The moonlight caught the gray at his temples and turned it silver. 

"I know I'm not supposed to be here," he said. "I know we agreed." 

"Harold." His name came out before she could stop it—the first time she'd spoken it aloud outside the locked office. "What are you doing here?" 

"I was driving. I told myself I was just driving. Then I was at the end of your road, and the light was on, and I..." He stopped. "I wanted to see where you lived. I wanted to see if you were real." 

"I'm real." 

"I know. I see that now." He gestured at the house behind her—the modest porch, the clothesline in the backyard, the garden with its rows of turned earth. "I wanted to picture you somewhere that wasn't that office. I wanted to know what your life looked like." 

"My son is inside. If he sees you—" 

"I'll go. I just..." He took a step back, already retreating. "I'm sorry. This was a mistake. I shouldn't have come." 

Betty Ann glanced over her shoulder. Through the living room window, she could see Sammy's silhouette bent over his rocks, utterly absorbed. The road was empty. The nearest neighbor was Orville Barlow, and his porch light was off tonight—the first time she'd seen it dark in weeks. 

"Wait," she said. "Five minutes. On the porch. That's all." 

He stopped at the edge of the steps. "Five minutes." 

She pulled the door mostly closed behind her and sat on the porch swing. After a moment's hesitation, Harold sat beside her. The swing creaked under his weight. The night was quiet except for the distant chorus of frogs from the creek and the faint strains of a radio drifting from somewhere down the road. 

"This is where you live," he said. 

"This is where I live." 

"It's smaller than I imagined." 

"Were you imagining a mansion? On a traveling salesman's salary?" 

"No. I was imagining..." He paused, searching for words. "Something different. Something that explained why you would agree to what we're doing." 

"The house explains that?" 

"The house is ordinary. You're not ordinary. So I can't figure out why you're here, in this house, with a husband who's never home." He turned to look at her. His glasses had fogged slightly from the cold. "I can't figure out why you're with me." 

It was the most honest thing he'd said in four weeks of Thursdays. Betty Ann studied his face in the moonlight—the lines around his eyes, the slight crookedness of his nose, the way his expression was entirely unguarded. He wasn't the principal tonight. He was just a man, lonely and bewildered, trying to understand why the woman he'd propositioned had become the woman he couldn't stop thinking about. 

"There's a lot you don't know about my marriage," she said. 

"Tell me. However much you want to tell. Or nothing. You don't owe me anything." 

She should have sent him away. Every rule they'd established, every boundary they'd drawn, demanded that she send him away. But the night was cold and the porch swing was warm with his presence, and somewhere in the last four weeks she'd stopped thinking of him as the principal and started thinking of him as Harold. 

"Roy hasn't touched me in two years," she said. "Not since the last miscarriage. He was never cruel about it. He just... stopped. Stopped looking at me, stopped reaching for me in the dark. I used to think it was grief. Now I think it was relief. He'd finally found a reason to give up on a marriage he'd already abandoned." 

"Two years," Harold said quietly. 

"Two years of sleeping beside a man who treats me like furniture. Two years of being invisible in my own home." She looked down at her hands. "Then your letter came. And you looked at me like I was something worth wanting. And I hated you for it, and I hated myself for liking it." 

"Hated? Past tense?" 

She didn't answer. She couldn't. The word she would need was something she hadn't admitted to herself yet. 

"Betty Ann." His voice was low, rough at the edges. "Look at me." 

She did. His face was inches from hers, his glasses slightly askew, his breath warm in the cold air. Behind them, the house was silent. Sammy was still inside, still arranging his rocks, still innocent of everything that happened in the adult world. 

"I'm not a good man," Harold said. "I've done things I'm not proud of. But being with you—that's not one of them. Whatever else happens, I need you to know that." 

"Harold." 

"Just once. Let me kiss you somewhere other than that office. Let me kiss you in the real world." 

She should have said no. She should have stood up, gone inside, closed the door. She should have done a dozen things that the woman she used to be would have done without hesitation. 

Instead, she leaned forward and kissed him. 

It was different on the porch. The office had a way of containing things—the locked door, the drawn blinds, the leather couch that existed in a separate universe from her daily life. Here, under the open sky, with her son sleeping a hundred feet away and the road stretching empty in both directions, the kiss felt more real than anything they'd done before. His mouth was cold from the night air. His hand came up to cradle her jaw, and his thumb traced the line of her cheekbone. She tasted winter on him, and bourbon, and something else she couldn't name. 

The porch swing creaked. Somewhere, an owl called across the fields. Betty Ann kissed him like the world was ending, because in some small way it was—the world where she was a faithful wife, a blameless mother, a woman who had never made bargains with lonely men. 

When they pulled apart, his glasses were completely fogged. She almost laughed. 

"You can't see anything, can you?" 

"Not a thing." He removed them, polished them on his coat, replaced them. "Better. You're still here." 

"Where else would I be?" 

"I don't know. I keep expecting you to vanish. To decide you've had enough and walk away." 

"I'm not going to vanish." She stood, and the swing creaked again. "But you need to go. Sammy's bedtime is soon, and if he sees a strange car in the drive—" 

"I know." He rose, buttoning his overcoat. "Thursday. The office." 

"Thursday." 

He walked down the porch steps, then paused at the bottom. "Betty Ann? Thank you for letting me see where you live." 

She watched his Buick pull away, the taillights disappearing around the curve past the Barlow place. Then she went inside, closed the door, and leaned against it for a long moment. Her lips still tingled. Her heart was beating too fast. 

"Mama?" Sammy's voice drifted from the living room. "Who was at the door?" 

"No one, baby. Just someone asking for directions." 

She went to help him with his rocks, and later she helped him with his braces and his bath and his bedtime prayers. She did all the ordinary things an ordinary mother would do on an ordinary Wednesday evening. But when she lay in bed that night, staring at the ceiling, she touched her fingers to her lips and smiled. 

Thursday was tomorrow. She was already counting. 




Chapter 13: The Color in Her Cheeks

The leaves turned late that year. Betty Ann had been watching them from her kitchen window for the better part of October, waiting for the green to bleed into gold, but the weather had stayed warm longer than anyone expected, and the trees had kept their counsel. Now, in the first week of November, the change had finally begun: the sweetgum behind the house going crimson at the tips, the hickory shifting toward amber, the oaks holding onto their green like a secret they weren't ready to tell.

She stood in the backyard with a rake in her hands and a pile of leaves at her feet, and she thought about the color in her cheeks. Her mother had mentioned it last Sunday after church—"You've got more color than usual, daughter. Whatever you're doing, it agrees with you"—and Betty Ann had deflected with something about the cool weather and the garden work. But Ida Patterson had raised three children and buried one, and she knew what color in a woman's cheeks could mean. She'd given Betty Ann a long, considering look that asked questions without speaking, then changed the subject to the church rummage sale.

The rake moved through the leaves in steady strokes. Betty Ann's arms ached from the work. The smoke from the burning pile rose straight into the still air, carrying the sweet-sharp smell of autumn. This was good work—the kind that used her body and quieted her mind. When she was raking, she didn't think about Thursday evenings. She didn't think about Harold Thornton's mouth or the way his hands had learned exactly where she wanted them. She didn't think about the porcelain cup he'd brought last week, the one he'd filled with coffee and pressed into her hands afterward, a small gesture of domesticity that had undone her more thoroughly than anything else he'd done.

She was thinking about it now, though. She was always thinking about it.

The fire crackled. She added another armful of leaves and watched them catch, the flames curling the edges from brown to black to ash. The heat was intense this close. She stepped back, wiping sweat from her forehead, and saw her mother's car pulling into the drive.

Ida climbed out with a covered dish in her hands and a purposeful set to her shoulders. "I brought chicken and dumplings. You've been working too hard."

"You didn't have to do that."

"I know. I wanted to." Ida surveyed the yard—the raked leaves, the burning pile, the garden turned under for winter. "You've been busy."

"It's the season. Everything needs doing at once."

They went inside. Betty Ann put the chicken and dumplings in the oven to stay warm and poured two glasses of sweet tea. Ida sat at the kitchen table, the same chair she always sat in, her hands folded on the tablecloth, her expression mild and pleasant and entirely too perceptive.

"Roy called me," Ida said. "He said he's been trying to reach you in the evenings, but you're not always home."

Betty Ann's hand paused on the refrigerator door. "I've been going to evening prayer at church. The missionary committee meets on Thursdays."

"That's what I told him." Ida took a sip of her tea. "I also told him that a wife deserves some time to herself, and he ought to be grateful you're spending yours in a church instead of at the picture show."

"What did he say to that?"

"Nothing. He changed the subject to sales figures." Ida set down her glass. "Your Roy has never been one for uncomfortable conversations."

"No. He hasn't."

The silence stretched between them. Outside, the leaf fire crackled in the yard. Betty Ann could smell the smoke drifting through the open window, could feel her mother's eyes on her face, patient and knowing and full of questions she was too careful to ask.

"I had a friend once," Ida said finally. "Before I met your father. Her name was Dorothea. She was married to a man who didn't appreciate her. Good man, I suppose, in his own way. But he didn't see her. You know what I mean?"

Betty Ann nodded, not trusting her voice.

"Dottie found someone who did see her. A man from the next town over. It didn't last—they never do, those kinds of things—but for a while, she walked around with color in her cheeks just like yours. I asked her once if she was happy. She said happiness wasn't the right word. She said it felt more like waking up."

Ida finished her tea and stood. She walked to the sink and rinsed her glass, her back to Betty Ann, her movements slow and deliberate.

"I'm not asking you anything," she said. "I'm not accusing you of anything. I'm just telling you a story about an old friend." She turned. Her eyes were clear and kind and full of something Betty Ann hadn't expected—not judgment, but recognition. "Whatever you're carrying, daughter, you don't have to carry it alone. That's all I came to say."

She kissed Betty Ann's forehead and walked out to her car, leaving the chicken and dumplings and the story about Dorothea and the silence that was somehow heavier than words.

That evening, Betty Ann stood at the stove stirring a pot of soup she had no intention of eating. Sammy was in the living room, practicing his spelling words. The radio played something soft and orchestral. The house was warm despite the chill outside, the windows steamed from the simmering broth.

She was thinking about Thursdays.

Six of them now, each one different, each one layering onto the last like sediment. The first had been fear and dissociation and counting ceiling tiles. The second had been surprise—the coffee, the blanket, the unexpected gentleness. The third had been bourbon and tears and the first moment she'd stopped pretending she wasn't a willing participant. The fourth had introduced the porcelain cup. The fifth had been hurried, almost desperate, Harold's hands shaking as he unbuttoned her dress. The sixth had been... something else. Something she didn't have a word for yet.

She lifted the wooden spoon and watched the broth drip back into the pot. Her reflection wavered in the surface—fragmented, unrecognizable. She thought about her mother's story, about Dorothea and the man from the next town and the feeling of waking up. Was that what this was? Waking? It felt more like falling. It felt like standing at the edge of something enormous and terrifying and being unable to step back.

She heard Harold's voice in her head: You didn't count the ceiling tiles this time. She'd been replaying that moment all week—the way he'd said it, the quiet satisfaction beneath the words. He'd noticed. He'd been paying attention all along, even when she thought he wasn't. Even when she thought their arrangement was purely physical, a transaction of bodies rather than selves, he'd been watching her closely enough to see her disappear and come back.

No one had ever watched her that closely before.

The soup was ready. She ladled it into bowls and called Sammy to the table, and they ate together while he told her about Dottie and the harvest party and the new boy in class who'd tried to take his rock but Mrs. Porter made him give it back. She listened and nodded and made the right sounds in the right places, and underneath it all she was thinking about the porcelain cup and the goldenrod and the way Harold had kissed her on the porch swing with the cold air all around them and the stars coming out one by one.

She washed the dishes after Sammy went to bed. The kitchen was quiet. The radio had stopped. Through the window, the porch light at the Barlow place flickered once, then steadied.

Thursday was three days away.

She was counting.

The church was empty on Wednesday afternoons. Betty Ann had always known this—had used this knowledge to steal moments of quiet prayer whenever the house felt too small—but today she wasn't here to pray. She sat in the back pew, staring at the stained-glass window of the Good Shepherd, and tried to remember what guilt felt like.

The guilt had been there at first. Strong and sharp and unmistakable—the lash of conscience every time she drove toward the school, every time she removed her wedding ring, every time she let Harold Thornton touch her body while her mind screamed what are you doing what have you become this is not who you are. But somewhere in the last six weeks, the guilt had begun to change. It hadn't disappeared—she could still feel it, a low hum beneath everything else—but it had been joined by other feelings. Anticipation. Curiosity. Something that might have been desire, if she were brave enough to call it that.

She tried to pray. "Lord," she whispered, "I don't know what I'm doing anymore."

The Good Shepherd gazed down at her with his painted-glass eyes, his expression frozen between benevolence and judgment. He'd been looking at her that way since she was twelve years old and newly baptized, full of conviction and certainty about the shape of a righteous life. She'd believed, back then, that sin was simple—a clear line between right and wrong, darkness and light. You stayed on one side or you crossed to the other. There was no middle ground.

She knew better now. The middle ground was where most people lived. It was where she'd been living for six weeks, and she was beginning to understand that she might live there forever.

"I'm still Sammy's mother," she said aloud, as if God needed reminding. "I'm still the woman who makes biscuits at dawn and helps with homework and meets the bus every afternoon. I haven't stopped being that person. I've just... added something."

The words hung in the empty sanctuary. The organ pipes were silent. The hymnals stood in their racks, their pages full of songs about redemption and grace and the washing away of sins. Betty Ann had sung those songs all her life. She'd meant them, once. She still meant them, in some complicated way—she still believed in grace, still hoped for redemption. She just wasn't sure anymore whether what she was doing needed to be forgiven.

"Dorothea," she said, and almost laughed. "Mama's friend Dorothea. She had an affair, and Mama knew about it, and Mama never said a word until today. All those years, I thought my mother was the most righteous woman I knew. And all along she was keeping secrets for someone who'd done what I'm doing."

She stood up from the pew. Her knees cracked in the silence. The Good Shepherd looked down at her, and his expression seemed different now—less judgment, more curiosity. Or maybe that was just the light.

She walked out of the church and into the November afternoon. The air was crisp and clean. The leaves were still turning, red and gold and amber against the blue sky. The world was beautiful and complicated and full of things she didn't understand.

Thursday was tomorrow. Harold would be waiting, with his bourbon and his coffee and his careful, devastating attention. She would go to him. She would remove her wedding ring and let him touch her, and she would not count ceiling tiles or pretend to be somewhere else. She would be present. Entirely, terrifyingly present.

And afterward, she would come home and help Sammy with his homework and cook dinner and stand at the kitchen window watching the porch light at the Barlow place flicker on. She would live in the middle ground, the place between sin and salvation, and she would learn to call it by a different name.

Not guilt. Not shame. Something else entirely.




Chapter 14: His House

The address was written on a slip of paper that Harold had pressed into her palm the previous Thursday, a hurried gesture as she'd been leaving. Saturday. Two o'clock. Margaret is in Birmingham for the weekend. She'd tucked the paper into her coat pocket and hadn't looked at it for two days. Then Saturday morning arrived, and she found herself standing in front of her closet, choosing a dress with more care than she'd given to anything in years. 

The house was on the north side of town, a neighborhood she'd driven through but never stopped in—the part of Oakvale where the streets were paved and the lawns were manicured and the houses were brick instead of clapboard. Harold's was a ranch-style with black shutters and a front porch that held two rocking chairs, side by side, facing the street. Margaret's chairs, probably. Margaret's taste in the flowerbeds, the careful arrangements of mums and ornamental cabbage that bordered the walkway. 

Betty Ann parked the truck two blocks away, as he'd instructed, and walked the rest of the distance on foot. The November afternoon was mild, the sky pale blue with high cirrus clouds. A dog barked somewhere in the neighborhood. A woman pushing a stroller nodded to her as she passed, and Betty Ann nodded back, a stranger in a strange neighborhood, a woman walking purposefully toward a destination no one could guess. 

Harold opened the door before she could knock. 

"You came," he said. 

"You didn't think I would?" 

"I hoped. There's a difference." He stepped aside to let her enter. "Please. Come in." 

She walked into Harold Thornton's house for the first time, and the first thing she noticed was the quiet. Not the empty quiet of her own house when Roy was on the road, but a different kind—the quiet of a space that had stopped expecting noise. The living room was immaculate: beige carpet, a floral sofa that looked barely sat upon, end tables with doilies and porcelain lamps. On the mantel above the fireplace, a row of photographs in silver frames. Harold and Margaret on their wedding day. Harold receiving some kind of certificate. A studio portrait of a woman Betty Ann assumed was Margaret's mother. No children. No candid shots. Just the curated record of a life that looked successful and felt, somehow, entirely vacant. 

"It's very clean," she said. 

"Margaret keeps a meticulous house. Even when she's not here." He closed the door behind her. "The cleaning woman comes on Fridays, so we have it to ourselves until Monday." 

"Does the cleaning woman talk?" 

"She's from out of town. Doesn't know anyone. Margaret selected her specifically for that quality." A wry smile crossed his face. "My wife is a woman who understands the value of discretion, even when there's nothing to be discreet about. Until recently." 

The word recently hung in the air between them. Betty Ann was still standing in the foyer, her coat still buttoned, her purse still clutched in both hands. She'd been in Harold's presence dozens of times now—in the office, on her porch—but this was different. This was his home. The place where he ate breakfast and read the paper and slept beside a wife who had stopped loving him. The intimacy of it was overwhelming. 

"Would you like a tour?" he asked. 

"All right." 

He showed her the kitchen first—white cabinets, Formica countertops, a percolator that matched the one on her own counter at home. Then the dining room, with a mahogany table that seated eight and had probably never held eight people. Then the hallway, lined with more photographs and a bookshelf full of biographies and histories. The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. Truman's Memoirs. A volume on the Roanoke Colony. 

"The lost colony," she said, touching the spine. "You told me about this. Your thesis." 

"I'm surprised you remember." 

"I remember everything you tell me." 

He turned to look at her. The hallway was narrow, and they were standing closer than they should have been—close enough that she could smell his aftershave, the familiar sandalwood, the scent she'd come to associate with Thursday evenings. 

"The study is through there," he said, gesturing to a door at the end of the hall. "And the bedroom." 

She could hear the question in his voice. Which one? Where do you want to go? What are you ready for? 

"The study," she said. "First." 

The study was the messiest room in the house—which was to say, it was the only room that looked lived in. Papers covered the desk in uneven stacks. Books lay open on the reading chair. A record player sat in the corner, beside a small collection of LPs in their cardboard sleeves. The room smelled of pipe tobacco and old paper, and it was so unmistakably Harold's space that Betty Ann felt herself relax for the first time since she'd walked through the front door. 

"This is where you actually live," she said. 

"The rest of the house is Margaret's. This room is mine." He picked up a book from the chair and set it on the desk, clearing a space. "I spend most of my evenings here, when I'm not at the school." 

"Doing what?" 

"Reading. Grading papers. Listening to music." He walked to the record player and lifted the needle onto a record that was already in place. The sound that emerged was something classical—strings, slow and sad and beautiful. "This is Mahler. Symphony No. 5. The adagietto. It's about love, supposedly, though Mahler never said so explicitly." 

"It's beautiful." 

"It's my favorite. I listen to it when I can't sleep." He stood beside the record player, his hand still resting on it, his back to her. "Margaret hates Mahler. Says it's too sentimental. So I only play it when she's gone." 

Betty Ann crossed the room and stood beside him. The music swelled around them, violins climbing toward something that felt like longing. "You're lonely," she said. "Even when she's here." 

"Yes." 

"That's why you made the bargain. Not because you wanted power over me. Because you were lonely." 

"That's not an excuse." 

"I'm not asking for an excuse. I'm trying to understand." 

He turned to face her. Without his glasses—he'd removed them when they entered the study, set them on the desk—his eyes looked older and more vulnerable. "I've been married for twenty-two years to a woman who can't forgive me for something that wasn't my fault. I've spent two decades apologizing for a biological failure, as if my body's shortcomings were a moral failing. No one has looked at me with desire since before the war. So when I saw you at the open house, helping your son, radiating a kind of love I'd never experienced, I thought..." He stopped. 

"What did you think?" 

"I thought, I want her to look at me the way she looks at him. Just once. Even if I have to buy it." 

The record played on. The violins faded, replaced by a solo cello, a single voice in the silence. Betty Ann reached up and touched his face—the first time she'd initiated touch between them, the first time she'd crossed the space without being asked. 

"You don't have to buy it anymore," she said. 

He closed his eyes. His jaw tightened beneath her palm. "Betty Ann." 

"I'm here. Not because of the bargain. Not because of Sammy. Because I wanted to be." 

She kissed him. In the study, with the Mahler playing and the November light slanting through the window, she kissed him not as a transaction but as a choice. His arms came around her with an urgency that was also somehow tender, and she let herself be held, let herself be wanted, let herself want in return. 

The bedroom was at the end of the hall. 

She'd known they would end up there. She'd known since she saw the two rocking chairs on the front porch, side by side but not touching, and understood that she was about to enter the most intimate space Harold could offer her. The master bedroom was larger than her own, with a four-poster bed and a dresser that matched, but it had the same untouched quality as the living room—the bedspread too smooth, the pillows too precisely arranged. Margaret's room. Margaret's taste. 

But when Harold led her through the door, she stopped seeing Margaret's fingerprints. She saw only Harold, standing in the middle of the room, waiting for her to decide what happened next. 

"Tell me what you want," he said. 

It was the same question he'd asked her in the office, weeks ago, the first time he'd tried to understand what she needed. Then, she'd had no answer. Now, she did. 

"I want you to stop being careful," she said. "I want you to touch me like I'm not breakable." 

He crossed the room in three steps. His mouth found hers, and this kiss was different from the others—deeper, more demanding, the restraint of the past weeks falling away. His hands moved to the buttons of her dress with practiced efficiency, and she shrugged out of the fabric while his mouth traced down her throat. 

The bedspread was cool against her back. He'd pulled it down—a small gesture, but it meant something, the removal of Margaret's careful arrangement. The pillows tumbled to the floor. The afternoon light painted stripes across the sheets. 

His mouth mapped her body with the patience of a man who'd been waiting years to do exactly this. Her breasts, her belly, the curve of her hip. He paused at the scar on her lower abdomen—the one from Sammy's birth, the emergency surgery—and pressed his lips to it with a tenderness that made her breath catch. 

"The first time I saw you," he murmured against her skin, "I thought you were the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. I still think that." 

"Harold." 

"Say my name again." 

"Harold." 

He rose above her, and she pulled him down, and the afternoon dissolved into sensation—the weight of his body, the rhythm of his breath, the way he spoke her name like a prayer. There was no bourbon this time, no blanket, no locked office door. There was only his bedroom and the Mahler still playing somewhere in the study and the two of them, stripped of bargains and transactions, learning the shape of something they hadn't expected to find. 

She took the lead midway through, rolling him onto his back, surprising them both. His hands gripped her hips. His eyes were wide, unguarded, full of a wonder that made her feel powerful and tender all at once. She moved above him at her own pace, finding a rhythm that was entirely hers, and when the release came—hers first, then his—she didn't turn away or close her eyes or retreat to the small room behind her mind. 

She stayed. Entirely, completely present. 

Afterward, they lay tangled in sheets that no longer looked like Margaret's. The afternoon had faded into early evening, the light through the window turning golden. Harold's arm was draped across her waist. His breathing was slow and even. The house was quiet. 

"I should make coffee," he said eventually. 

"In a minute." She didn't want to move. The bed was warm, and his body was warm, and the world outside this room felt impossibly distant. 

"I'm glad you came today," he said. "I know Saturday wasn't part of the arrangement." 

"There's a lot that wasn't part of the arrangement." She turned her head to look at him. "The kiss on my porch. The goldenrod. The coffee in the porcelain cup. You giving me a book of poetry." 

"You read it?" 

"Every night. I hide it behind a loose board in my closet." 

He laughed—a real laugh, surprised and unguarded. "You hide poetry from your husband." 

"I hide a lot of things from my husband." The words came out more serious than she'd intended. "Some days I feel like my whole life has become a hiding place." 

Harold was quiet for a moment. His fingers traced absent patterns on her shoulder. "Do you regret it? Any of it?" 

She considered the question. The first transaction, and the shame that followed. The bourbon and the tears. The porch swing and the fogged glasses and the stars coming out one by one. The way he'd kissed her scar, the way he'd said her name, the way she'd felt more like herself in this borrowed bed than she ever did in her own. 

"No," she said. "I don't regret it. I don't know what that says about me, but I don't." 

He pressed his lips to her hair. The Mahler had ended, the record player clicking softly in the study, waiting for someone to turn it over. Outside, the sun sank lower, and the room filled with the long shadows of late afternoon. 

At midnight, she drove home. The house was dark and empty—Sammy was with Ida for the night, another arrangement she'd made with the ease of practice. She took off her wedding ring and set it on the nightstand. She took the poetry book from its hiding place and read a single poem, the one about departing lovers and the memory of spring. Then she put the book away and lay in the darkness, watching the ceiling fan turn, feeling the ghost of Harold's hands on her skin. 

She didn't count the hours. She didn't need to. Saturday was already over, and Thursday would come again, and between now and then she would live in the middle ground she was learning to call home. 




Chapter 15: Thanksgiving

The turkey weighed fourteen pounds and required a roasting pan that Betty Ann hadn't used since last Christmas. She'd been up since five o'clock, rubbing the bird with butter and sage, stuffing the cavity with onions and celery and cubes of day-old bread. The kitchen had filled with the smell of roasting meat by mid-morning, a rich savory warmth that drew Sammy from his bedroom in his pajamas. 

"Is it Thanksgiving now?" He stood in the doorway, his hair sticking up, his braces not yet on. He'd been asking about Thanksgiving for three weeks, ever since Mrs. Porter had assigned a project on gratitude and he'd come home with a handprint turkey and a list of things he was thankful for. Mama. Dottie. Rocks. Pancakes. In that order. 

"Almost, baby. Aunt Ida's coming at noon. Uncle Frank and Aunt Lorraine will be here by one. We've got a lot of cooking to do first." 

"Can I help?" 

She handed him a potato and the peeler. He sat at the kitchen table with his tongue poking from the corner of his mouth, scraping the brown skin in uneven strips while she moved around him—basting the turkey, mashing the sweet potatoes from Orville Barlow's garden, checking the rolls that were rising under a dish towel on the counter. The morning passed in the comfortable rhythm of domestic work, and Betty Ann let herself sink into it. No thoughts of Thursday evenings. No thoughts of Harold Thornton's hands or the Mahler symphony or the porcelain cup that had somehow become a token of something she still couldn't name. Just the turkey and the potatoes and her son at the table, his pajama sleeve dusted with flour. 

Roy arrived at eleven-thirty, earlier than expected. He walked through the door with a bottle of wine in one hand and a box of chocolates in the other—gifts from a client in Mobile, he said, passed along because the man didn't drink and his wife was diabetic. He kissed Betty Ann's cheek and ruffled Sammy's hair and settled into the living room with the newspaper, a guest at his own family's holiday. 

"Need any help in there?" he called from his armchair. 

"I've got it." 

"Good. You're better at that stuff anyway." 

She stood in the kitchen doorway and watched him for a moment—her husband of thirteen years, handsome and distant, entirely unaware that the wife he'd left behind was not the wife he'd come home to. He was still Roy Williams, traveling salesman, provider, a man who believed that presence was the same as participation. She was still Betty Ann Williams, mother, homemaker, the woman who made Thanksgiving appear out of thin air. But underneath those familiar surfaces, everything had shifted. The plates had moved. The ground was no longer quite where she'd left it. 

"Daddy," Sammy said from the kitchen table, "I'm helping with the potatoes. I peeled five of them." 

"That's great, sport. You'll make someone a good wife someday." 

Betty Ann's hand paused on the oven door. She waited for Roy to correct himself, to realize what he'd said, but he'd already returned to the sports page. Sammy hadn't noticed—he was focused on his potato, his tongue still poking from the corner of his mouth. The comment sat in the room like a stone, heavy and unremarked upon. 

She closed the oven door and said nothing. 

Ida arrived at noon, carrying two pies and a casserole dish of green beans. She took one look at Betty Ann's face and didn't ask any questions—just tied on an apron and began setting the table. Frank and Lorraine came at one with their three boys, who spilled into the yard with Sammy like puppies released from a pen. The house filled with noise: children's shouts, men's laughter, the clatter of dishes and the pop of wine corks and the scrape of chairs being pulled to the table. 

They sat down to eat at two o'clock. The dining table had been extended with every leaf it possessed, and still they were crowded—twelve people around a table meant for eight, elbows bumping, voices overlapping. Roy carved the turkey with theatrical precision. Frank told a story about a fishing trip that had gone wrong in increasingly improbable ways. Ida presided over the meal with the quiet authority of a matriarch who didn't need to raise her voice to be heard. 

Betty Ann sat at the foot of the table, her plate untouched, watching her family eat. They were a picture of American domesticity—the kind of tableau that Norman Rockwell would have painted for the Saturday Evening Post. The turkey was perfect. The sweet potatoes were exactly like Orville's wife used to make. The rolls were golden and the gravy was smooth and the laughter around the table was genuine. She should have been happy. She was happy, in some complicated way. But happiness had become a layered thing—a bright surface with darkness underneath, like ice on a pond in late winter. 

"Betty Ann." Lorraine leaned across the table, her wine glass leaving a ring on the tablecloth. "Frank told me you convinced the school to keep Sammy in regular classes. How on earth did you manage that? I've heard the principal is an absolute bear." 

The table went quiet. Not completely—the children were still chattering, the forks were still moving—but Betty Ann felt the attention shift toward her like a searchlight. Roy's chewing slowed. Ida's eyes lifted from her plate. Frank looked at his wife with the mild alarm of a man who'd accidentally revealed something he shouldn't have. 

"I talked to him," Betty Ann said. Her voice was steady. "I explained Sammy's situation. He agreed to make an exception." 

"That's all? Just talked to him?" Lorraine laughed, a sound that was meant to be admiring but came out skeptical. "Frank said they almost never make exceptions. He said the principal is practically a dictator about the rules." 

"Lorraine." Frank's voice was a warning. 

"What? I'm just saying she must have been very persuasive. You must have really given him a piece of your mind, Betty Ann." 

"Something like that." She took a sip of water. Her hand was perfectly steady. "It turns out the principal cares more about children than about rules. Some of them, anyway." 

Roy cleared his throat. "Betty Ann handled the whole thing. I was on the road. She didn't need me at all." He said it with pride, but underneath the pride was something else—a faint resentment, maybe, that she'd solved a problem he'd dismissed as unsolvable. 

"Oh, I'm sure she needed you," Ida said mildly. "Every woman needs her husband's support. Even if it's just knowing he believes in her." 

The words landed softly, but Betty Ann heard the steel beneath them. Her mother was defending her, or defending the idea of her—the faithful wife, the devoted mother, the woman who could persuade school administrators through sheer force of maternal love. Ida knew something was different. She'd known since the color in Betty Ann's cheeks had drawn her attention, since the story about Dorothea and the man from the next town. But she didn't know the truth, and she never would. 

"Anyway," Betty Ann said, rising from her chair, "who wants more sweet potatoes? There's plenty." 

The pies were served at four o'clock—pumpkin and pecan and a chess pie that Ida had made from a recipe her own mother had brought from Georgia. Sammy ate his pie with his fingers, ignoring the fork Betty Ann placed beside his plate, and she let him because it was Thanksgiving and because he'd peeled five potatoes and because sometimes rules mattered less than joy. 

"Tell us what you're thankful for, Sammy," Ida said. 

Sammy looked down at his plate, his face scrunched in concentration. "I'm thankful for my rocks. And Dottie. And Mama. And Mrs. Porter. And—" He paused, counting on his fingers. "And the brown dog in the story we read, even though he's not real." 

Everyone laughed. Sammy beamed, the center of attention, the boy who'd read two full sentences aloud and drawn his mother in her Sunday dress. Betty Ann felt something swell in her chest—pride and love and the perpetual fear that accompanied both. 

"I'm thankful for sales figures," Frank announced, raising his wine glass. "And my beautiful wife, of course." 

"Of course," Lorraine said dryly, and the laughter came again. 

When it was Roy's turn, he lifted his glass and looked around the table with the practiced ease of a man who made small speeches for a living. "I'm thankful for my family. My wonderful wife, who keeps this house running like a clock. My son, who's turning into quite the little man. My brother and his family. Ida, who raised the incredible woman I married." He paused. "And I'm thankful for the road, which takes me away but always brings me home." 

"To the road," Frank said, and the men raised their glasses while the women exchanged glances that contained entire conversations. 

Betty Ann drank her wine and thought about roads. The road that took Roy away. The road that brought her to Harold's house, to the Mahler symphony and the four-poster bed and the way he'd kissed her scar like it was something sacred. She was grateful for roads. She was grateful for a great many things she couldn't mention at this table. 

"I'm thankful for my daughter," Ida said, her voice cutting through Betty Ann's thoughts. "Who works harder than anyone gives her credit for. Who loves her son with a fierceness that reminds me of myself at her age. Who carries more than she should and never complains." 

Betty Ann met her mother's eyes across the table. In that look, an entire conversation passed between them—acknowledgment, understanding, the unspoken knowledge that some things could never be spoken aloud. I see you, Ida was saying. I don't know everything, but I see you. And I love you anyway. 

"Thank you, Mama." Betty Ann's voice cracked slightly. She covered it with a sip of wine. 

Frank and Lorraine left at six, their boys piled into the back of their station wagon like puppies who'd worn themselves out. Roy retreated to the living room, where he fell asleep in his armchair with the newspaper still open on his chest. Ida helped Betty Ann with the dishes, the two of them standing side by side at the sink like they'd done a thousand times before. 

"He meant well," Ida said, scrubbing the roasting pan. "What Roy said about the road. He meant it as a compliment." 

"I know." 

"But it didn't feel like one." 

"No. It didn't." 

Ida set down the scrub brush and dried her hands on a dish towel. "You know, your father used to say something similar. Every time he came home from a business trip, he'd say, 'It's good to be back.' And I'd think, if it's so good to be back, why do you keep leaving?" She folded the towel precisely. "I never asked him. I wish I had." 

"Why didn't you?" 

"Because I was afraid of the answer." Ida reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind Betty Ann's ear, the same gesture she'd done when Betty Ann was a girl. "Don't make the same mistake I did. Whatever you need to ask, whatever you need to say—don't wait until it's too late." 

She left before Betty Ann could respond. The door closed behind her with a soft click, and the house settled into the quiet of a family sleeping off its feast. 

At midnight, Betty Ann stood in the kitchen alone. The dishes were done. The leftovers were wrapped. The house was still. Through the window, the porch light at the Barlow place glowed steadily. 

She poured herself a glass of water and leaned against the counter. Her body was exhausted, but her mind wouldn't stop. She thought about Roy's toast, about Lorraine's questions, about Ida's parting words. She thought about Harold, alone in his house with the Mahler records and Margaret's empty chairs. She thought about Thursday, three days away, and the way anticipation and guilt had become so tangled that she couldn't separate them anymore. Thanksgiving was supposed to be about gratitude. She was grateful—for Sammy, for her mother, for the ordinary blessings of food and shelter and family. But she was also grateful for things she couldn't name, for a man who'd seen her when no one else had, for the strange and complicated gift of being wanted. 

She finished her water and went to bed. Roy was asleep, his breathing deep and untroubled. She lay beside him without touching, her eyes open in the darkness, and waited for morning. 




Chapter 16: Rain and Poetry

December arrived on a Thursday, carried in on a cold front that had been building over the Gulf for days. By late afternoon, the temperature had dropped fifteen degrees, and the rain that began as a light drizzle had strengthened into a downpour that hammered the metal roof of the school building with the force of a thousand tiny fists. 

Betty Ann drove through it with her hands tight on the wheel, the truck's wipers struggling to keep the windshield clear. The road to Oakvale Elementary was barely visible, the ditches on either side filling with red-brown runoff that spilled across the asphalt in sheets. She should have stayed home. Every rational instinct told her to stay home—to call Harold and tell him the weather was too dangerous, to wait until next week when the skies would clear and the roads would be safe. But she hadn't stayed home. She'd told Ida she had a church meeting, the same lie she told every Thursday, and she'd driven through the storm with a recklessness that surprised her. 

She wanted to see him. It was that simple and that complicated. 

The parking lot was empty except for Harold's Buick. She pulled in beside it and sat for a moment, listening to the rain on the roof, watching the school building through the blur of water on glass. The side door was unlocked, as always. A single light burned in the office window. 

She made a run for it, her coat pulled over her head, and arrived at the door soaked despite her efforts. Harold was waiting in the hallway, a towel in his hands. 

"You came," he said, and the relief in his voice was palpable. 

"You thought I wouldn't?" 

"I thought you'd have more sense than to drive in this." He wrapped the towel around her shoulders and pulled her inside. His hands rubbed her arms, generating warmth through the wet wool of her coat. "You're drenched. Come on. I've got the space heater on." 

The office was warm and close. The blinds were drawn against the storm. The leather couch had been pulled closer to the small electric heater, which glowed orange in the corner. The smell of coffee filled the room—he'd already brewed it, she noticed, already prepared for her arrival. The porcelain cup sat on the low table, waiting. 

She shrugged off her wet coat and draped it over his desk chair. Her dress was damp at the shoulders and hem, but the heater was already working, chasing the chill from her skin. 

"Let me get you coffee," he said. 

"Let me stand here a minute. I'm still cold." 

He came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her back against his chest. His body was warm through the fabric of his shirt. She closed her eyes and let herself be held, let the rain hammer the roof while the heater hummed and his breath stirred the hair at her temple. 

"I was worried about you," he said quietly. "Driving in this." 

"I've driven in worse." 

"I know. I still worried." 

The words settled over her like the towel he'd wrapped around her shoulders. No one worried about her. Roy assumed she could handle everything because she always did. Her mother worried about Sammy. The neighbors worried about their own families. But no one worried about Betty Ann Williams, who'd spent thirty-two years proving she didn't need anyone's concern. 

"I wanted to see you," she said. "The weather didn't matter." 

His arms tightened. She turned in his embrace, her face inches from his, and she saw the expression in his eyes—surprise and tenderness and something deeper, something that looked almost like pain. 

"Betty Ann." 

"What?" 

"I need to tell you something. Before we..." He paused, searching for words. "I've been thinking about this. About us. And I want you to know that whatever this is—whatever we're doing—it's not just physical for me. It hasn't been for a while. Maybe it never was." 

The confession hung in the warm air between them. She should have been frightened. She should have backed away, reminded him of the rules, reestablished the boundaries that had kept their arrangement safe and contained. Instead, she reached up and touched his face. 

"I know," she said. "It's not just physical for me either." 

He kissed her with a desperation that bordered on grief. His hands found the damp collar of her dress, and she felt the buttons giving way, the fabric sliding from her shoulders. The rain outside intensified, drowning out the world beyond the office walls. 

This was different. 

The previous months had been a progression—from fear to tolerance to pleasure to something approaching hunger. But tonight was something else: a quality of attention that went beyond the physical, a way of touching that felt like language. Harold's hands on her body were saying things he couldn't speak aloud, and her body answered in the same tongue. 

He pressed her against the office door, her back against the solid wood. The rain was a roar on the other side, inches away. His mouth traced a path from her throat to her collarbone to the hollow between her breasts. Her head fell back. The door was cool against her shoulders, his body warm against her front. 

"I think about you all week," he said against her skin. "Every day. Every hour." 

"Harold." 

He lifted her. Her legs wrapped around his waist, and he held her against the door with a strength that surprised her—the strength of a man who kept himself fit, who did morning calisthenics alone in an empty house. When he entered her, it was with a roughness that she welcomed, an urgency that matched the storm outside. 

She came with a cry that was swallowed by the rain. 

Afterward, they lay on the couch, the wool blanket pulled over them. The space heater glowed. The coffee had gone cold in its porcelain cup. Harold's fingers traced lazy patterns on her shoulder, and Betty Ann stared at the ceiling, counting nothing, present in her body in a way she'd never been before. 

"I bought something for you," he said. "In Birmingham. I went last weekend, after Margaret left." 

"You went to Birmingham?" 

"There's a bookshop there. It's the kind of place that doesn't ask questions if a man buys poetry." He reached over the arm of the couch and produced a small package wrapped in brown paper. "I don't know if you've read her. Edna St. Vincent Millay. She writes about... passion. Its costs and rewards." 

She unwrapped the book carefully, as if the paper itself were valuable. The cover was simple—Collected Poems in dark letters on a cream background. She opened it to a random page and read: 

"I shall forget you presently, my dear, / So make the most of this, your little day, / Your little month, your little half a year, / Ere I forget, or die, or move away." 

"It's about love that can't last," Harold said. "She writes a lot about that. Love that's doomed by circumstances. Love that's all the more intense because it has an expiration date." 

"Like us." 

"Yes. Like us." 

She closed the book and held it against her chest. The weight of it was substantial—not just the paper and binding, but the meaning. He'd driven to Birmingham to buy her poetry. He'd walked into a bookshop and selected a volume specifically for her, thinking about what she might like, what might speak to her. It was the most thoughtful gift anyone had given her in years. Roy brought pralines from Atlanta. Harold brought poetry from Birmingham. 

"I can't take this home," she said. "Roy might find it." 

"Hide it. Behind the loose board in your closet. The one you mentioned." 

"You remember that." 

"I remember everything you tell me." He kissed her forehead. "Read it when you're alone. Think of me." 

The rain had eased by the time she left. She drove home through streets that glittered with standing water, the poetry book wrapped in her coat on the passenger seat. The house was dark. Ida had put Sammy to bed hours ago and left a note on the kitchen table: He ate all his supper. Said his prayers. Asked if you were praying for the missionaries. I said yes. 

Betty Ann stood in the kitchen and read the note twice. Then she went to the bedroom, pried up the loose board at the back of her closet, and placed the Millay beside the first book Harold had given her. Two volumes of poetry. Two tokens of a love that couldn't last. 

She sat on the edge of her bed and opened the Millay to a different page. The poem was called "Thursday"—she almost laughed at the coincidence—and it began: "And if I loved you Wednesday, / Well, what is that to you? / I do not love you Thursday— / So much is true." 

But it wasn't true. She did love him on Thursday. She loved him on all the other days too. That was the problem. That was the gift. That was the thing she couldn't say aloud, the secret she carried alongside the poetry books and the lies about missionary meetings and the memory of his hands on her skin. 

She closed the book and hid it away and went to check on Sammy. He was asleep, his rocks lined up on the windowsill, the crystalline one at the center of the arrangement. She kissed his forehead and whispered, "I love you. Everything I do, I do for you." 

Then she went to bed, and the ceiling fan turned, and the rain began again, softer now, a murmur on the roof that sounded almost like music. 




Chapter 17: Christmas Lights

The tree was a cedar, cut from the back forty of the Henderson property with Mr. Henderson's grudging permission. Roy had hauled it home in the bed of his truck, the branches shedding needles across the gravel drive, and now it stood in the corner of the living room in a bucket of water, filling the house with the sharp clean smell of sap and evergreen. 

"Higher on the left," Betty Ann said, standing back with her hands on her hips. "No, your other left." 

Roy adjusted the tree in its stand, his shirtsleeves rolled to the elbow, his expression hovering between concentration and irritation. "It's straight." 

"It's leaning toward the window." 

"Trees lean. It's what they do." 

"Not Christmas trees." She came forward and helped him shift the bucket an inch to the right. "There. Now it's straight." 

They decorated the tree together, a ritual they'd performed every December of their marriage. Roy handled the lights—a tangled string of colored bulbs that he tested one by one, replacing the dead ones with the patience he never showed for anything else. Betty Ann unwrapped the ornaments from their newspaper bedding: the glass ball from their first Christmas together, the ceramic angel Ida had painted the year Sammy was born, the popsicle-stick star Sammy had made in Sunday school last year with glitter still flaking off its edges. 

Sammy sat on the floor, his braces stretched out in front of him, sorting the ornaments by color. He'd appointed himself the official arranger, a job that required intense concentration—his tongue poked from the corner of his mouth as he grouped the red balls on one side, the green on the other, the silver ones in the middle. 

"This one's broken," he announced, holding up a glass icicle with a crack down its length. 

"It's not broken," Betty Ann said. "It's just a little hurt. It still catches the light." 

She hung the icicle on a high branch, where the crack would be invisible. The colored bulbs reflected in its surface, fractured and multiplied. Sammy watched with the solemn approval of a child who understood that some things were worth saving even if they weren't perfect. 

The days leading up to Christmas passed in a blur of activity. There were cookies to bake for the church social, presents to wrap for Roy's family in Mobile, a school pageant to attend in which Sammy played a sheep with two lines—"We have come to see the baby" and "Baa"—both of which he delivered with the gravity of a Shakespearean actor. Dottie was a shepherd, her red braids escaping from beneath her headdress. Afterward, in the auditorium lobby, she told Sammy he was the best sheep she'd ever seen, and Sammy's face lit up like the star on top of the tree. 

Betty Ann moved through the holiday preparations with a careful cheerfulness that convinced everyone except, perhaps, herself. She sang carols while she rolled out cookie dough. She laughed at Roy's stories about the Christmas rush at the hardware supply company. She knelt beside Sammy at the Advent calendar each evening, helping him count the days until the baby Jesus arrived in his cardboard manger. 

And all the while, she thought about Harold. 

It had become a constant hum beneath everything else—the awareness of him, the memory of him, the anticipation of their next meeting. Thursday was three days away, the last Thursday before Christmas. She'd already planned what she would wear. She'd already arranged for Ida to take Sammy. She'd already begun counting the hours. 

She hated herself for it, a little. But only a little. The self-hatred had faded over the months, replaced by something more complex—a kind of acceptance, a recognition that she was living two lives and both of them were real. The mother who baked cookies and sang carols. The woman who hid poetry behind loose boards and drove through rainstorms to meet her lover. They were the same person. They had to be. 

Christmas Eve fell on a Wednesday, which disrupted everything. 

Roy was home for the holiday, his travel schedule suspended until the new year. The house was full of him—his voice, his expectations, his physical presence that seemed to take up more space than it should. He'd hung the outdoor lights along the eaves, a string of white bulbs that transformed the modest house into something almost magical. At night, standing in the driveway, Betty Ann could look at her home and see a picture of domestic perfection. The lights. The tree in the window. The wreath on the door. 

It was beautiful. It was also a lie. 

She'd known she wouldn't see Harold on Thursday. Christmas Day was sacred, inviolable—even the most dedicated church committees didn't meet on Christmas. She'd accepted this, made peace with it, told herself that one missed week was nothing. But the acceptance had crumbled on Christmas Eve morning when Roy announced he'd be home through the weekend, and something inside her had clenched with a frustration she couldn't express. 

"How long until New Year's?" she asked, keeping her voice casual. 

"Sales territory's closed until January second. Patterson said to enjoy the holiday." Roy stretched in his armchair, the picture of contentment. "We can take Sammy to the picture show in town. They're running that Christmas picture, the one with Jimmy Stewart." 

"That would be nice." 

"You don't sound excited." 

"I'm just tired. There's been a lot to do." 

He accepted the excuse without question. He always did. 

Christmas Eve dinner was ham with brown sugar glaze, sweet potato casserole from Orville Barlow's recipe, and the last of the summer green beans from the garden. Ida came over, bringing a rum cake that she'd soaked for three days, and the four of them ate at the table with the good china and the cloth napkins Betty Ann reserved for special occasions. Roy told the story of how he and Betty Ann had met—the church picnic, the spilled lemonade, the way she'd laughed at his clumsiness—and Sammy listened with wide eyes even though he'd heard it a dozen times. 

"And then what happened?" Sammy asked, right on cue. 

"And then I married her," Roy said, raising his glass. "Best decision I ever made." 

Betty Ann smiled. It was the right response, the expected response, the response of a wife who was touched by her husband's sentiment. But somewhere behind the smile, she was thinking about the note Harold had slipped into her coat pocket last Thursday. She'd found it the next morning, folded into a tiny square, the handwriting neat and precise: Christmas Eve. Cemetery at ten. I'll be waiting. 

She hadn't answered. She hadn't told him she would come. But all through dinner, while Roy carved the ham and Ida cut the cake and Sammy chattered about presents, the note burned in her memory like a flame she couldn't extinguish. 

At nine-thirty, she told Roy she'd forgotten something at the church. 

"On Christmas Eve? Everything's closed." 

"The missionary committee left a gift for Sammy. I promised I'd pick it up." 

"Can't it wait until morning?" 

"If I don't get it tonight, he won't have it for Christmas." The lie came with the smoothness of long practice. "I'll be back in half an hour." 

Roy shrugged. "Suit yourself. Roads might be icy." 

She drove through the dark streets of Oakvale, her hands steady on the wheel, her heart beating in her throat. The town was quiet, the houses lit with Christmas lights, the church parking lots full of cars for midnight services. A light snow had begun to fall—the first of the season—drifting down in lazy flakes that melted as soon as they touched the windshield. 

The cemetery was on the north edge of town, a sprawling expanse of headstones and live oaks draped in Spanish moss. She'd been here dozens of times—to visit her father's grave, to attend funerals for neighbors and church members. She'd never been here at night. 

Harold's Buick was parked in the shadows near the old wrought-iron gate. She pulled in behind it and cut the engine. The snow fell around them, silent and slow. 

He was at her window before she could open the door. His face was pale in the darkness, his breath visible in the cold air. He'd come without a hat, without gloves, as if he'd left in a hurry and hadn't thought about the weather. 

"You came," he said. 

"Of course I came." 

"Your husband—" 

"Is at home. I told him I forgot something at church." A laugh escaped her, brief and sharp. "I'm running out of missionary committee lies. They're going to have to start meeting more often." 

Harold didn't laugh. He opened her door and pulled her out of the truck, and then she was in his arms, her face pressed against his coat, the snow melting in her hair. 

"I couldn't stand the thought of not seeing you," he said into her ear. "Not this week. Not at Christmas." 

"I know. I felt the same." 

He led her to his car, and they climbed into the backseat like teenagers, the windows already fogged with their breath. There was nothing graceful about it—the space was too small, the angle was wrong, her coat bunched beneath her and his elbow knocked against the window. But when he kissed her, she forgot about the cramped quarters and the falling snow and the husband who was waiting at home. She forgot about everything except the way his mouth moved on hers, the way his hands found her skin beneath the layers of winter clothing. 

It was quick and desperate and imperfect, and it was exactly what she'd needed—this confirmation that the hunger wasn't one-sided, that he'd missed her as much as she'd missed him. Afterward, they lay tangled in the backseat, their breath fogging the windows, the snow piling softly on the windshield. 

"Merry Christmas," he said. 

"Merry Christmas, Harold." 

She kissed him once more, then pulled herself together and drove home through the silent, snow-dusted streets. Roy was asleep in his armchair, the radio playing carols, a half-empty glass of eggnog on the table beside him. She hung her coat in the closet and stood over Sammy's bed and watched her son sleep on the night before Christmas. 

Then she went to the living room, turned off the radio, and sat in the dark with only the Christmas tree lights for company. The colored bulbs reflected in the cracked glass icicle. The popsicle-star angel glittered on its branch. Outside, the snow continued to fall, silent and relentless, covering the world in white. 

She stayed there until dawn, watching the lights, counting the hours until morning and presents and the performance of family joy. Beside her, Roy snored in his chair. Down the hall, Sammy dreamed of whatever children dream on Christmas Eve. 

And somewhere across town, Harold Thornton lay alone in his bed with the photographs of a cold marriage on his mantel and the memory of a backseat encounter that had been brief and desperate and, somehow, the most honest Christmas gift he'd received in years. 




Chapter 18: Christmas Eve Risk

The cemetery lay under a skin of new snow, the first real snowfall Oakvale had seen in three winters. It had begun at dusk—light flurries that dusted the rooftops and the cotton fields and the bare branches of the oaks. By ten o'clock, when Betty Ann turned off her headlights and pulled to a stop beside the wrought-iron gate, the world had gone white and silent, every sound muffled by the accumulating drifts.

His Buick was already there, parked in the shadow of the old stone wall that bordered the cemetery's eastern edge. She could barely make out its shape through the snowfall—a darker darkness against the white—but she knew it as surely as she knew the sound of his breathing in the quiet moments after.

She cut the engine. The silence that followed was absolute. No wind. No traffic from the distant highway. Just the snow falling and her own heartbeat thudding in her ears and the faint creak of her truck's engine cooling in the December air.

The lie she'd told Roy had been flimsy—"I forgot something at the church, I'll be back in half an hour"—but he'd accepted it with the vague disinterest of a man three glasses of eggnog into Christmas Eve. The house had been warm and golden when she left, the tree lights casting their colored glow across the living room, Sammy's presents arranged beneath the branches. She'd kissed her son goodnight. She'd straightened the angel on the top of the tree. She'd walked out into the snow with her heart hammering and her hands already reaching for a man who wasn't her husband.

The car door opened. Harold emerged from the Buick's driver seat, his coat collar turned up against the cold, his breath pluming white. He'd come without a hat, without gloves. Snowflakes caught in his graying hair and clung there, tiny crystals that refused to melt.

"You came," he said.

His voice was rough, as if he'd been sitting in silence for hours, as if he'd been afraid she wouldn't show.

"Of course I came."

She stepped out of the truck. The snow crunched under her shoes—she'd worn her church heels without thinking, the impracticality of the choice now obvious as the cold seeped through the thin leather. Harold closed the distance between them in three long strides, and then his arms were around her and his mouth was on hers and the snow kept falling.

The kiss tasted of cold and whiskey and the particular desperation of a man who'd spent Christmas Eve alone. She kissed him back with an urgency that matched his own, her gloved hands gripping the lapels of his overcoat, her body pressing against his as if she could absorb his warmth through the layers of wool and cotton.

"I couldn't go the whole week without seeing you," he said against her mouth. "I tried. I told myself I could wait until next Thursday. But tonight—the house was so empty. Margaret didn't even call. She's in Birmingham with her sister, and she didn't even call."

"Harold."

"I know it's Christmas Eve and your family is waiting. I know I shouldn't have asked you to come. But I couldn't—" He stopped, his forehead pressed to hers, his breath ragged. "I couldn't stand the thought of you there, in your house with the lights and the tree, while I was alone with the photographs and the silence. I'm sorry. I'm sorry for asking."

"Don't apologize." She pulled back just enough to look at his face. Snow dusted his eyebrows, his lashes, the gray at his temples. "I wanted to come. I needed to come. Do you think you're the only one who's been counting the days?"

He stared at her for a long moment, and something shifted in his expression—the guardedness that always lingered even in their most intimate moments. It crumbled, she thought. The walls he'd built around himself, the careful propriety of the principal, the measured distance of a man who'd learned not to want too much—it all fell away.

"I love you," he said.

The words hung in the frozen air between them. Snow settled on her shoulders, her hair, the tips of her lashes. She'd known it was coming—she'd felt it building for weeks, in the way he touched her, in the gifts he gave her, in the note he'd pressed into her coat pocket with his precise, schoolmaster's handwriting. But hearing it spoken aloud was different. Hearing it in the snow-covered silence of a cemetery on Christmas Eve was different.

"Harold."

"You don't have to say it back. I know this isn't—I know we can't—" He stopped, his jaw working. "I just needed you to know. In case something happens. In case this ends and I never get another chance."

She reached up and touched his face. His skin was cold, his jaw rough with stubble he hadn't bothered to shave. "I'm not going to say it back," she said. "Not yet. But I'm here. On Christmas Eve, in the snow, in a cemetery. I'm here. Doesn't that tell you something?"

He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they were wet—from the snow, she told herself, just the snow melting on his lashes. He pulled her toward the Buick.

The backseat was cold and cramped and entirely inadequate for what they were trying to do. Betty Ann's coat bunched beneath her. Harold's elbow knocked against the window, leaving a smudge in the fog that was already forming on the glass. The heater had been off for hours; their breath filled the car with clouds of vapor. It was absurd, she thought—two grown adults, one of them a school principal, fumbling in the back of a Buick like teenagers who'd stolen their parents' car.

But when he kissed her, the absurdity vanished.

His mouth was warm despite the cold, and his hands found their way beneath her coat, beneath her dress, seeking skin. She arched into his touch with a hunger that surprised her—she'd been with him four days ago, it shouldn't have felt this urgent, this necessary. But the week without him had stretched like a year, and the risk of tonight—Roy at home, the town sleeping, the snow erasing the road behind her—made everything sharper, brighter, more alive.

"Quickly," she breathed. "We have to be quick."

"I know."

It was the fastest they'd ever been together—no slow exploration, no patient tenderness, just the desperate press of bodies in a space too small to contain them. Her stockings came down. His trousers came undone. The windows fogged until the world outside disappeared entirely, and there was only the two of them in a white cocoon of their own making, the snow piling up on the windshield, the cemetery silent around them.

He entered her with a roughness that she welcomed, and she wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deeper. The angle was awkward—her back protested, her neck was bent against the armrest—but none of it mattered. What mattered was the rhythm they found, the way her breath caught on each thrust, the way he buried his face in her neck and whispered her name like it was the only word he remembered.

She came with a force that startled her—sudden and bright and almost painful in its intensity. He followed moments later, collapsing against her with a groan that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his body.

The silence afterward was broken only by their breathing. The snow muffled the world. The fog on the windows began to clear, revealing the headstones outside, the bare branches of the oaks, the falling flakes that showed no sign of stopping.

"Betty Ann," he whispered. "Betty Ann."

She held him in the cramped backseat of his Buick in the cemetery on Christmas Eve, and she didn't say the words. But she thought them. God help her, she thought them.

She drove home at eleven-thirty, her dress rumpled, her hair escaping its pins, her body still humming. The roads were treacherous—the snow had accumulated faster than she'd expected—but she navigated them with the strange calm of a woman who'd stopped being afraid of consequences. The house was dark when she pulled into the drive, the Christmas lights still glowing along the eaves, the tree still visible through the living room window. Roy's armchair was empty; he'd gone to bed without her. The eggnog glass sat on the side table, a thin film of cream dried at the bottom.

She hung her coat in the closet. She checked on Sammy—asleep, his arms flung wide, his new rock from Santa already wrapped and waiting under the tree. She stood in the living room, still in her rumpled dress, and watched the colored lights blink their steady rhythm. The cracked icicle ornament caught the light and fractured it into rainbows. The angel on the top of the tree tilted slightly to the left, as if she were leaning in to hear a secret.

Betty Ann sat in Roy's armchair and didn't go to bed. The house settled around her. The snow continued to fall. Somewhere down the road, the Barlow place was dark—Orville had turned off his porch light, a rare occurrence, as if even he had somewhere to be on Christmas Eve.

She thought about Harold's words. I love you. She thought about her own silence in response, and whether silence was a kind of answer. She thought about Roy, asleep in the bed they'd shared for thirteen years, and whether he'd ever said those words and meant them the way Harold had meant them tonight.

At some point, the snow stopped. The clouds cleared, and a thin moon emerged, casting blue shadows across the yard. Betty Ann watched the light shift and change, and she waited for the guilt to arrive.

It didn't. What arrived instead was something quieter—a kind of clarity, a recognition that she'd crossed a line there was no crossing back from. Not the line between fidelity and infidelity—she'd crossed that months ago. But the line between transaction and love, between a bargain made for her son's sake and a choice made for her own.

She'd made that choice tonight. Not for Sammy. Not for the bargain. For herself.

At dawn, the house stirred. Sammy's voice calling from his bedroom—"Mama, is it Christmas? Did Santa come?"—and Roy's footsteps in the hallway, and the day beginning the way Christmases always began. Betty Ann rose from the armchair and smoothed her dress and went to make coffee.

She kissed her son. She kissed her husband. She watched them open presents around the tree, and she smiled in all the right places, and she ate the cinnamon rolls she'd baked two days ago and frozen for this morning.

No one noticed the snow melting on her shoes. No one asked why she was still in her dress from the night before. No one looked at her closely enough to see the woman who'd sat in the dark until dawn, carrying a secret that had grown too large for the space she'd made for it.

She was still Betty Ann Williams, mother and wife and keeper of the domestic flame. But she was also the woman who'd held a lonely man in the back of a Buick and let him say the words her husband had forgotten how to speak. She was both. She would always be both.

"More coffee?" Roy asked, holding out his cup.

"Of course." She poured it, her hand steady, her face serene. "Merry Christmas, Roy."

"Merry Christmas."

She smiled and said nothing more.




Chapter 19: The Watcher

Orville Barlow had been watching the Williams house for the better part of eight years, ever since his Myrna died and left him alone with a bluetick hound and a porch that faced the road. He'd watched Roy Williams come and go in his Ford, his salesman's bags packed and repacked. He'd watched the boy grow up crooked, his legs wrapped in metal braces, his walk slow and careful on the gravel drive. He'd watched Betty Ann Williams hang laundry in the backyard, her honey-colored hair pinned up against the heat, her figure full and womanly beneath those modest cotton dresses she wore. 

He'd been watching so long that it had become a kind of habit—as natural as breathing, as necessary as the evening bourbon he poured when the sun went down. He didn't think of it as spying. Spying implied something sinister, something malicious. This was just... observation. The natural interest of a neighbor. The harmless pastime of a lonely old man. 

But lately—since September, if he was honest with himself, and Orville Barlow was always honest with himself—the watching had taken on a different quality. Lately, there had been things worth seeing. 

It started with the lights. 

He'd noticed the pattern in late September, when the evenings had still been warm and he'd sat on his porch until ten or eleven most nights, Blue sprawled at his feet. The Williams house would go dark except for the bedroom window—the boy's room, the one with the nightlight that glowed orange through the curtains—and then, around seven-thirty, Betty Ann would come out. She'd get in Roy's truck, the one he left behind when he traveled, and she'd drive away with her headlights cutting through the dark. 

At first, Orville thought nothing of it. Women had their reasons for going out—church meetings, bridge clubs, visits to that sharp-tongued mother of hers. But she went out every Thursday. Every single Thursday, like clockwork, and she didn't come back until ten or eleven or—once, in November—nearly midnight. 

The missionary committee, she'd told him when he asked. They met on Thursdays. Had changed their schedule from Wednesdays, apparently, though Orville had lived in Oakvale for sixty-four years and he'd never known a church committee to change its meeting night without a good reason. He'd let the subject drop, but he hadn't stopped thinking about it. 

Then there was the Saturday. The second Saturday in November, a crisp afternoon with the leaves turning gold and red. Orville had been in his garden, pulling the last of the sweet potatoes, when he'd seen Betty Ann walk out to the road—not in Roy's truck this time, but on foot. She was wearing a blue dress he'd never seen before, something nicer than her usual housedresses, and she'd done her hair differently too. She'd walked two blocks north and gotten into a Buick that had been parked there, waiting. A Buick he'd recognized. A Buick he'd seen in the school parking lot a dozen times. 

Principal Thornton's Buick. 

The pieces had fallen together slowly, like the last few parts of a jigsaw puzzle. The Thursday night absences. The color in Betty Ann's cheeks that hadn't been there before. The way she'd started walking differently—not the tired shuffle of a woman worn down by work and worry, but something lighter. Something almost youthful. And now the Buick, parked two blocks from her house, driven by a man who had no business picking up another man's wife. 

Orville had served in the Great War. He'd seen things in France that he'd never spoken of, not even to Myrna. He'd learned, in the trenches, how to read a situation before it fully developed—how to spot the movement in the corner of your eye that meant danger was coming. And everything about Betty Ann Williams in the autumn of 1958 was signaling danger. Not to him. To her. 

She was having an affair. With the school principal. And Orville Barlow, sitting alone on his porch with his dog at his feet, was the only person in Oakvale who knew. 

The confirmation came the week before Christmas. 

Orville had made it his business to be outside on Thursday evenings. Not obviously—he wasn't a fool. He'd sit on his porch with his pipe, or he'd putter in the toolshed with the door open, or he'd walk Blue along the road just before dark. From these positions, he could see the Williams house, and he could see the truck leaving, and he could note the time it returned. 

December 18th was a cold night, the kind of cold that seeped into old bones and made them ache. Orville had built a fire in the living room stove and was sitting beside it with the radio playing Christmas carols when Blue barked—not the casual bark of a dog announcing a squirrel, but the sharp, alert bark of a dog who'd seen something unusual. 

Orville went to the window. 

There was someone on the Williams porch. A man. Tall, in an overcoat, standing at the front door like he had every right to be there. Orville squinted through the glass, his breath fogging the pane. The man's back was to him, but the posture was familiar—the slight stoop of the shoulders, the way he held his head tilted slightly to one side. And then the door opened, and the light spilled out, and Orville saw the man's face in profile. 

Thornton. Principal Harold Thornton, standing on Betty Ann Williams's porch in the middle of the week, in the middle of the evening, while Roy Williams was three states away selling hardware. 

Orville watched. Betty Ann came out onto the porch—she'd pulled the door mostly closed behind her, he noticed, as if she was trying to hide something. They sat together on the porch swing. They talked, their voices too low to carry across the distance. And then, as Orville watched through his fogged window with his heart beating hard in his chest, Betty Ann leaned over and kissed the principal full on the mouth. 

It wasn't a friendly kiss. It wasn't a peck on the cheek. It was the kind of kiss a woman gives a man she's been intimate with, the kind of kiss that speaks of dark rooms and locked doors and things done in secret. Orville had been married for thirty-four years before Myrna died. He knew the difference. 

He pulled back from the window. His hands were trembling—not from the cold, but from something else. Something that felt like anger, though he couldn't have said exactly who he was angry at. Not Betty Ann. Not really. He'd watched her for years, seen her struggling with the crippled boy and the absent husband. He understood why she might seek comfort elsewhere. But Thornton—a man in a position of authority, a man who was supposed to be shaping the minds of children—sneaking around with another man's wife? 

That was something else entirely. 

Orville went back to his chair by the stove. Blue whined and settled at his feet. The Christmas carols played on the radio—"Silent Night," soft and reverent—but Orville wasn't listening. He was thinking. He was calculating. He was wondering what a piece of information like this might be worth. 

Christmas Eve settled something in his mind. 

He'd watched Betty Ann leave the house at nine-thirty, her excuse about a forgotten church gift barely convincing from where he sat on his porch. He'd watched her drive toward town, and he'd made a decision. He could follow her—his old truck still ran, it could make it into town and back—but he didn't need to. He already knew where she was going. He already knew who she was meeting. And he already knew what he was going to do about it. 

He sat on his porch until she returned, nearly two hours later. Her dress was rumpled. Her hair was coming down. She walked from the truck to the house with the careful steps of a woman trying not to stumble, and she didn't go to bed when she got inside. He could see her silhouette through the living room window, sitting in the armchair, not moving, just sitting there while the Christmas tree lights blinked their steady rhythm. 

She sat there until dawn. 

Orville watched until his eyes grew heavy and the cold drove him inside. He lay in his bed, the same bed he'd shared with Myrna for thirty-four years, and he thought about what he'd seen. He thought about the principal's Buick and the Thursday night absences and the kiss on the porch swing. He thought about Betty Ann Williams, who'd been a good wife and a devoted mother and who'd somehow, along the way, become a woman with secrets. 

He didn't judge her. Judgment was for God and the courts and the gossips at the Piggly Wiggly. Orville Barlow was none of those things. He was just a lonely old man who'd been given a piece of valuable information, and he intended to use it. 

Not to hurt her. He didn't want to hurt her. But maybe—the thought came to him slowly, like water seeping through cracked clay—maybe there was a way that this information could benefit them both. Maybe there was an arrangement to be made, a transaction that would leave everyone satisfied. 

He fell asleep with that thought in his head, and in the morning he woke to a white Christmas and the cold certainty of what he was going to do. 




Chapter 20: The Clothesline Confrontation

January in southern Alabama was not like January in the rest of the country. There was no snow on the ground now—the Christmas snow had melted within days, replaced by the gray drizzle and cold mud of the new year. The cotton fields lay bare and brown, the trees skeletal against the pale sky. The world had gone dormant, waiting for spring. 

Betty Ann was hanging laundry on the clothesline when Orville Barlow came through the gap in the hedgerow. 

It was Tuesday afternoon, an ordinary day. Sammy was at school. Roy was in Pensacola. The sheets from the weekend flapped in the cold breeze, stiffening almost as soon as she pinned them. She'd been lost in thought—Thursday was two days away, and she'd been mentally cataloguing the lies she'd need to tell—and she didn't hear him approach until his shadow fell across the sheet in front of her. 

She startled, dropping a clothespin into the mud. 

"Mr. Barlow. You gave me a fright." 

"Didn't mean to." He bent down with a grunt and retrieved the clothespin. His pale blue eyes moved across her face with the same unnerving attention she'd noticed at the church potluck, in the grocery store, through her kitchen window on countless evenings. "Just came by to thank you for the casserole." 

"The casserole?" 

"The sweet potato casserole. Your mother brought it over after Christmas. Said it was your doing." 

Betty Ann remembered. She'd made extra—the recipe Orville's wife had used, the one with brown sugar and pecans—and asked Ida to deliver it. It had seemed like the neighborly thing to do. A lonely old man, a holiday alone. She hadn't thought twice about it. 

"You're welcome. It was your wife's recipe, after all. Seemed only right." 

Orville nodded slowly. His gaze drifted from her face to the laundry to the house behind her, as if he were cataloguing everything he saw. "Myrna would've appreciated that. She always liked you, you know. Said you were the only woman on this road who knew how to keep a garden proper." 

"I didn't know that." 

"Not much reason you would." He paused. His hands were shoved deep in the pockets of his work coat, and his shoulders were hunched against the cold. "Mind if I sit? These old bones don't take to standing long." 

She gestured toward the back porch, where two wooden chairs sat beside the door. Orville lowered himself into one with a sigh of relief, stretching out his bad leg—the one the tractor had crushed, the one that gave him his limp. Betty Ann hung the last sheet and sat in the other chair, keeping a careful distance between them. 

"I've been meaning to talk to you," Orville said. 

"About what?" 

"About Thursdays." 

The word landed like a stone dropped into still water. Betty Ann felt her stomach clench, her hands tightening on her knees. She kept her face still, her voice steady. "What about them?" 

"I know where you go." He said it without accusation, without anger. Just a statement of fact, delivered in the same tone he might use to discuss the weather. "I know who you meet. I've known since November." 

The January wind picked up, rattling the sheets on the line. A crow called from somewhere in the bare trees. Betty Ann's mind raced through a dozen responses—denial, outrage, tears, threats—and discarded each one. Orville wasn't guessing. He wasn't fishing. He knew. 

"How?" she asked. 

"I watch. It's what I do. Got nothing else to occupy my time." He turned his head to look at her directly, and his expression was not unkind. "Saw you get into Thornton's Buick back in November. Saw him on your porch the week before Christmas. Saw you leave on Christmas Eve and come back two hours later looking like you'd been doing more than picking up a gift at the church." 

"You've been spying on me." 

"I've been observing. There's a difference." He leaned back in his chair. "I'm not here to threaten you, Mrs. Williams. I'm not here to make demands. I just thought you should know that your secret isn't as secret as you think." 

The silence stretched between them. Betty Ann's hands were trembling now—she clasped them together to still them—but her mind was strangely clear. She'd imagined this moment a hundred times. She'd imagined being exposed, confronted, ruined. She'd imagined Pauline Brewster's gossip and Pastor Holloway's disappointment and Roy's cold fury. She'd never imagined Orville Barlow, sitting on her back porch with his bad leg stretched out, telling her he'd known for months. 

"What do you want?" she asked. 

"Want?" He seemed genuinely surprised by the question. "I don't want anything. I told you, I'm not here to threaten you." 

"Then why tell me? Why not just... keep watching?" 

Orville was quiet for a moment. His rough hands rested on his thighs, the knuckles swollen with age. "You remind me of Myrna," he said finally. "Not the way you look—Myrna was dark, like me. But the way you move through the world. The way you take care of things. Myrna was like that. She could make anything grow. She could fix anything that was broken." He paused. "She also had secrets. Things I didn't find out until after she died. Letters from a man in Mobile. She'd been writing to him for years." 

Betty Ann stared at him. "Your wife—" 

"I'm not telling you this to make you feel better about what you're doing. I'm telling you so you understand. I'm not judging you. I'm not going to tell anyone. But I know what it looks like when a woman is living two lives, and I know that it can't last forever. Sooner or later, something breaks." 

"What do you want?" she asked again. Her voice was harder now, edged with the fear she was trying to suppress. 

Orville pushed himself to his feet. His bad leg nearly buckled, and he steadied himself on the porch railing. "Maybe nothing," he said. "Maybe just... knowing that someone else in this town understands what it's like to be alone." 

He limped toward the gap in the hedgerow without waiting for her response. At the edge of the yard, he paused and looked back. "One thing, though. You might want to be more careful where you park. Anyone else who was watching might recognize that Buick." 

Then he was gone, swallowed by the bare branches of the hedge. The sheets flapped on the line. The crow called again. Betty Ann sat frozen in her chair, her heart pounding, her mind spinning through the implications of what had just happened. 

He knew. And he wasn't going to tell anyone—not yet, anyway. But his parting words had carried something she couldn't quite read: not a threat, exactly, but a suggestion that he might want something more than conversation. Something he hadn't yet asked for. 

She gathered the laundry in a daze and went inside. The house was quiet. The clock ticked on the mantel. Through the kitchen window, she could see the Barlow place, and the porch where Orville sat every evening, watching. 

She closed the curtains. 




Chapter 21: The Short Walk

The distance between the Williams house and the Barlow place was two hundred yards as the crow flies, less if you cut through the gap in the hedgerow where the fence had fallen down years ago. Betty Ann had walked it a dozen times—to return a borrowed tool, to deliver a casserole, to exchange the small courtesies of rural neighbors. She'd never walked it with her stomach clenched tight as a fist, her footsteps dragging, her mind screaming at her to turn back. 

That was Tuesday. The day after Orville's visit. The day he'd told her to come. 

She'd spent the hours between his invitation and now in a state of suspended dread. She'd finished the laundry. She'd made Sammy's supper—pork chops and applesauce, his favorite—and helped him with his spelling words. She'd kissed him goodnight and tucked his blankets around him and stood in his doorway watching him sleep. Then she'd put on her coat and walked out into the January dark. 

The cold was biting, the kind of damp cold that seeped through wool and settled in the bones. No moon tonight—the clouds had rolled in after sunset, heavy and low. The only light came from Orville's porch, a single yellow bulb that cut through the darkness like a knife. 

Blue, the bluetick hound, was sprawled on the porch steps. He lifted his head as Betty Ann approached and thumped his tail once against the wooden planks. The screen door creaked open before she could knock. 

"Come in," Orville said. "I was starting to think you wouldn't show." 

She stepped into his kitchen. It was smaller than she'd expected, cluttered with the accumulated detritus of a man living alone for too long. Dirty dishes in the sink. A coffee can overflowing with pipe ash. The stove was old and needed cleaning, and the linoleum floor was worn through in places. But the room was warm—a fire crackled in the wood stove—and the smell of tobacco and coffee hung in the air like a familiar ghost. 

"I shouldn't be here," she said. 

"Probably not. But here you are." He gestured toward the kitchen table. "Sit down. I'll get you coffee." 

"I don't want coffee." 

"Sit anyway." 

She sat. The chair was hard and straight-backed, the kind of chair that discouraged lingering. Orville poured coffee for himself and settled across from her, his pale eyes studying her face with the unnerving attention she'd noticed the first time he spoke to her at the church potluck. Months ago, that was. A lifetime ago. 

"You're wondering what I want," he said. 

"You said you didn't want anything." 

"I said maybe I didn't. I've had time to think about it." He took a sip of his coffee. "I've been alone for eight years. Since Myrna died. Eight years of sitting on that porch, watching the world go by. Watching your house, mostly—it's the only one close enough to see. I know your routines. I know when your husband leaves and when he comes back. I know when you do your laundry and when you work in the garden. I know about Thursdays." 

"You told me that already." 

"I'm telling you again so you understand the position I'm in." He set down his coffee cup. "I'm not a bad man, Mrs. Williams. I'm a lonely one. There's a difference. A bad man would have gone to your husband by now, or to the school board, or to that gossip Brewster woman. A lonely man just... wants." 

The word hung in the air between them. Betty Ann felt her pulse quicken, her throat tighten. She'd known, from the moment he mentioned the Buick, that this conversation was heading somewhere she didn't want to go. "Wants what?" 

"Company." He said it simply, without drama. "Conversation. Someone to sit on the porch with me in the evenings. Someone to share a meal with now and then." He paused. "Maybe more than that. I'm not making demands. I'm telling you what I'd like." 

"You're blackmailing me for companionship." 

"I'm not blackmailing you. I haven't threatened anything." He leaned back in his chair, his rough hands spread on the table. "I'm offering you a deal. I keep your secret—which I was going to do anyway—and in return, you visit me. Once a week, maybe twice. Just to talk. Just to be here. Anything beyond that... that's up to you." 

The audacity of it almost made her laugh. He was asking her to be his friend. His companion. His relief from the crushing loneliness of eight years. And he was asking it with the same straightforward practicality he'd used when he brought her sweet potatoes from his garden. 

"And if I say no?" 

"Then nothing changes. I told you, I'm not going to expose you. I've got no interest in seeing you ruined." He looked down at his hands. "But I think you'll say yes. Not because you're afraid of me. Because you understand what it's like to be lonely. Even in a house with other people in it." 

The words struck closer to home than she wanted to admit. She thought of Roy, asleep in his armchair. She thought of the empty side of the bed. She thought of all the years she'd spent being invisible in her own home. 

"Once a week," she said. "Just to talk. Nothing else." 

"For now." 

"For now," she agreed. And she hated herself for agreeing. She hated Orville Barlow for asking. She hated Harold for putting her in this position. Most of all, she hated Roy—for leaving, for staying, for all the years of absence that had made her vulnerable to the loneliness of other men. 

Orville nodded slowly. "Tuesday afternoons," he said. "Sammy's at school. Nobody around to notice. You come through the hedgerow, same as today. Stay an hour. We'll have coffee." 

"Just coffee." 

"Just coffee." He stood, his bad leg making him wince. "I'll walk you to the door." 

She left the Barlow house with her coat wrapped tight around her and her heart beating too fast. The walk home through the dark hedgerow felt longer than it should have. When she reached her own kitchen, she locked the door and leaned against it, her eyes closed, her breath coming in shallow gasps. 

Two men now. Two secrets. Two bargains made with lonely men who'd seen something in her that they wanted. Harold had asked for her body and given her tenderness in return. Orville was asking for something else—something that might, in its own way, be more intimate. 

She went to Sammy's room and watched him sleep. His rocks were lined up on the windowsill, the crystalline one still at the center. "I'm doing this for you," she whispered. "Everything I do is for you." 

Then she went to bed, and the ceiling fan turned, and the darkness held her until morning. 




Chapter 22: Orville's Kitchen

Tuesday arrived wrapped in a cold drizzle that turned the red clay of the driveway into a slippery muck. Betty Ann stood at her kitchen window, watching the rain trace paths down the glass, and tried to talk herself out of what she was about to do.

She'd spent the days since Orville's proposition in a fever of rationalization. It wasn't an affair, she told herself. It wasn't even a transaction—not really. He wanted company. Conversation. Someone to sit at his kitchen table and drink his terrible coffee and listen to his stories about Myrna and the farm. She could do that. She could give him that much. It cost her nothing but time. It was practically charity.

But she knew, even as she constructed these arguments, that they were lies. Orville Barlow had not asked for charity. He'd asked for something far more complicated, and she'd agreed because saying no would have cost her more than saying yes. That was the cold arithmetic of her life now—a constant calculation of risks and consequences, of secrets kept and bargains honored.

She pulled on her boots and her raincoat and walked through the hedgerow gap before she could change her mind. The branches clutched at her sleeves, heavy with moisture. The ground squelched underfoot. By the time she reached Orville's back door, she was soaked to the knees and shivering.

He opened the door before she knocked—of course he did, he'd been watching—and gestured her inside. His kitchen was warmer than last time, a fire crackling in the stove, and the coffee had already been made. He'd set out two cups. A plate of store-bought cookies sat on the table, the kind that came in a tin from the Piggly Wiggly. The gesture was oddly formal, almost courtly. He'd prepared for her.

"You came," he said.

"I said I would."

"People say a lot of things. Not all of them follow through." He pulled out a chair for her—another unexpected formality—and poured the coffee. "It's not as good as yours, I expect. I never got the hang of making it right."

She wrapped her hands around the warm cup and didn't drink. The kitchen was exactly as she remembered it—cluttered, worn, the accumulated evidence of a man who'd stopped trying to impress anyone years ago. The only new addition was a framed photograph on the windowsill, a black-and-white portrait of a dark-haired woman with a serious expression.

"Myrna," Orville said, following her gaze. "I put it out this morning. Thought it might be better if she was... present."

"Present for what?"

"For this. For you. I don't want you thinking I'm doing something behind her back." He sat across from her and folded his hands on the table. "I know that sounds crazy. She's been dead eight years. But I still talk to her. Every night, before I go to sleep. I tell her what I did that day. I tell her what I'm thinking." He looked at the photograph. "I haven't told her about you yet. I will, though. When I figure out what to say."

Betty Ann stared at him. She'd expected awkwardness, maybe. Aggression, possibly—he was a man, after all, and men were capable of a great deal when they wanted something. She hadn't expected this: a lonely widower who talked to his dead wife and put her photograph on the windowsill before a meeting he clearly saw as some kind of betrayal.

"Mr. Barlow—"

"Orville. I told you before. Neighbors don't need to be formal."

"Orville." She set down her coffee cup. "What exactly do you think this is?"

"I think it's two lonely people sitting in a kitchen. I think it's a man who spent eight years talking to a ghost and a woman who's been invisible in her own house." He met her eyes. "I think we understand each other. Not perfectly. But enough."

The rain drummed against the roof. The fire popped in the stove. Betty Ann looked at Myrna's photograph and wondered what the dark-haired woman would think if she could see them now—her husband and the neighbor woman, sitting across from each other at the kitchen table like two survivors of the same shipwreck.

"I can't give you what you want," she said. "Whatever you're hoping for beyond conversation. I can't."

"I'm not asking for that."

"Then what are you asking for?"

Orville was quiet for a long moment. The firelight cast shadows across his weathered face. "I want to touch someone," he said finally. "It doesn't have to be... what you do with him. I'm not asking for that. I just want to feel skin. A hand on my shoulder. A palm against my cheek. It's been eight years since anyone touched me except the doctor checking my blood pressure." He looked down at his swollen hands. "You don't realize how much it matters until it stops. Touch, I mean. It's like food. You can survive without it, but something in you starves."

The confession was so raw, so devoid of the usual male posturing, that Betty Ann felt something shift in her chest. She'd been bracing for a demand—for the kind of transaction she'd made with Harold, for the crude insistence that had filled her nightmares since his first proposition. Instead, he was asking for the thing she understood best in the world: the simple, devastating need to be touched.

She reached across the table and laid her hand on his.

His skin was rough, calloused from decades of farm work. The knuckles were swollen with arthritis, the veins prominent beneath the thin skin. When she touched him, he closed his eyes and let out a breath that seemed to come from somewhere very deep inside him.

"You don't have to do anything else," he said, his voice rough. "Just this. Just sometimes."

"All right."

She sat there in his kitchen with the rain hammering the roof and Myrna's photograph watching from the windowsill, her hand resting on his. He didn't try to move it, didn't try to escalate. He simply sat there, his eyes closed, breathing slowly, as if the contact were sustenance. As if he'd been drowning without knowing it and she'd thrown him a rope.

The clock on the wall ticked past three. Sammy would be home in an hour. Roy was in Florida, chasing accounts. Harold was in his office at the school, probably thinking about her, probably counting the days until Thursday.

And Betty Ann Williams was sitting in her neighbor's kitchen, holding his hand, wondering how her life had become a series of bargains with lonely men.

After a while, Orville opened his eyes. "Thank you," he said. "That's enough for today."

She withdrew her hand. The warmth of his skin lingered on her palm. "Next week?"

"If you're willing."

"I said I would come. I keep my word."

"I know you do." He stood, his bad leg making him wince. "You're a woman who keeps her word. That's one of the things I've noticed about you. Over the years."

She paused at the door. "Orville? The photograph. Myrna. You should keep her on the windowsill."

"I will."

"Good." She pulled her raincoat tight and stepped out into the drizzle. The walk home through the hedgerow was cold and wet and somehow not as terrible as she'd expected. When she reached her own kitchen, she found herself standing at the sink, looking down at her right hand—the hand that had rested on Orville Barlow's knuckles while he breathed like a man surfacing from deep water.

She didn't know what she felt. Not desire—there was nothing of desire in it. Not guilt—she was past guilt now, had used up her entire supply. Something closer to recognition. He was lonely, and she understood loneliness. He was hungry for touch, and she understood hunger.

She washed her hands at the sink and began preparing Sammy's supper. Through the window, the rain continued to fall, gray and steady and relentless. On the Barlow porch, a light flickered on, and a shadow moved behind the curtains. Orville was at his post again, watching the road, watching her house, watching the world go by.

But now, when she saw the light, she didn't feel watched. She felt seen.




Chapter 23: Two-Faced

The hardest part was Sunday morning. 

Betty Ann stood in the church foyer, her hand resting on Sammy's shoulder, her face arranged in an expression of peaceful devotion. Roy was beside her in his Sunday suit, the one she'd pressed the day before, shaking hands with Frank Pritchard and trading comments about the weather. The bells had stopped ringing five minutes ago, and the congregation was filing into the sanctuary in their winter coats and their Sunday best. 

She'd been doing this for months now—the performance of the faithful wife, the devoted mother, the woman whose conscience was as clean as her kitchen floor. But January had made the performance harder. January had brought Orville Barlow into her life, and with him, a new layer of deception. Now she was not just the woman who met Harold Thornton on Thursday evenings. She was also the woman who sat in Orville's kitchen on Tuesday afternoons, her hand resting on his, the ghost of his dead wife watching from the windowsill. 

"I'll find us a pew." Roy's voice cut through her thoughts. "Don't dawdle." 

She nodded and watched him walk into the sanctuary, his shoulders squared with the confidence of a man who'd never once questioned his place in the world. Sammy tugged at her sleeve. 

"Mama, can I sit with Dottie?" 

The Pruitts were filing past, and Dottie was waving at Sammy with the enthusiasm of a girl who didn't yet understand the concept of church-appropriate behavior. Betty Ann caught Mrs. Pruitt's eye, received a nod of permission, and released Sammy into the care of his friend. The two children disappeared into the sanctuary together, Dottie's red braids swinging. 

Betty Ann was alone in the foyer when Pastor Holloway approached. 

"Mrs. Williams." His voice was warm, ministerial. "I wanted to thank you again for your work with the missionary committee. Your dedication has not gone unnoticed." 

The missionary committee. The lie that had sustained her for four months. Betty Ann smiled, the same smile she used for everything now—the smile that hid the cracks. "It's my pleasure, Pastor. The missionaries do such important work." 

"They do indeed. And your mother tells me you've been attending every meeting without fail. Thursday nights, isn't it?" 

"Thursday nights," she confirmed. "Seven o'clock." 

"Wonderful. The Lord sees your faithfulness." He patted her arm and moved on to greet the next parishioner. 

The Lord sees your faithfulness. The irony of it nearly choked her. 

The sermon that morning was on the Eighth Commandment: Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor. Pastor Holloway, in his usual style, expanded the definition beyond legal testimony to include all forms of lying, of dissembling, of hiding the truth behind a mask of respectability. 

"The lie," he intoned from the pulpit, "is the devil's favorite weapon. It requires no strength, no courage. It slips from the tongue like silk and wraps itself around the soul like a shroud. And the worst lies—the most dangerous lies—are the ones we tell ourselves." 

Betty Ann sat perfectly still in the pew, her hands folded in her lap, her eyes fixed on the pastor's face. Roy was beside her, his attention wandering—she could tell by the way his fingers drummed against his thigh. Sammy was three rows back with the Pruitts, probably drawing on the bulletin with the stub of pencil Dottie always smuggled into church. 

"The lie we tell ourselves," Pastor Holloway continued, "is the one that says our sin is justified. The one that says we had no choice. The one that says God will understand, because our circumstances were exceptional." He leaned forward, gripping the pulpit. "Brothers and sisters, there are no exceptional circumstances. There is only the truth, and the truth is that sin is sin, and the wages of sin is death." 

She'd heard these words a hundred times. She'd believed them, once. She'd been twelve years old, sitting in this same sanctuary, trembling at the thought of hellfire and damnation. Now she was thirty-two, and she'd made her choices, and she couldn't find it in herself to regret them. 

The pastor moved on to the redemptive power of confession, of bringing hidden sins into the light. Betty Ann stopped listening. She was thinking about Tuesday afternoons in Orville's kitchen, the way his rough hand felt beneath her palm. She was thinking about Thursday evenings in Harold's office, the way he said her name like a prayer. She was thinking about Sammy reading two full sentences aloud, about the heart-shaped rock on the windowsill, about all the small salvations she'd purchased with her lies. 

Was it sin? Probably. She'd stopped keeping score. But if the wages of sin was death, then the wages of truth would have been Sammy's future—his place in regular classes, his friendship with Dottie, the slow miracle of watching him learn to read. She'd made her choice. She'd make it again. 

Roy's hand found hers in the pew. She startled—he rarely touched her in public—and looked at him. He was watching her with an expression she couldn't read. 

"You all right?" he whispered. "You look pale." 

"Just tired. I didn't sleep well." 

He nodded and turned back to the sermon. His hand remained on hers for another minute, then withdrew. The brief contact had been his version of concern—the husbandly equivalent of the handshake he gave his clients. She wondered if he remembered what it felt like to touch her with desire. She wondered if she remembered what it felt like to want him to. 

After the service, Betty Ann stood in the fellowship hall with a cup of weak punch in her hand and a smile fixed to her face. Pauline Brewster was holding court near the cookies, her auburn hair glinting under the fluorescent lights. Marlene Tucker was showing off a new ring her husband had bought her—"For no reason at all," she was saying, her pink nails catching the light. Edna Porter nodded to Betty Ann across the room, the same gesture of recognition she'd been offering since September. 

And there, near the back, Orville Barlow stood alone with a cup of coffee. 

She hadn't seen him come in. He usually left right after the service, never staying for the fellowship hour. But today he'd lingered, and he was watching her with those pale blue eyes, his expression unreadable. When their gazes met, he raised his coffee cup in a small salute. 

She didn't return the gesture. She couldn't—Roy was beside her, talking to Frank about baseball. But she felt the weight of Orville's attention like a hand on her shoulder, and she understood what he was telling her. I'm here. I see you. We have a secret, you and I. 

Across the room, Harold Thornton stood with his wife. 

Margaret Thornton was back from Birmingham. She was a tall woman, elegant in a way that made Betty Ann feel dowdy despite her Sunday dress. Harold stood beside her with his hand resting on her elbow—the dutiful husband pose—but his eyes found Betty Ann's across the crowded room, and in that brief glance, an entire conversation passed between them. Longing. Frustration. The knowledge that Thursday was three days away. 

Betty Ann looked away first. She couldn't afford to be seen staring at the principal's eyes. She couldn't afford any of this—the lies, the bargains, the complicated web of obligations she'd woven around herself. And yet here she was, standing in the church fellowship hall, a woman with two lovers and a husband and a secret, playing the part of the faithful wife so convincingly that even she almost believed it. 

"More punch?" Roy asked. 

"Yes. Thank you." 

He went to refill her cup. She stood alone for a moment, surrounded by the murmur of conversation and the clink of coffee cups and the laughter of children running between the tables. The ordinary sounds of an ordinary Sunday. 

From across the room, Orville raised his coffee cup again. This time, she gave him the smallest nod in return. 




Chapter 24: Thursday and Friday

Thursday

The rain had stopped by Thursday evening, replaced by a cold wind that rattled the windows of the school building and made the old radiator in Harold's office clank and hiss. Betty Ann arrived at seven o'clock, her coat buttoned to her chin, her hair escaping its pins from the walk across the parking lot. She'd told Ida that the missionary committee was planning a spring fundraiser. The lie had come so easily now that she barely noticed herself telling it.

Harold was waiting with the space heater glowing orange and the bourbon already poured. He'd moved the leather couch closer to the warmth, and the blanket was folded over its arm—the same olive-green wool they'd used since October. The familiarity of it struck her: the way she knew exactly where to sit, exactly how much bourbon he would pour, exactly what music would be playing on the record player he'd brought from home. Mahler again tonight. The adagietto. Their song.

"You look tired," he said, handing her a glass.

"Long week."

She settled onto the couch and let the bourbon warm her throat. The music wrapped around them like a second blanket. Harold sat beside her, not touching yet, the careful distance of a man who'd learned to wait. He was always waiting now—for her to arrive, for her to undress, for her to give him the signals that said she was ready. The urgency of their early encounters had given way to something more measured. More patient. More dangerous.

"I missed you," he said.

"You always say that."

"Because it's always true."

He reached for her then, his hand finding her jaw, tilting her face toward his. The kiss was gentle at first, almost tentative—the kind of kiss that asked permission even now, after all these months. She granted it. She deepened it. She let herself sink into the warmth of his mouth and the familiar scent of sandalwood and the way his fingers threaded through her hair.

"Margaret is back," she said against his lips.

"For now. She's leaving again next week."

"That's not what I meant."

"I know what you meant." He pulled back, his glasses fogged, his expression troubled. "You saw us at church on Sunday. I saw you watching."

"You were standing beside her like a devoted husband. Hand on her elbow. The picture of marital solidarity." She hadn't meant to say it. The words had been sitting in her chest since Sunday, festering.

"She's still my wife, Betty Ann. In public. You know how this works."

"In public." The phrase tasted bitter. "And what am I in public? The devoted mother. The faithful wife. The woman who volunteers for the missionary committee every Thursday night." She laughed, a short sharp sound with no humor in it. "We're quite a pair, aren't we? Both of us playing the same game."

He set down his glass. "Do you want to stop?"

The question hung in the air. She could say yes. She could walk out of this office and never come back. Sammy was safe now—his place in regular classes was secure, his progress noted in the school records. The bargain had been fulfilled, whatever Harold's original intentions. She didn't need to be here anymore.

"No," she said. "I don't want to stop."

He kissed her again, and this time there was no tentativeness. His hands found the buttons of her dress, and she shrugged out of the fabric, and the cold room was warmed by the heater and their bodies and the music that had become the soundtrack to her divided life.

The lovemaking that followed was slow and deep and full of the things they couldn't say aloud. She matched his rhythm with her own. She held his gaze. She whispered his name when she came, and he buried his face in her neck and followed, and afterward they lay tangled under the wool blanket, their breath slowly steadying, their bodies still connected by the lingering electricity of touch.

"I love you," he said. "I know you don't want to hear it, but I need to say it."

"Harold."

"I'm not asking you to say it back. I'm not asking for anything. I just need you to know, in case something happens. In case this all falls apart."

She traced the line of his jaw with her finger. "Nothing's going to happen."

"You don't know that."

She didn't. That was the terrible truth. She didn't know what tomorrow would bring, or next week, or next month. She didn't know when Roy would stop being oblivious, when the town gossips would start connecting dots, when Orville Barlow would decide that her hand on his wasn't enough. All she knew was this moment: the warmth of the blanket, the glow of the heater, the weight of Harold's arm across her waist.

"Tell me something good," she said. "Something that isn't about us."

He thought for a moment. "Samuel read a full paragraph yesterday. Mrs. Porter told me. He stood up in front of the whole class and read four sentences without stopping. She said the other children clapped."

The tears came without warning. She pressed her face against Harold's chest and let them fall. Four sentences. Sammy had read four sentences. Her son, who'd been told he didn't belong, was reading full paragraphs and getting applause from his classmates.

"That's what all this is for," she whispered. "That's why I keep coming back."

"Is it?"

She didn't answer. Because the truth was more complicated than that, and they both knew it.

Friday

By Friday afternoon, the wind had died and the temperature had climbed into the low forties. Unseasonably warm, the old men at the hardware store would say. Not natural for January. Betty Ann walked through the hedgerow gap at two o'clock, her boots squelching in the mud, her hands shoved deep in her coat pockets.

Orville was waiting on his back porch, Blue sprawled at his feet. He'd set out two chairs and a thermos of coffee, and he rose when he saw her coming—a small courtesy, the kind of gesture he'd been making since their arrangement began.

"Afternoon," he said. "Thought we might sit outside today, since it's warmed up some."

She took the chair beside him. Blue thumped his tail once in greeting. The coffee was hot and strong and slightly burnt—Orville still hadn't gotten the hang of making it—but she drank it anyway because refusing would have been rude, and because the warmth felt good on her throat.

"You're quiet today," Orville observed.

"Thinking."

"About what?"

She looked out across his yard, toward her own house two hundred yards away. She couldn't see it through the trees, but she knew it was there—the white clapboard, the front porch swing, the garden waiting for spring. "About what happens when this can't continue. When someone finds out."

"No one's going to find out."

"You can't promise that."

"No," he agreed. "I can't." He took a long drink of his coffee. "But I can promise that if someone does find out, it won't be from me. I told you that from the start."

She turned to look at him—his weathered face, his swollen knuckles, his pale blue eyes that never seemed to blink as often as they should. "Why are you so loyal to me? You barely know me."

"I've known you for eight years. Watched you raise that boy, tend that garden, keep that house running while your husband traipses all over the South. I've seen you get up before dawn and work until after dark. I've seen you help your mother when she was sick and bring casseroles to neighbors who never thanked you." He set down his coffee cup. "I know you better than most people do. Better than Roy does, I'd wager."

The words hit her with unexpected force. She thought about all the times she'd felt watched—the eyes on the back of her neck, the shadow on the porch across the road. She'd dismissed it as paranoia. But Orville had been paying attention. For eight years, he'd been paying attention. And he'd seen her—not the performance she gave at church, not the mask she wore for Roy. He'd seen the real work, the real exhaustion, the real woman behind the carefully constructed facade.

"Roy doesn't see me at all," she said quietly.

"I know. That's why I'm loyal." He put his hand on the arm of her chair, not quite touching her. "You deserve someone who sees you."

She placed her palm over his knuckles. The contact was becoming familiar now—the rough skin, the swollen joints, the slight tremor in his fingers. He closed his eyes, as he always did when she touched him, and let out a long breath.

"Thank you," he said.

"For what?"

"For this. For coming. For not treating me like a monster."

"You're not a monster, Orville. You're just lonely."

"Aren't we all," he said. It wasn't a question.

They sat on the porch until the January sun began its early descent, the light turning golden through the bare trees. Betty Ann listened to Orville talk about Myrna—how they'd met at a church social in 1918, how she'd outworked any man on the farm, how her laughter used to fill the house until the cancer came and hollowed everything out. She'd heard some of these stories before, but she let him tell them again because she understood that the telling was part of what he needed. Not just touch. Witness.

At four o'clock, she walked back through the hedgerow. Sammy would be home soon. Roy would call from Pensacola, checking in, pretending to be present in a life he'd left behind. Thursday was six days away. Friday was seven. The wheel kept turning, and she kept spinning with it—a woman divided between two men and two lives and the ever-present fear of discovery.

But standing at her kitchen sink, washing the mud from her hands, she caught her reflection in the window. The same face. The same hazel eyes. But something had shifted in them, something she couldn't quite name. She was a woman with secrets. She was a woman who'd learned to carry them. And she was beginning to understand that the secrets themselves weren't the burden.

The burden was the loneliness that had driven her to them in the first place.




Chapter 25: The School Play

The auditorium at Oakvale Elementary smelled of floor wax and nervous children. Betty Ann sat in the third row, her purse balanced on her knees, her hands clasped tightly together. The seat beside her was empty—Roy was in Mobile, chasing a new account—but Ida sat on her other side, her posture straight, her expression serene. She'd worn her best hat, the navy one with the small feather, the one she saved for funerals and special occasions. 

"He'll do fine," Ida murmured, not looking at her daughter. 

"I know." 

"You're gripping that purse like it's trying to escape." 

Betty Ann loosened her grip. The leather was creased where her fingers had been. "I just want him to remember his lines." 

"He'll remember. He's been practicing for weeks." 

The curtain was a deep red velvet, faded in patches, the same curtain that had hung in this auditorium for as long as anyone could remember. Behind it, Betty Ann could hear the muffled chaos of second-graders being herded into position—the shuffle of feet, the hiss of whispered instructions, the occasional squeak of excitement quickly shushed. 

The play was The Farmer's Year, a production that Mrs. Porter had written herself, drawing on the rural lives her students actually lived. Sammy was playing the farmer's son, a role that required him to speak three lines and hand his stage father a basket of plastic vegetables. He'd been practicing the lines at the kitchen table for three weeks, his brow furrowed with concentration, his voice growing stronger with each repetition. 

"Pa, the corn is ready for harvest."
"I'll fetch the wagon from the barn."
"Look how much we've grown this year." 

Three lines. Simple words, but each one was a mountain Sammy had been climbing since September. Betty Ann had heard them so many times she could recite them in her sleep. 

The lights dimmed. The audience—parents, grandparents, siblings—hushed. The curtain parted, revealing a painted backdrop of rolling fields and a cardboard barn that listed slightly to the left. 

Mrs. Porter stepped to the microphone at the edge of the stage. "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Oakvale Elementary's second-grade production of The Farmer's Year. Our students have worked very hard to bring this story to life. We hope you enjoy it." 

The play began. Tommy Aldridge, as the farmer, delivered his lines with the same confident speed he brought to everything. Mary-Ellen Foster, as the farmer's wife, remembered all her words but spoke them so quietly they were barely audible beyond the first row. Dottie Pruitt, playing a neighboring farm girl, was loud and exuberant and entirely herself, her red braids bouncing beneath a straw hat that kept sliding over her eyes. 

And then it was Sammy's turn. 

He walked onto the stage with his careful, two-footed gait—right foot, left foot to meet it, pause, repeat. His braces caught the stage lights and glinted. The audience was silent. Somewhere in the back, Betty Ann heard a child whisper something, and a parent's sharp "hush" in response. 

Sammy reached his mark and turned to face the audience. 

"Pa," he said. His voice was clear and steady. "The corn is ready for harvest." 

Tommy Aldridge, momentarily forgetting his role, simply stared. Mrs. Porter, standing in the wings, gave an encouraging nod. Sammy waited—patient, unflustered—until Tommy remembered his line and moved on. 

"I'll fetch the wagon from the barn," Sammy said, and the second line was even stronger than the first. 

He crossed the stage with his deliberate walk—a journey of ten feet that felt, to Betty Ann, like watching someone cross a continent—and returned with the basket of plastic vegetables. He handed them to Tommy. 

"Look how much we've grown this year." 

It was the longest line, the hardest one. Grown had been particularly difficult—the gr sound, the own that followed. He'd practiced it more than any other word, sitting at the kitchen table while Betty Ann pointed to the letters and helped him shape his mouth around the sounds. Now it came out perfectly. Not rushed. Not slurred. Perfect. 

The audience applauded. Betty Ann's hands came together so hard they stung. Beside her, Ida was clapping with dignified enthusiasm, her eyes bright. In the row behind them, Marlene Tucker was dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. 

The play continued, but Betty Ann barely registered it. She was still watching her son, who had returned to his place at the edge of the stage and was standing there with the basket of vegetables, his face shining with something she'd rarely seen there before. 

Pride. Uncomplicated, unshadowed pride. 

Afterward, in the lobby, Sammy was surrounded. 

Dottie reached him first, throwing her arms around him in a hug that nearly knocked him off balance. "You did it! You remembered all your lines! I told everyone you would, and you did!" 

Mrs. Porter approached with a smile that reached her eyes—the real smile, the one Betty Ann had learned to recognize. "Samuel, I am so proud of you. That was excellent. Truly excellent." 

Ida knelt down—her knees cracked, and Betty Ann made a mental note to ask about her arthritis—and took Sammy's hands in hers. "You were the best one up there, sweet boy. The very best one." 

"I was the farmer's son," Sammy said. "I helped with the harvest." 

"You certainly did." 

Betty Ann hung back for a moment, watching her son receive the praise he'd earned. She thought about all the mornings she'd helped him with his braces, all the evenings spent sounding out words at the kitchen table, all the nights she'd lain awake wondering if she was doing enough. She thought about the principal's office and the bourbon and the poetry hidden behind the loose board in her closet. She thought about the bargains she'd made and the secrets she kept and the price she was still paying. 

All of it, she realized, had led to this moment. Her son, standing in the school lobby, being told he was excellent. 

He caught her eye across the room, and she pushed through the crowd to reach him. When she knelt down, he wrapped his arms around her neck with a force that surprised her. 

"I did it, Mama." 

"You did, baby. You were wonderful." 

"I said all the words. Every single one. Even grown." 

"Especially grown." 

He pulled back and looked at her with his serious hazel eyes. "Did you see me? Up on the stage?" 

"I saw you. I never stopped seeing you." 

He seemed to consider this, turning it over in his mind the way he turned over his rocks, examining it from every angle. Then he nodded, satisfied. "Good. That's good." 

They walked out into the February evening, the sky fading from gray to purple above the pines. Ida drove home separately, promising to call the next day. Sammy held Betty Ann's hand the entire way to the truck, his braces making their familiar rhythm on the pavement, his voice still bubbling with the excitement of the performance. 

"I'm going to be in another play," he announced. "Mrs. Porter said there might be one in the spring. She said I could maybe be the narrator. That's the person who talks the most." 

"That's a big job." 

"I know. I'm going to practice every day. I'm going to practice so much that the words come out perfect the first time." He paused. "Do you think I can do it?" 

Betty Ann stopped in the middle of the parking lot. Cars were pulling out around them, headlights cutting through the dusk. She knelt down and took her son's face in her hands. 

"Yes," she said. "I think you can do anything." 

He smiled, and her heart cracked open just a little, letting in the light. 




Chapter 26: The Bruise

Harold noticed the bruise before she'd finished unbuttoning her dress.

It was Thursday evening, the third week of February. The office was warm—the radiator had been repaired since her last visit, and it no longer clanked and hissed but hummed steadily in the corner—and the bourbon was already poured, the record player already spinning something soft and orchestral. She'd arrived late, delayed by a flat tire on the county road, and she'd been flustered when she walked through the door. Flustered enough that she'd forgotten about the mark on her wrist.

"Wait." Harold caught her hand mid-gesture, turning her arm toward the lamplight. "What happened here?"

The bruise was yellow at the edges and purple at the center, roughly the shape of a thumbprint. Orville's thumbprint. It had been an accident—he'd reached for her arm as she was leaving, wanting her to stay a few minutes longer, and his grip had been stronger than either of them expected. He'd apologized immediately, his face crumpling with something that looked like shame, and she'd told him it was nothing. It hadn't been nothing. But she'd pushed it from her mind, along with so many other things she couldn't afford to examine too closely.

"I fell," she said. "Against the kitchen counter."

Harold's eyes lifted from the bruise to her face. His glasses had slipped down his nose, and he pushed them back with his free hand. "You fell."

"Yes."

"Against the kitchen counter."

"Harold, it's nothing. Let it go."

He didn't let it go. He held her wrist gently—the way he might hold a bird with a broken wing—and studied the bruise with the same careful attention he'd once given to her son's test scores. "This isn't from a fall. I know what a handprint looks like."

The silence stretched between them. Betty Ann could feel the lie dissolving on her tongue. She'd been lying for so long—to Roy, to Ida, to the church, to the whole town—that she'd almost forgotten what it felt like to be caught. But Harold wasn't Roy. Harold was the one person who looked at her closely enough to see the things she tried to hide.

"It's nothing," she said again. "An accident."

"Did Roy—"

"No. Roy's not even home. He's been in Louisiana for two weeks."

"Then who?"

She pulled her wrist free and turned away, walking to the window. The blinds were drawn, but she could feel the cold radiating through the glass. February in Alabama was gray and damp and interminable, the worst month of the year, the month when everything seemed to be waiting for a spring that might never come.

"There's someone else," Harold said behind her. His voice was flat, carefully controlled. "Isn't there?"

"No." She turned to face him. "Not the way you mean. There's no one else. Not like us."

"Then explain the bruise."

She should have told him. She should have confessed everything—Orville's surveillance, his threats, the Tuesday afternoons in his kitchen with Myrna's photograph watching from the windowsill. But the words wouldn't come. Orville's secret was tangled up with her own, and exposing him would mean exposing herself. It would mean admitting that she'd let a lonely old man touch her arm and her hand and, on one terrible afternoon, her face. It would mean admitting that she was more compromised than Harold knew, more vulnerable than he'd ever suspected.

"Someone knows about us," she said finally. "A neighbor. He saw your Buick. He saw you on my porch. He's been watching me for months."

Harold's face went pale. "Who?"

"It doesn't matter who. He's not going to tell anyone. But he's..." She hesitated, searching for words that wouldn't make it worse. "He's lonely. He wants company. Conversation. Someone to sit with him and listen to his stories. That's all."

"That's all?" Harold's voice sharpened. "He gave you a bruise, Betty Ann. That's not conversation."

"It was an accident. He didn't mean to hurt me."

"You're defending him." Harold removed his glasses and polished them on his sleeve—a gesture she'd seen him perform a hundred times, a nervous habit that surfaced when he was trying to control his emotions. "You're defending the man who's been watching you, who's been threatening you, who left a mark on your skin."

"I'm not defending him. I'm explaining." She crossed the room and took his hands. "I'm handling it, Harold. I just need you to trust me."

"Trust you." He looked down at their joined hands. "I do trust you. That's the problem. I trust you more than I've ever trusted anyone. And I can't stand the thought of someone hurting you."

"Then don't think about it." She stepped closer, close enough that her body pressed against his. "Don't ask me any more questions. Just... be here. With me. Now."

She kissed him. It was a distraction tactic, and she knew it. But she also knew that Harold wanted to be distracted—wanted to be pulled back into the warm, private world they'd created in this office, where the outside couldn't reach them. His resistance crumbled. His hands found her waist. The kiss deepened.

She pushed him into his desk chair and climbed onto his lap, taking control in a way she rarely did. The surprise in his eyes gave way to desire. His hands gripped her hips. She unbuttoned his shirt with practiced efficiency, her fingers finding the familiar landscape of his chest.

"Betty Ann," he breathed.

"Don't talk."

She rode him in the chair, her skirt bunched around her waist, her head thrown back. It was rougher than usual, more urgent, driven by something that wasn't quite passion. She was using her body to silence him, and some part of her knew it, and some part of her didn't care. His hands found the small of her back. His mouth found her throat. The chair creaked beneath them, and the music swelled, and when she came it was with a fierceness that left her trembling.

Afterward, they lay tangled on the couch, their breathing slowly steadying. Harold's hand rested on her hip, his thumb tracing the curve of her bone. She stared at the ceiling—twelve tiles across, fourteen down—and thought about the bruise on her wrist.

"Harold," she whispered.

"Mm."

"If something happens—if this all falls apart—I want you to know that what we had was real. It wasn't just the bargain. It wasn't just my son. It was you. It was us."

He lifted his head. His hair was mussed, his glasses abandoned on the desk. "Nothing's going to fall apart."

"You don't know that."

"No," he said. "But I know what we have. And I'm not letting it go without a fight."

She closed her eyes. Outside, the wind rattled the window. February. The worst month. Still weeks until spring.

She drove home through the dark and let herself into the quiet house. Sammy was with Ida for the night—she'd arranged it that way, the lie already prepared, the missionary committee once again her alibi. The kitchen was cold. She didn't bother with a fire.

In the bathroom, she examined the bruise under the harsh electric light. It was fading now, the purple softening to brown, the edges barely visible. Another few days and it would be gone entirely. But Harold had seen it. Harold had known what it was. And Harold, despite her reassurances, was worried.

She thought about Orville, alone in his house with his dead wife's photograph. She thought about the way he'd grabbed her arm—not out of malice, but out of desperation. She thought about the hunger in his pale blue eyes, the hunger that went beyond touch and into something deeper. He didn't want her body. He wanted her presence. And that, in some ways, was more frightening than anything Harold had ever asked of her.

She pulled on her nightgown and climbed into bed. The ceiling fan turned its slow circles. Through the window, the porch light at the Barlow place glowed steadily. She'd promised Orville she would come on Tuesday. She'd promised Harold she would come on Thursday. Between them, she was stretched thin as a wire, vibrating with the tension of all the things she couldn't say.

The bruise on her wrist throbbed faintly. A reminder. A warning.

She ignored it and closed her eyes.




Chapter 27: Ida's Illness

The call came on a Monday morning, the first week of March. 

Betty Ann was at the kitchen sink, her hands submerged in dishwater, when the telephone rang. She dried her palms on her apron and picked up the receiver, expecting Roy's weekly check-in or perhaps a school announcement about the spring pageant. 

"Mrs. Williams?" The voice was male, unfamiliar. "This is Dr. Patterson's office in Greenville. Your mother, Ida Patterson, was brought in this morning with a respiratory infection. It's developed into pneumonia." 

The dishwater dripped onto the linoleum. "Pneumonia?" 

"She's stable, but she's going to need round-the-clock care for at least the next few weeks. At her age, these things can turn serious very quickly. The doctor recommends she not be left alone." 

"I'll be there. I'll leave now." 

She hung up the phone and stood motionless in the kitchen, her hands still damp, her heart beating too fast. The clock on the mantel ticked toward nine. Sammy was at school. Roy was in Jackson, Mississippi. The house was empty except for her and the sudden, crushing weight of this new obligation. 

She called Marlene Tucker to ask if Sammy could stay with her after school. She called the school secretary to leave a message for Mrs. Porter. She packed a bag with enough clothes for three days, though she suspected she'd need more. Then she got in the truck and drove to Greenville. 

Ida looked smaller than Betty Ann remembered. 

She was propped up in a hospital bed, her white hair spread across the pillow, her breathing labored and wet. Tubes ran from her arm to a bottle of clear fluid. A nurse was adjusting something on a machine beside the bed. The room smelled of antiseptic and illness, a smell that brought back memories Betty Ann had spent years trying to forget—her father's last days, the cancer that had eaten him from the inside. 

"Daughter." Ida's voice was a rasp, barely audible. "You didn't have to come." 

"Of course I came." Betty Ann pulled a chair to the bedside and took her mother's hand. The skin was paper-thin, the veins prominent. "You're not getting rid of me that easily." 

A ghost of a smile crossed Ida's face. "Stubborn. You get that from me." 

"Among other things." 

The nurse finished her adjustments and left. The room was quiet except for the beeping of the monitor and the wet rasp of Ida's breathing. Betty Ann sat holding her mother's hand, and for the first time in months, she didn't think about Thursdays or Tuesdays or the complicated web of secrets she'd been weaving. She thought only about the woman in the bed, the woman who'd raised her, who'd taught her to make biscuits and can tomatoes and pray on her knees beside the bed. 

"You've got that look," Ida said. 

"What look?" 

"The look of a woman carrying too much. I had that look once." She paused to catch her breath. "After your brother died. I thought I could carry the grief alone. Thought I had to. Your father was already so broken, I didn't want to add to his burden." 

"Mama, you don't have to—" 

"Hush. Let me finish." Ida's grip on her hand tightened, surprisingly strong. "I carried it alone for two years. The grief, the guilt, the questions I couldn't ask God. And it nearly killed me. Not my body. My soul. I stopped eating. Stopped sleeping. Stopped being a mother to you and your sister." 

"I don't remember that." 

"You were young. And I hid it well. Too well." Ida turned her head on the pillow, her eyes finding Betty Ann's. "Whatever you're carrying, whatever secrets you're keeping, you don't have to carry them alone. I'm your mother. There's nothing you could tell me that would make me stop loving you." 

Betty Ann felt her throat tighten. She thought about Harold, about Orville, about the Wednesday evening she'd spent in a cemetery on Christmas Eve and the Thursday afternoons she'd spent in a locked office with a man who wasn't her husband. She thought about all the lies she'd told, all the bargains she'd made, all the lines she'd crossed without once looking back. 

"Mama," she whispered, "what if I've done something terrible?" 

"Have you hurt someone?" 

"No. Not intentionally." 

"Have you stopped loving your son?" 

"Never." 

"Then it can't be that terrible." Ida's eyes closed, exhaustion overtaking her. "We all do things we're not proud of. The question isn't whether you've sinned—everyone sins. The question is whether you're still the person you want to be." 

The nurse returned, checking the machines, making notes on a clipboard. Betty Ann released her mother's hand and stepped back, her mind churning. Was she still the person she wanted to be? She wasn't sure she'd ever known who that person was. Before September, she'd been invisible—the faithful wife, the devoted mother, the woman who asked for nothing and received less. Now she was visible, desired, wanted by two men who saw her in ways Roy never had. Was that an improvement? A decline? A lateral move into a different kind of emptiness? 

"I'm going to step out for a minute," she told the nurse. "I'll be right back." 

She found a payphone in the hospital lobby and called Harold's office. Mrs. Hastings answered, her voice professionally neutral. Betty Ann asked to speak to the principal. 

"Betty Ann?" Harold's voice was concerned. "You never call here. What's wrong?" 

"My mother has pneumonia. I'm at the hospital in Greenville. I don't know how long I'll be here—weeks, maybe. Thursday..." 

"I understand. Don't worry about Thursday. Take care of your mother." 

"I'll call you when I can." 

"Betty Ann." His voice dropped, softer now. "I love you. Whatever you need, I'm here." 

She hung up without answering. The words were too heavy to carry back to her mother's room. 

The days blurred together. Dr. Patterson released Ida after a week, but only on the condition that someone stay with her around the clock. Betty Ann moved into her mother's house—the small white cottage on the edge of town where she'd grown up—and took over the care. Medication schedules. Steam treatments to ease the breathing. Meals that Ida barely touched. Nights spent in the armchair beside the bed, waking at every cough. 

Roy called twice from Mississippi. He offered to come home, but she heard the reluctance in his voice—the sales figures he'd lose, the accounts he'd miss. "I'll manage," she told him. "Sammy's staying with Marlene. We're fine." He accepted the reassurance without question, the same way he accepted everything. 

Orville sent a casserole through Marlene, who delivered it with raised eyebrows. "From your neighbor," she said. "The old man who never talks to anyone. Didn't know you two were friendly." 

"We're not. He's just being neighborly." 

The casserole sat in Ida's refrigerator for three days before Betty Ann threw it out. She didn't have the energy to think about Orville, or Tuesdays, or the strange arrangement that had developed between them. Her world had contracted to the size of her mother's sickroom. 

In the second week, Ida turned a corner. Her breathing eased. Her appetite returned. The color came back to her cheeks, faint but present. The doctor said she was out of danger, though recovery would take months, not weeks. 

"You can go home," Ida told her. "I'm fine now." 

"You're not fine. You're better. There's a difference." 

"Stubborn." But Ida smiled when she said it. 

That night, after her mother was asleep, Betty Ann sat in the darkened living room and tried to remember the last time she'd been alone with her thoughts. It felt like years. Between Sammy and Roy and Harold and Orville and now Ida, she'd been stretched so thin that there was nothing left for herself. No quiet moments. No solitude. Just the constant press of other people's needs. 

She thought about what her mother had said in the hospital. Are you still the person you want to be? 

She wasn't sure. But she was beginning to understand that the person she wanted to be was not the person she'd been before September—the invisible wife, the tireless mother, the woman who'd accepted loneliness as her natural state. That woman had been sleepwalking through her own life. This woman—the one with secrets and bargains and a lover who brought her poetry—was at least awake. 

Whether that was progress or damnation, she still didn't know. 




Chapter 28: Margaret Returns

The house on the north side of Oakvale had never felt like a trap before. Betty Ann had been there half a dozen times since November—Saturday afternoons when Margaret was in Birmingham, stolen hours in the four-poster bed, the Mahler records on the phonograph, the porcelain coffee cup waiting on the nightstand. She'd come to know the creak of the floorboards and the way the light fell through the bedroom window in the late afternoon. She'd come to think of it, in some complicated way, as a second home. 

But that was when Margaret was safely two hundred miles away. Tonight, Margaret was in the house. 

The call had come at four o'clock. Harold's voice, tight with tension: "She came back early. I didn't know. I didn't expect her until next week." And then, impossibly: "I still want to see you. The study. She never goes in there. She'll be asleep by nine." 

Betty Ann should have said no. Every rational instinct told her to say no—to stay home, to wait until next Thursday, to avoid the catastrophic risk of being caught in Harold Thornton's house with his wife sleeping down the hall. But March had been a month of deprivation. Three weeks without Thursday evenings, her time consumed by Ida's illness and the demands of caregiving. Three weeks of sleeping in her mother's armchair, waking at every cough, watching the clock hands crawl toward a morning that brought only more of the same. She was exhausted and depleted and hungry for something that belonged only to her. 

She said yes. 

The house was dark when she arrived, the porch light off, the curtains drawn. Harold met her at the side door—the one that led directly to the study, the one Margaret never used. He was wearing his shirtsleeves, his tie loosened, his expression tight with the same tension she'd heard in his voice. 

"This is dangerous," she whispered as he pulled her inside. 

"I know. I'm sorry. I just needed to see you." He closed the study door and locked it. "She took a sleeping powder an hour ago. She won't wake up." 

"And if she does?" 

"She won't." 

The study was the messiest room in the house—the only room that belonged entirely to Harold, where Margaret's meticulous standards didn't apply. Books stacked on every surface. Papers spread across the desk. The record player in the corner, the Mahler symphony still on the turntable. He'd lit a single lamp, its shade tilted to cast the light toward the far wall. The room was warm, almost stuffy, the windows sealed against the March chill. 

"I've missed you," he said, his hands finding her waist. "Three weeks. It feels like three years." 

"I've been at my mother's. I couldn't get away." 

"I know. I'm not blaming you. I just..." He pressed his forehead to hers. "I don't sleep anymore. Not well. I lie in bed and think about you, and the bed feels enormous, and Margaret is on the other side of it like a stranger." 

She kissed him. It was meant to be brief—a reassurance, a promise of more to come—but his response was immediate and desperate. His mouth opened under hers. His hands slid from her waist to her back, pulling her against him. Three weeks of separation poured into the kiss, and Betty Ann felt her own hunger rising to meet his. 

"Harold," she breathed. "We should be quiet." 

"I know. I know." 

They moved to the leather chair—the same chair where she'd sat during their first meeting, when he'd been the principal and she'd been the terrified mother and the bargain had been nothing more than a terrible possibility. Now she straddled his lap, her skirt bunched around her thighs, and his mouth was on her throat, and her head fell back as his hands found the buttons of her blouse. 

The first sound was the creak of the chair. 

The second was a door opening somewhere in the house. 

They froze. 

"Harold?" Margaret's voice drifted down the hallway, muffled and groggy. "Are you still awake?" 

Betty Ann scrambled off his lap. Harold stood so quickly the chair nearly toppled. He pressed a finger to his lips and crossed to the study door, checking that the lock was secure. 

"In here, Margaret. Just grading papers." 

Silence. Then footsteps—slow, unsteady—moving down the hallway toward the study. Betty Ann looked around wildly. There was nowhere to hide. The study was small, crowded with furniture. The window? Too loud to open. The closet? Too full of books. 

"Come to bed," Margaret called. Her voice was closer now, just outside the door. "It's past midnight." 

"I'll be there soon. I just have a few more to finish." 

The doorknob rattled. 

Betty Ann's heart stopped. 

"Did you lock this?" Margaret's voice sharpened. "You never lock the study door." 

"Force of habit. School paperwork. Confidential records." Harold's voice was steady, but Betty Ann could see the sweat on his forehead. "Go back to bed, Margaret. I'll be there in ten minutes." 

A long pause. Betty Ann stood pressed against the bookshelf, her blouse still unbuttoned, her breath caught in her throat. She could feel Margaret's presence on the other side of the door—the weight of suspicion, the possibility of discovery. 

"Ten minutes," Margaret said finally. "Don't make me come back down here." 

The footsteps retreated. The bedroom door closed. 

Betty Ann let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. "I need to leave." 

"No. Wait." Harold crossed to her, his hands cupping her face. "Give her time to fall back asleep. Twenty minutes. Then you can go out the side door." 

"We can't do this. Not here. Not with her in the house." 

"I know. You're right." He kissed her forehead. "But while we're waiting..." 

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to. The near-discovery had flooded her system with fear, but beneath the fear was something else—a reckless, electric energy that demanded release. She pulled him back to the chair. 

What followed was the most intense encounter they'd ever shared. Every sound was suppressed—his groans muffled against her shoulder, her gasps swallowed by his mouth. Every movement was careful, controlled, deliberate. The chair didn't creak. The floorboards didn't groan. They moved together in near-silence, and the danger of the situation heightened every sensation until it was almost unbearable. When she came, it was with her teeth sunk into the fabric of his shirt, her body shuddering with the effort of staying quiet. 

Afterward, they dressed in silence. Harold walked her to the side door, and she slipped out into the March night. The air was cold and clean. The stars were out. 

She drove home with her heart still racing and her skin still tingling. At the intersection of County Road 7, a pair of headlights appeared behind her. She tensed, watching them in the rearview mirror—but the car turned off toward town, and the road ahead was dark and empty. 

When she pulled into her driveway, she saw the porch light at the Barlow place flicker on. 

Orville was watching. 

The next morning, she called Harold at his office. 

"That can't happen again," she said. "Not at your house. Not while she's there." 

"I know." His voice was subdued, the fear of the night before still lingering. "I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking clearly." 

"It's not your fault. It's both of us." She twisted the telephone cord around her finger. "Thursday. The office. Same as always." 

"Same as always." 

She hung up and stood at the kitchen window, looking out at the bare March garden. Margaret Thornton had been on the other side of a door last night. Inches away. If she'd turned the knob a second sooner, if Harold hadn't locked it, if the sleeping powder had been a fraction less effective— 

She didn't finish the thought. There was no point. The danger had passed, and she was still safe, and the secrets were still intact. 

But the near-miss had reminded her of something she'd been trying to forget: this couldn't last forever. Sooner or later, the careful architecture of lies would collapse. And when it did, she would have to decide what she was willing to lose. 




Chapter 29: The Husband Stays

Roy came home on the last day of March with a promotion and a suitcase full of dirty laundry. 

"The territory's expanding," he announced, dropping the suitcase in the hallway and pouring himself a bourbon from the bottle he kept in the cabinet above the refrigerator. "Louisiana, Mississippi, half of Arkansas. Patterson said I'm the best salesman he's got. The best." He said it with the satisfaction of a man who'd been waiting years to hear those words. "But there's a catch." 

Betty Ann was at the stove, stirring a pot of chicken and dumplings. She'd been cooking since noon—Ida was coming for dinner, and Sammy had asked for his favorite meal. The kitchen was warm and fragrant, the windows steamed from the simmering broth. "What catch?" 

"I'm off the road for a month. Maybe six weeks. They're restructuring the sales territories. Everything's on hold until the new maps are drawn up." 

Her hand paused on the wooden spoon. "A month." 

"At least. Could be longer." He settled into the kitchen chair, loosening his tie. "Figured you'd be happy about it. I'm home. No more weeks alone with just you and the boy." 

"Happy," she repeated. "Of course." 

She turned back to the stove, hiding her face. A month. Roy home for a month, maybe longer. No Thursdays at the school. No Tuesdays at Orville's. No stolen hours in the study or the backseat of a Buick or the worn leather couch that had become more familiar than her own bed. The architecture of her secret life, so carefully constructed over six months, was about to collapse. 

"When does it start?" 

"Monday. I've got one more trip to Mobile tomorrow, then I'm grounded." He took a long drink of bourbon. "We should do something. While I'm home. Take Sammy fishing. Visit your mother. Act like a real family for once." 

The words stung in ways he couldn't possibly understand. She stirred the dumplings and said nothing. 

The first week of Roy's homecoming was an exercise in sustained performance. Betty Ann cooked breakfast every morning—eggs and bacon and biscuits, the full spread he expected. She kept the house immaculate. She smiled at his jokes and listened to his sales stories and lay beside him in bed without touching. She was, by every external measure, the perfect wife. The wife she'd been before September. The wife she'd thought she'd left behind. 

But the performance took a toll. By Thursday—the first Thursday she'd missed since the arrangement began—she was crawling out of her skin. She found herself standing at the kitchen window, staring toward town, wondering what Harold was doing. Wondering if he was sitting alone in his office with the lamp lit and the bourbon poured, waiting for her even though he knew she couldn't come. Wondering if he missed her as desperately as she missed him. 

"You're quiet tonight," Roy observed at dinner. 

"Just tired. I didn't sleep well." 

"You've been saying that a lot lately." 

She shrugged and took a bite of her pork chop. The meat was dry—she'd overcooked it, her attention elsewhere. Sammy was pushing his peas around his plate, equally unenthusiastic. The kitchen felt smaller with Roy in it, the walls pressing in. 

"I was thinking," Roy said, "maybe we could have the Pruitts over for dinner next weekend. Frank and I could talk business, and Sammy could play with that little girl he's always going on about." 

"Dottie." 

"Right. Dottie." He said the name like it was a foreign word he was trying out for the first time. "What do you think?" 

"I think that would be nice." 

"Nice." He set down his fork. "You've said 'nice' about forty times since I got home. Everything's 'nice.' The weather's 'nice.' Dinner's 'nice.' The Pruitts coming over would be 'nice.'" 

"What do you want me to say?" 

"I want you to say something real. Something that isn't just—" He waved his hand, searching for the word. "Polite." 

The accusation hung in the air between them. Sammy looked up from his peas, his eyes wide. Betty Ann felt a flash of something—not guilt, but anger. How dare he ask for something real? He'd been absent for years, physically and emotionally, and now he wanted authenticity? 

"I'm doing my best, Roy. You being home—it's an adjustment." 

"An adjustment." He laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I'm your husband, Betty Ann. This is my house. Being here shouldn't require an adjustment." 

"Maybe if you were here more often, it wouldn't." 

The words came out before she could stop them. Roy stared at her. Sammy's fork clattered against his plate. The kitchen was silent except for the ticking of the clock on the mantel. 

"Sammy," Betty Ann said, her voice carefully controlled, "why don't you go to your room and work on your spelling words?" 

"But I'm not done with dinner." 

"Take your plate with you." 

He gathered his plate and left, his braces clicking on the linoleum. When he was gone, Roy leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. "All right. Say what you need to say." 

"You've been gone for months. Years. You come home for weekends and holidays, and you expect everything to be exactly the way you left it. But things change when you're away. People change." 

"Is that what this is about? You've changed?" 

"I've had to. I've been raising our son alone. I've been keeping this house alone. I've been living my life alone, Roy. And I've gotten used to it." 

He was quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was softer. "I didn't know you felt that way." 

"Because you never asked." 

"I'm asking now." 

But she couldn't tell him. Couldn't explain that the change he'd sensed was not just independence but infidelity. Couldn't confess that the distance between them had been filled by another man. Couldn't admit that she'd been counting the hours until he left again so she could return to the life she'd built in his absence. 

"Let's just get through dinner," she said. "We can talk about this later." 

"Later," he repeated. "Sure. Later." 

He picked up his fork, and she picked up hers, and they finished the meal in silence. 

That night, Roy lay beside her in bed, his breathing slow and even. He'd fallen asleep without touching her—the same way he'd fallen asleep for years. Betty Ann stared at the ceiling, watching the fan blades turn, and thought about what "later" would look like. Would she confess? Would she end things with Harold and Orville and return to the narrow confines of her marriage? Would she keep living this double life, stretched between three men who wanted different things from her? 

She didn't know. But lying in the dark with her husband's warmth inches away and her heart miles distant, she understood something she'd been avoiding for months: whatever happened next, she couldn't go back to the woman she'd been before September. That woman was gone. The woman who remained was someone else entirely—someone who'd tasted desire and tenderness and the complicated pleasure of being truly seen. 

She closed her eyes and waited for morning. 




Chapter 30: The Mailbox and the Note

Two weeks into Roy's homecoming, Betty Ann had stopped counting the days until Thursday and started counting the cracks in her composure. She'd held herself together through church services and family dinners and long evenings in the living room with the radio playing and Roy's questions hanging in the air like smoke. But the strain was beginning to show. Her hands trembled when she poured coffee. She startled at unexpected sounds. She'd lost weight—not much, but enough that Ida had commented on it during their last telephone call. 

"You're not eating," her mother had said. "I can hear it in your voice." 

"I'm fine, Mama. Just tired." 

The same lie. The same deflection. The same walls she'd been building since September. 

The afternoon mail delivery had become a small crisis point in her day—a moment when Roy might intercept a letter from the school, a note from Harold slipped into an envelope with Sammy's homework. So far, nothing had arrived. Harold was too careful for that. But the fear persisted, a low hum beneath every other thought. 

It was Tuesday when Orville cornered her at the mailbox. 

She'd walked down to the end of the drive to collect the afternoon delivery, grateful for a few minutes alone outside the house. Roy was napping in his armchair, and Sammy was at school, and the March afternoon was mild, the first hints of spring greening the tips of the trees. She'd let herself relax, just slightly, just for a moment. 

Then Orville's truck pulled up beside her. 

He rolled down the window and leaned out, his pale eyes scanning her face with the unnerving attention she'd come to know too well. "Mrs. Williams. You've been hard to reach." 

"Roy's home." She kept her voice low, her eyes on the road. "I can't get away." 

"I noticed." He cut the engine and climbed out of the truck, his bad leg making him wince. "Three weeks now. I was starting to think you'd forgotten about our arrangement." 

"I haven't forgotten. I just can't—" 

"You can't what? Slip through the hedgerow for an hour? Sit on my porch and drink coffee?" His voice was calm, but there was an edge beneath it. "It's been three weeks. A man gets lonely." 

The word lonely landed like an accusation. She thought about the hours she'd spent in his kitchen, the stories he'd told about Myrna, the way his eyes closed when she touched his hand. She'd given him that. She'd given him companionship and conversation and the first human contact he'd had in years. And now she was taking it away. 

"I'm sorry," she said. "But Roy is home for another two weeks at least. Maybe longer. I can't risk him noticing." 

"Then come at night. After he's asleep." 

"Orville—" 

"I'm not asking for what you give him." His voice hardened. "I told you before. I'm not that kind of man. But I need something. Even if it's just ten minutes on the porch. Even if it's just your hand on mine." He stepped closer, and she caught the smell of pipe tobacco and stale coffee. "You made me a promise." 

"I know I did. And I'll keep it. But you have to give me time." 

"How much time?" 

"I don't know. Until Roy goes back on the road. Until I can figure out how to get away without raising suspicion." 

Orville studied her for a long moment, and she saw something shift in his expression—the loneliness curdling into something harder. "Don't make me wait too long," he said. "I've kept your secret for months. I'm not planning to stop. But a man can only be patient for so long." 

He got back in his truck and drove away, leaving her standing at the mailbox with the letters clutched in her hand. The threat had been veiled but unmistakable: keep your promises, or I might stop keeping mine. 

The envelope arrived three days later, on Friday. 

Sammy brought it home from school, waving it like a flag. "Mrs. Porter said to give this to you. It's about the spring pageant." He dropped his book bag on the kitchen floor and handed her the envelope. "I'm going to be the narrator. Remember? The one who talks the most." 

"I remember." She took the envelope. "Go wash up for supper." 

When he was gone, she opened it. The pageant announcement was inside, just as Sammy had said. But tucked behind it was a second sheet of paper, folded into a small square. 

She unfolded it with trembling hands. 

Betty Ann, 

I know you can't get away. I'm not asking you to. But I need to know you're still there. I need to know you haven't forgotten me. Two weeks without you feels like a lifetime. I drive past your house at night and see the lights on, and I wonder what you're doing. I wonder if you're thinking about me. I wonder if you're counting the days the way I am. 

Burn this after you read it. 

I love you,
H. 

She read it three times. Then she held the corner of the paper to the stove burner and watched it curl into ash. The smoke rose toward the ceiling, carrying his words into nothing. 

"Mama?" Sammy's voice from the bathroom. "I can't find the soap." 

"I'm coming, baby." 

She washed her hands, checked her reflection in the hallway mirror—the same face, the same hazel eyes, the same mask of composure—and went to help her son. 




Chapter 31: Sammy's Birthday

Sammy turned eight on a Saturday in mid-April, and Betty Ann baked him a cake with chocolate frosting and eight candles arranged in a careful circle. She'd been up since five o'clock, mixing the batter and greasing the pans and trying not to think about the fact that she hadn't seen Harold in thirty-four days. 

The party was small—Roy, Ida, Dottie Pruitt and her mother, two other children from Sammy's class. They gathered in the living room around the folding table Betty Ann had covered with a white cloth, and Sammy sat at the head of the table with his braces stretched out in front of him and a paper crown on his head that Dottie had made from construction paper and glitter. The crown kept slipping over one eye, and Dottie kept reaching over to straighten it, her freckled face serious with the responsibility of crown management. 

"Make a wish," Ida said, lighting the last candle. 

Sammy closed his eyes and scrunched his face with concentration. The room was silent. Betty Ann watched her son's expression shift—whatever he was wishing for, it was serious, weighty, the kind of wish that mattered. Then he opened his eyes and blew out all eight candles in a single breath. The room erupted in applause. Dottie cheered loudest of all, her red braids bouncing. 

"What did you wish for?" she demanded. 

"I can't tell you. It won't come true." 

"That's only for birthday wishes you make in your head. If you blow out candles, you can tell." 

"That's not a real rule. You made that up." 

"Did not." 

"Did too." 

Betty Ann began slicing the cake. The children's argument faded into the background. She was present in the room—handing out plates, pouring punch, laughing at Ida's jokes—but part of her was somewhere else entirely. Part of her was counting. Thirty-four days. Five missed Thursdays. Four missed Tuesdays. An entire month of her secret life suspended, held in the amber of Roy's unexpected presence. She should have been grateful for the reprieve. Instead, she felt like a woman holding her breath underwater, waiting for permission to surface. 

"Mama." Sammy was tugging at her sleeve. "Can we open presents now?" 

"Of course, baby. Let's do presents." 

The gifts were modest—a new shirt from Ida, a baseball glove from Roy that Sammy accepted politely but would probably never use, a set of colored pencils from Dottie. Betty Ann had bought him a book about rocks and minerals, with photographs of geodes and crystals and volcanic glass. He opened it with the reverent care he brought to his rock collection and immediately began turning the pages, pointing out specimens to Dottie. 

"Look at this one," he said, jabbing his finger at a photograph. "It's called amethyst. It's purple. I've never found a purple rock." 

"You could find one someday," Dottie said, ever encouraging. 

"Maybe." He looked up at Betty Ann, his face bright with the possibilities of the world. "Mama, do you think there are amethysts in Alabama?" 

"I don't know, baby. But we can look." 

The party wound down by late afternoon. Ida left first, kissing Sammy's cheek and promising to bring him a special present when she visited next week. The Pruitts departed shortly after, Dottie waving from the car window until they were out of sight. Roy retreated to the living room to listen to the baseball game, leaving Betty Ann alone with the dirty dishes and the crumpled wrapping paper and the sudden, crushing quiet. 

She was standing at the sink, her hands submerged in soapy water, when she felt the familiar lurch in her stomach. 

She'd been ignoring the symptoms for days—the queasiness in the morning, the exhaustion that went beyond ordinary tiredness, the way the smell of coffee made her stomach turn. She'd told herself it was stress. Thirty-four days of sustained performance would exhaust anyone. But standing at the sink with the smell of chocolate cake still in the air, she couldn't ignore the arithmetic any longer. 

She was late. Two weeks late. 

She gripped the edge of the sink and stared out the window. The garden was starting to green—the first shoots of the vegetables she'd planted before Roy came home. The trees were budding. The world was renewing itself, and somewhere inside her body, something might be renewing itself too. 

"Mama?" Sammy appeared in the kitchen doorway, the paper crown still crooked on his head. "Can I go look for rocks before it gets dark?" 

"Stay in the yard where I can see you." 

"I will." He paused. "Thank you for the party. It was the best one I ever had." 

She dried her hands and knelt to hug him. His arms wrapped around her neck, and she breathed in the smell of chocolate and little-boy sweat and the particular sweetness of an eight-year-old who still believed in birthday wishes. "You're welcome, baby. I'm glad you had a good day." 

When he was gone, she stood alone in the kitchen and placed her hand on her stomach. She thought about the last time she'd been with Harold—that desperate, silent encounter in his study, the fear of Margaret's footsteps in the hallway. She thought about Orville, about the Tuesday afternoons that had never gone beyond hand-holding but had somehow become equally complicated. She thought about Roy, who'd been home for five weeks and had touched her exactly twice, both times in the dark, both times wordless and brief. If she was pregnant—and she wouldn't know for certain until she saw a doctor, until she confirmed what her body already seemed to be telling her—there was no way to know whose child it was. 

She sat down at the kitchen table and put her head in her hands. Outside, Sammy's voice drifted through the open window, narrating his rock-finding expedition to an invisible audience. The baseball game crackled from the living room radio. The clock on the mantel ticked toward evening. Her life, which had already been fractured into compartments, was about to splinter into pieces too small to hold. 




Chapter 32: Reunion

Her cycle returned on a Tuesday morning, the last week of April. 

Betty Ann sat on the edge of the bathtub with her face in her hands and wept. Not from sadness—from relief, pure and chemical, a flood of it that left her dizzy. Two weeks of uncertainty. Two weeks of waking every morning with her hand pressed to her stomach, wondering. Two weeks of watching Roy across the dinner table and calculating dates and probabilities like a bookkeeper balancing a ledger that refused to reconcile. And now it was over. The pregnancy that might have destroyed her had never existed except in her own terror. 

She washed her face with cold water and looked at herself in the bathroom mirror. She'd lost more weight. Her cheekbones were sharper than they'd been in September. Her eyes had the hollow look of a woman who hadn't slept properly in weeks. But beneath the exhaustion, something else flickered: a wild, almost giddy sense of reprieve. She'd been given a second chance. She didn't intend to waste it. 

Roy announced his departure at breakfast. "Patterson called. The new territories are finalized. I'm back on the road Monday." He said it with the satisfaction of a man whose natural habitat was a highway, a man who'd been caged too long and was finally being released. "Louisiana first. Then Arkansas. Should be gone three weeks at least." 

"Three weeks," she repeated. Her voice was carefully neutral. Inside, her heart was racing. 

"You'll manage all right? I know it's been a lot, me being home." 

"We'll manage." 

He reached across the table and patted her hand. It was the first affectionate gesture he'd made in days. "I knew you would. You always do." 

She smiled. The muscles in her face remembered how to do it. And somewhere behind the smile, she was already counting. Monday. Roy would be gone on Monday. Thursday was three days after that. 

Harold's office had never looked so welcoming. The lamp was in its usual corner. The bourbon was poured. The space heater glowed orange against the April chill. Everything was exactly as she'd left it five weeks ago, as if the room had been waiting for her, suspended in amber. 

Harold himself was a different story. He'd lost weight too. His vest hung looser than it had in March. His glasses seemed too large for his face. When she walked through the door, he stood frozen behind his desk, as if he couldn't quite believe she was real. 

"Betty Ann." 

"I'm sorry it's been so long." 

He crossed the room in three strides and pulled her into his arms. His face pressed into her hair. His body trembled against hers. "Five weeks," he said. "I thought I was going to go mad. I drove past your house a dozen times. I wrote letters I couldn't send. I sat in this office every Thursday night with the lamp on, just in case you found a way to come." 

"Roy's back on the road. Monday. He's gone." 

"Thank God." He pulled back, his hands cupping her face. "Are you all right? You look—" 

"Thin. I know. It's been a hard month." 

"Come here. Sit down. Tell me everything." 

They settled on the couch, the same worn leather that had held them through so many evenings. She told him about Roy's homecoming, about the strain of performing normalcy, about the near-discovery with Margaret. She didn't tell him about Orville, or the pregnancy scare, or the two weeks she'd spent in a state of suspended dread. Some secrets were too heavy to share, even with the man she loved. 

"I thought about you every day," Harold said. "I know you couldn't come. I understood. But not knowing if you were all right—that was the hardest part." 

"I'm all right now." She took his hand. "I'm here." 

He kissed her then, and it was like coming home. The familiar taste of bourbon on his lips. The familiar scent of sandalwood. The familiar way his hand found the curve of her jaw, his thumb tracing her cheekbone with the tenderness that had undone her from the very first time. She'd been starved for this—not just the physical contact, but the being seen. The being wanted. The being known. 

They made love on the couch, and it was different from the desperate encounter in his study, different from the hurried couplings that had marked their early months. This was slow and deep and full of a tenderness that bordered on reverence. He touched her like she was something precious. He spoke her name against her skin. When she came, it was with a sob that she couldn't suppress—all the tension of the past five weeks releasing in a single, shuddering moment. 

Afterward, they lay tangled under the wool blanket, and Harold said, "I was afraid I'd lost you." 

"You haven't lost me." 

"When Roy came home—I thought you might decide to end this. To go back to your life." 

"My life is here," she said. "Part of it, anyway. The part that matters most." 

He was quiet for a moment. When he spoke again, his voice was rough. "I want more than Thursdays. I want more than an hour in this office and the occasional Saturday when Margaret is away. I want to wake up beside you. I want to have breakfast with you. I want to watch Samuel grow up." 

"Harold—" 

"I know it's impossible. I know you have a husband and I have a wife and there's no version of this story that ends with us together. But I need you to know what I want. Even if I can't have it." 

She turned in his arms so she could see his face. His eyes were wet—not quite crying, but close. The principal's mask had fallen away entirely. He was just a man, lonely and desperate, holding onto something he knew he couldn't keep. 

"I love you," she said. 

The words hung in the air between them. She'd never said them before. She'd thought them a hundred times, felt them a thousand times, but she'd never given them voice. Saying them now felt like stepping off a cliff—terrifying and exhilarating and irrevocable. 

"Say it again," he whispered. 

"I love you, Harold. I've loved you since the night you brought me poetry. Maybe before. I don't know when it started. But it's true." 

He kissed her forehead, her eyelids, the tip of her nose. "I've been waiting six months to hear that." 

"I've been waiting six months to say it." 

They lay together until the clock on his desk chimed midnight. Then she dressed and drove home through the silent streets, and for the first time in five weeks, she felt whole. 




Chapter 33: The Slow Fuse

The heat arrived early that year, a May swelter that settled over Oakvale like a blanket and refused to lift. By mid-month, the cotton fields were buzzing with cicadas, and the air in the Williams house hung thick and still no matter how many windows Betty Ann opened. She'd taken to wearing her lightest cotton dresses, the ones with short sleeves and loose waists, but even those stuck to her skin by mid-afternoon. 

She was hanging laundry in the backyard when she noticed the truck. Not Roy's—Roy was in Little Rock, three weeks into his new territory. This was an older model, a battered Ford that she recognized instantly. Orville's truck, but Orville wasn't driving. Behind the wheel was a woman she'd never seen before, a thin-faced stranger with tightly curled hair and the proprietary air of someone who belonged where she was. 

Betty Ann watched the truck pull into Orville's drive. The woman got out, walked to the front door, and knocked. When Orville answered, she handed him something—a casserole dish, it looked like—and they stood talking on the porch for several minutes. Orville's posture was different than it was with Betty Ann. Stiffer. More guarded. 

When the woman left, Betty Ann walked through the hedgerow gap for the first time in nearly two weeks. She'd been neglecting Orville since Roy's departure—Thursdays with Harold had resumed, but Tuesdays had fallen by the wayside. There were only so many lies she could tell, so many hours she could steal. 

"Who was that?" she asked, finding him on the back porch. 

Orville looked up, surprised. "Been a while since you came through that hedgerow." 

"I've been busy." 

"So I've noticed." He gestured toward the road. "That was Eunice Hatfield. Old Mrs. Hatfield's daughter-in-law. She's been bringing me casseroles since her mother-in-law passed." 

"Mrs. Hatfield died?" 

"Last month. You've been too busy to notice that too, I suppose." His voice held no accusation, but the words themselves were sharp enough. "Eunice thinks I need looking after. A widower my age, living alone. She's decided I'm her charity project." 

Betty Ann sat in the chair beside him. Blue thumped his tail once in greeting. The afternoon was dense with heat, the cicadas a constant drone. "I'm sorry I haven't been coming. Roy being home—it complicated things." 

"It's been two months since Roy left. You've had time." 

"I know." 

"And yet here you are, only showing up when you see another woman at my door." He turned his pale blue eyes on her. "You're jealous. Or worried. Which is it?" 

She didn't answer immediately. The truth was complicated, tangled up with everything else in her life. She wasn't jealous of Eunice Hatfield—not romantically, not the way Orville might hope. But she was possessive. Orville was her secret, her burden, her strange and lonely companion. The thought of someone else filling that role unsettled her more than she wanted to admit. 

"Both," she said finally. "A little." 

He nodded slowly. "Good. That's good." 

"Good?" 

"Means you still care. Means you haven't forgotten about me entirely." He set down his coffee cup. "Eunice is a nice woman. Brings good casseroles. But she's not you." He reached out and took her hand—the gesture that had become the centerpiece of their Tuesdays. His knuckles were more swollen than ever, the arthritis worsening with the damp heat. "You're the only one who sits with me. The only one who listens." 

They sat in silence for a long time, her hand resting on his, the cicadas singing their endless song. Betty Ann thought about Eunice Hatfield and her casseroles, about Harold and his bourbon, about Roy somewhere in Arkansas with his sales figures and his road atlas. She thought about all the ways a person could be lonely, and all the ways loneliness made you do things you never thought you'd do. 

"I'm going to keep coming," she said. "Tuesdays. As long as I can." 

"Until it falls apart?" 

"Until it falls apart." 

Orville squeezed her hand. "Then we'd best make the most of whatever time we've got." 

The accident happened three days later. 

Betty Ann was at the Piggly Wiggly when Marlene Tucker found her in the canned goods aisle. Marlene's face was flushed, her voice breathless with the particular urgency of someone delivering bad news. 

"Betty Ann. I just heard. There's been an accident at the school. One of the children fell—from the playground equipment, I think. They said it was a little boy with braces." 

The can of tomatoes slipped from Betty Ann's hand and rolled across the linoleum. "Sammy." 

"I don't know. I just heard it was a boy with braces. I came to find you as soon as I—" 

Betty Ann was already running. 

The drive to Oakvale Elementary took ten minutes that felt like an hour. She ran two stop signs. She nearly swerved into the ditch on County Road 7. When she pulled into the school parking lot, she saw the ambulance first—its red lights flashing, its back doors open. Then she saw Harold, standing on the front steps, his face pale beneath the afternoon sun. 

"Where is he? Where's Sammy?" 

"Betty Ann." Harold caught her arm before she could push past him. "He's all right. He fell from the jungle gym—he was trying to climb to the top bar. His braces caught on one of the rungs. He's got a cut on his forehead and his wrist might be sprained, but he's conscious. He's talking. The ambulance is just a precaution." 

"Let me see him." 

He led her through the front doors and down the hallway to the nurse's office. Sammy was sitting on the examination table, his face tear-streaked and his forehead bandaged, his left wrist wrapped in an elastic bandage. Mrs. Porter was beside him, holding his hand. Dottie was there too, her red braids coming undone, her expression fierce with the protective indignation of a small girl who'd seen her best friend hurt. 

"Mama." Sammy's voice wobbled. "I fell." 

"Oh, baby." She crossed the room and gathered him in her arms, careful to avoid his bandaged wrist. "You're all right. You're going to be all right." 

"I was trying to climb to the top. Tommy Aldridge said I couldn't do it because of my braces. But I almost made it. I was so close." 

"Don't you listen to Tommy Aldridge. You can do anything. You hear me? Anything." 

Mrs. Porter and Dottie slipped out of the room. Harold lingered in the doorway, his eyes meeting Betty Ann's above Sammy's head. In that glance, an entire conversation passed between them—relief and fear and the near-miss of something that could have been much worse. 

"The ambulance will take you to Greenville," Harold said. "They'll want to check his wrist. Make sure nothing's broken." 

"Thank you." The words were simple, but she put everything else into them—the gratitude, the love, the terror of the past half-hour. "For finding him. For being here." 

"I'll always be here. For both of you." 

Sammy shifted in her arms. "Mama? Is Dottie still outside?" 

"I think so, baby." 

"Can she come to the hospital with us? She held my hand until the nurse came. She didn't let go the whole time." 

Betty Ann looked at Harold, who nodded and disappeared to find Dottie. She looked at her son, his bandaged forehead and his sprained wrist and his eyes still bright with the conviction that he'd almost made it to the top. She thought about Tommy Aldridge and his casual cruelties, about all the children who'd ever told Sammy he couldn't do something because of his braces. She thought about the jungle gym and the fall and how close she'd come to losing everything. 

"I love you," she said. "More than anything in the world." 

"I know, Mama." He leaned his head against her shoulder. "I love you too." 




Chapter 34: The Line

The encounter that changed everything happened on a Friday in late May, when the heat had grown unbearable and the air itself seemed to sweat. Betty Ann had been neglecting Orville again—the accident had consumed her attention for two weeks, the hospital visits and the bandage changes and the slow healing of Sammy's sprained wrist. She'd missed three Tuesdays. She hadn't called to explain. And Orville, who had been patient for so long, had finally run out of patience. 

He came to her. 

She was in the backyard, pulling weeds from the garden, when she heard the rustle of the hedgerow and looked up to find him standing at the edge of her property. His face was flushed with the heat and something else—an anger, tightly controlled but unmistakable. 

"Three weeks," he said. "Three weeks, and you couldn't even walk through the hedge to tell me why." 

"Sammy was hurt. He fell at school. I've been taking care of him." 

"I know about the boy. Eunice told me. That was two weeks ago." He stepped closer, his limp more pronounced than usual, his pale eyes fixed on her face. "You've had time." 

"Orville, I'm sorry. I should have come." 

"Yes. You should have." He stopped a few feet from her, close enough that she could smell the pipe tobacco on his clothes. "I've been patient. For months, I've been patient. I've sat on my porch and watched you go to him. I've listened to your lies about missionary meetings. I've kept your secrets when I could have destroyed you with a single phone call." 

"I know. And I'm grateful." 

"Grateful." He laughed, a short, bitter sound. "You think I want your gratitude? I want what you promised me. Companionship. Conversation. The touch of another human being. That's all I asked for. That's all I've ever asked for." 

"You asked for my hand on yours. You asked for coffee on the porch." She stood up, brushing dirt from her knees. "You never asked for more." 

"I'm asking now." 

The words hung in the heavy air. Betty Ann felt her stomach drop. She'd known this moment was coming—had known it since the first afternoon in his kitchen, when he'd looked at her with those hungry eyes and told her he wanted to touch someone. She'd told herself she could manage it, could keep him at arm's length with coffee and conversation and the occasional pressure of her palm against his. But Orville Barlow was a man, and men, in her experience, always wanted more. 

"You want to come inside," she said. 

"I want you to come to my house. At night. After the boy is asleep." 

"No." 

The word came out before she could soften it. Orville's expression flickered—surprise, then something darker. 

"No?" 

"I can't do that. I have to draw a line somewhere." She wiped her hands on her apron, her heart hammering. "I've given you what I can. The afternoons. The conversation. My hand on yours. But I can't come to your house at night. I can't let this become something else." 

"Something else?" He stepped closer, and she caught the full force of his anger, the bitterness that had been building for months. "You let him touch you. You let him into your body. But you won't even let me into your house?" 

"That's different." 

"How? How is it different?" 

She didn't have an answer. Or rather, she had an answer she couldn't speak: Harold was different because she loved him, and Orville was different because she didn't. But saying that would be cruel, and despite everything, she didn't want to be cruel. 

"It just is," she said. "I'm sorry." 

He stood staring at her for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, but no less dangerous. "You're making a mistake, Betty Ann. I've kept your secrets for seven months. I've asked for almost nothing in return. And now, when I ask for something real, you draw a line." He shook his head. "Lines can be crossed. Secrets can be told. Remember that." 

He turned and limped back through the hedgerow without looking back. Betty Ann stood in the garden, her hands trembling, her heart pounding, and watched him go. 

She'd drawn the line. She'd stood her ground. And she had no idea what the consequences would be. 

That night, she lay awake in her empty bed and thought about Orville's threat. Lines can be crossed. Secrets can be told. He'd been her ally for so long—her strange, lonely confidant—that she'd almost forgotten he was also her blackmailer. The proximity had blurred the boundaries. The hand-holding, the coffee, the stories about Myrna—they'd created an illusion of friendship that she'd let herself believe. 

But it wasn't friendship. It was a transaction, and she'd stopped paying her debt. 

She got out of bed and walked to the kitchen. Through the window, the porch light at the Barlow place glowed steadily. He was out there, she knew. Sitting on his porch, watching her house. He was always watching. He'd been watching for nine months. And now, for the first time, she was afraid of what he might do with what he'd seen. 

The telephone sat on the hallway table. She thought about calling Harold, warning him. But what would she say? The neighbor who's been blackmailing me is angry because I won't sleep with him. We might both be exposed. The words were too ugly to speak aloud. 

She went back to bed and stared at the ceiling until dawn. 




Chapter 35: The Last Thursday

July arrived with the smell of ripening tomatoes and the distant drone of crop dusters over the cotton fields. The heat had become a physical presence, a weight that pressed down on Oakvale from dawn until long after sunset. Betty Ann had taken to sleeping with the windows open and a damp cloth on her forehead, but even then, sleep came in fragments, interrupted by dreams she couldn't remember upon waking. 

Thursday would mark one year since the arrangement began. She'd known this day was coming—had felt it approaching like a storm on the horizon—but she hadn't decided what she would do when it arrived. End it? Continue? She'd been asking herself the same question for weeks, and the answer shifted every time she thought she'd found it. 

The letter from the school arrived on Wednesday morning, delivered by Mr. Albright's postal truck. It was the same cream stationery, the same precise lettering, the same Harold E. Thornton, M.Ed. in the corner. But this letter was different from the one that had started everything. 

Dear Mrs. Williams, 

It is my pleasure to inform you that Samuel Williams has successfully completed the second grade at Oakvale Elementary. His progress this year has been remarkable. Mrs. Porter reports that his reading has improved by two grade levels, and his participation in classroom activities has been exemplary. Based on his performance and Mrs. Porter's strong recommendation, Samuel will be promoted to the third grade in the fall. 

Congratulations to you and your son on this achievement. 

Sincerely,
Harold E. Thornton 

She read the letter three times. Then she sat down at the kitchen table and wept. Not from sadness—from something more complicated. Relief, yes. Pride, certainly. But also the cold, clear knowledge that the bargain was complete. Sammy had done it. He'd made it through the year. He was being promoted to third grade. The justification she'd clung to for twelve months—everything I do, I do for my son—was no longer true. Whatever happened next, she would be doing it for herself. 

The office looked different in the July twilight. The windows were open, the blinds drawn back, the last of the day's heat lingering in the corners. Harold had set up a small electric fan on his desk, and its blades turned with a soft whir that blended with the cicadas outside. The bourbon was poured. The blanket was folded. Everything was the same, and yet everything was different. The air itself seemed charged with the knowledge that this was an ending. 

"I got your letter," she said, taking her place on the couch. "About Sammy." 

"I thought you should hear it from me. Officially. Before anyone else." He sat beside her, not touching. "He's done remarkably well. Mrs. Porter says he's one of her best students. Not the fastest reader, not the most articulate, but the most determined. She's never seen a child work so hard." 

"He gets that from me." 

"I know he does." Harold removed his glasses and polished them on his sleeve. "Betty Ann, we need to talk about what happens next." 

"I know." 

"The bargain is complete. What we agreed to—your son's education in exchange for your time—it's fulfilled. There's nothing holding you here anymore." He paused, and she saw the effort it took to say the next words. "If you want to end this, I'll understand. I won't like it. But I'll understand." 

She'd rehearsed this conversation a hundred times. She'd imagined telling him goodbye, walking out of the office for the last time, returning to the narrow life she'd led before September. She'd imagined it so clearly that it had begun to feel inevitable. But sitting here now, with the fan whirring and the cicadas singing and the man she loved bracing himself for her departure, she found that she couldn't say the words. 

"I don't want to end it," she said. 

"Neither do I." 

"But I don't know how to keep going. The risks are getting worse. Orville is unstable. Margaret almost caught us. Roy is—Roy is still Roy, oblivious and absent, but he won't stay that way forever. Someone is going to find out. Someone is going to talk." 

"Then we'll deal with it when it happens." 

"And if it destroys us? If it destroys my family?" 

"Then we'll be destroyed." He took her hand. "I've spent twenty-two years in a marriage that was already over before it began. I've spent twelve months loving you. I know which one I'd choose, if I had the choice." 

"You might not have a choice. The town, the school board, the church—" 

"I don't care about the town. I don't care about the school board. I care about you." His voice cracked. "I love you, Betty Ann. I've loved you since the night you walked into this office with your back straight and your eyes dry and told me you'd do whatever it took to save your son. I've loved you through every Thursday, every bourbon, every kiss. I've loved you through the fear and the guilt and the impossible choices. And I will love you whether you stay or whether you go." 

She reached up and touched his face. The lines around his eyes were deeper than they'd been a year ago. The gray at his temples had spread. He looked older, tireder, more vulnerable. But he also looked like the man she loved—the only man who'd ever seen her completely, the only man who'd asked for nothing but herself in return. 

"Make love to me," she said. "One more time. Whatever happens after tonight—make love to me like it's the last time." 

He did. 

It was the most tender encounter they'd ever shared. There was no urgency, no desperation, no fear of discovery. There was only the two of them in the familiar office with the fan whirring and the cicadas singing and the July heat pressing against the windows. He undressed her slowly, his hands memorizing every curve of her body. She undressed him with equal care, tracing the lines of his chest, the familiar landscape she'd come to know so well. When they came together, it was with the grief of an ending and the hope of a beginning and the fierce, impossible love that had grown between them despite every reason it shouldn't have. 

Afterward, they lay together on the couch, and she pressed a letter into his hand. 

"What's this?" 

"Something I wrote. Don't read it now. Read it after I'm gone." 

He set the letter on his desk, unopened. "Will I see you again?" 

"Next Thursday," she said. "Same time." 

But they both knew she was lying. They both knew that this was the last Thursday, that whatever came next would be different, would be harder, would require choices she wasn't ready to make. She dressed in silence and walked to the door. He didn't try to stop her. 

"Betty Ann." 

She turned. 

"Whatever happens—whatever you decide—I want you to know that this year has been the best of my life." 

She kissed him one last time, and then she walked out of the office and into the July night. The door closed behind her with a soft click. The hallway was dark. The parking lot was empty. She got in her truck and drove home through the silent streets, and she didn't look back. 




Chapter 36: The Future Unwritten

The resolution with Orville came not through confrontation but through a quiet conversation in his kitchen on a Tuesday afternoon in late July.

Betty Ann had spent the days since her last meeting with Harold in a state of suspended clarity. The affair was over—she'd known that when she walked out of the office, even though she'd promised to return. The bargain was complete. Sammy was safe. Whatever happened next, she would face it without the protection of the arrangement that had sustained her for a year.

But Orville remained. Orville, with his threats and his hunger and his pale blue eyes that never stopped watching. He was the loose thread that could unravel everything.

She walked through the hedgerow gap at two o'clock, her footsteps steady, her heart calm. Blue was sprawled on the porch, and he thumped his tail when he saw her. Orville was in his usual chair, a glass of iced tea sweating in his hand.

"I wasn't sure you'd come," he said.

"I almost didn't."

"But here you are."

She sat in the chair beside him. The July heat was oppressive, even in the shade of the porch. The cicadas were deafening. "We need to talk about what happens now."

"I figured."

"You threatened me. In my garden. You said lines could be crossed, secrets could be told."

"I was angry." He set down his glass. "I'm not angry now."

"That doesn't change what you said."

"No. It doesn't." He turned to look at her, his weathered face unreadable. "I've been thinking about Myrna. About those letters she wrote to the man in Mobile. I never told you what they said."

"You said you didn't read them until after she died."

"I didn't. But I read them then. Every one." He stared out at the cotton fields, his eyes distant. "She wrote to him about me. About how I worked too hard and talked too little. About how she loved me but couldn't reach me. About how lonely she was, even when I was in the same room." He paused. "She never sent most of those letters. They were in a box in her closet. The man in Mobile—he was just someone who listened. Someone who saw her."

"Like you see me."

"Maybe." He picked up his iced tea, then set it down again without drinking. "I don't want to be the man who destroys you, Betty Ann. I've spent eight years being the man who watches from the porch. I thought I'd find what I needed in your kitchen, with your hand on mine. But that's not enough anymore. It's not your fault. It's just the truth."

"What do you want, then?"

"I want to stop watching." He said it simply, without drama. "I want to stop sitting on this porch every night, waiting for something that isn't coming. Myrna's gone. You're never going to love me. I've been holding onto things that are already dead." He met her eyes. "I'm not going to tell anyone about you and the principal. I'm not going to threaten you anymore. I'm going to let you go."

"Just like that?"

"Just like that." He reached over and took her hand—the familiar gesture, the rough knuckles against her palm. "You've been kind to me. Kinder than anyone's been in years. I won't repay that kindness by ruining your life."

She sat with him on the porch until the sun began to set, their hands linked on the arm of his chair. They didn't talk much. They didn't need to. When she finally stood to leave, he released her hand with the same gentleness he'd always shown.

"Take care of that boy," he said.

"I will."

"And Betty Ann? Whatever you decide about Thornton—don't let fear make the choice for you."

She walked back through the hedgerow, and when she reached her own yard, she turned to look at the Barlow place one last time. The porch light flickered on, a yellow glow against the darkening sky. Orville was still there, a shadow on the porch. But he wasn't watching her. He was looking the other way, toward the road, toward the future, toward whatever came next.

September arrived with a cool front that broke the summer heat, and Sammy started third grade.

Betty Ann stood at the end of the driveway, watching the yellow bus approach. Sammy was beside her, his new lunch pail in his hand, his braces polished to a shine. The cut on his forehead had healed to a faint white line, barely visible unless you knew where to look. His wrist had healed too, strong enough to carry his book bag without complaint.

"I'm nervous," he said.

"It's okay to be nervous. It's a big day."

"What if the third-grade teacher doesn't like me?"

"Then she's a fool. But I don't think that's going to happen." She knelt down, adjusting his collar. "You've worked so hard, baby. Harder than anyone. And you've earned this. Third grade. A fresh start."

He looked at her with his serious hazel eyes. "Will you be here when I get home?"

"Always."

The bus pulled up, and Ernestine opened the door with her usual patient smile. Sammy climbed the steps with his careful rhythm—right foot, left foot to meet it, pause, repeat. Before he disappeared inside, he turned and waved. Betty Ann waved back, her hand high in the air, and watched the bus until it rounded the curve past the Barlow place and disappeared behind the pines.

October came, and with it, a chance encounter on Main Street.

Betty Ann was leaving the Piggly Wiggly with a bag of groceries when she saw him. Harold Thornton, walking toward the bank with a briefcase in his hand and his glasses slightly askew. He saw her at the same moment. They stopped on the sidewalk, three feet apart, two people who'd shared everything and now shared nothing.

"Mrs. Williams." His voice was formal, the principal's voice. "How is Samuel enjoying third grade?"

"He's thriving. Mrs. Patterson says he's reading at grade level now."

"I heard. It's wonderful news."

A silence stretched between them. She wanted to say so many things—I miss you, I think about you every day, I still love you—but the street was too public, the risk too great. So she said none of them.

"And Mrs. Thornton?" she asked. "Is she well?"

"She's moved to Birmingham. Permanently. The house is..." He paused. "The house is very quiet."

She understood what he was telling her. Margaret was gone. The marriage was over. He was alone in the house with the Mahler records and the porcelain cups and the four-poster bed where she'd loved him. He was free, or as free as a man in his position could be.

"I'm glad we ran into each other," she said. "I've been meaning to thank you. For everything."

"There's nothing to thank me for."

"There is. More than you know."

He tipped his hat—the gesture of a gentleman, the principal's mask back in place. "Good day, Mrs. Williams."

"Good day, Mr. Thornton."

She walked to her truck and drove home. In the kitchen, she put away the groceries and made a pot of coffee and sat at the table, staring at the wall. Margaret was gone. Harold was alone. The obstacle that had seemed insurmountable had removed itself. And yet she hadn't reached for him. She'd let him walk away with nothing but polite words and a thank-you he didn't understand.

Don't let fear make the choice for you. Orville's advice, delivered on that last afternoon on his porch.

She was still afraid. Of the town's judgment. Of the church's condemnation. Of what it would do to Sammy if the truth came out. But beneath the fear, something else was stirring—a hunger that had nothing to do with bargains or transactions. A hunger for the life she might still have, if she was brave enough to claim it.

Spring came, and with it, a decision.

Betty Ann stood in her kitchen on a March morning, two years after the arrangement had ended, and watched Sammy play baseball in the backyard. He was ten now, his braces still on but his movements stronger, more confident. Dottie was pitching, and he was hitting, and the crack of the bat against the ball was the sweetest sound she'd ever heard.

The divorce from Roy had been finalized in January. Quiet and unremarkable, like everything else in their marriage. He'd moved to Little Rock permanently, chasing the expanded territory that had been his real wife all along. He called Sammy once a month, sent presents on birthdays, and seemed content with the arrangement. Betty Ann had stopped being angry at him somewhere along the way. He was who he was. She was who she was. They'd never been right for each other. They'd just been too young to know it.

The book of Millay's poetry was on her nightstand. She still read it some nights, when the house was quiet and her thoughts grew loud. The poems were memorized now, the pages worn soft from the touch of her fingers. She didn't hide it behind the loose board anymore. There was no one to hide it from.

She'd seen Harold twice since that October day on Main Street. Once at the school Christmas pageant, where he'd complimented Sammy's performance as a wise man. Once at the Piggly Wiggly, where they'd exchanged pleasantries about the weather. Both times, she'd wanted to say more. Both times, she'd let him walk away.

Don't let fear make the choice for you.

She looked at the telephone on the hallway table. She looked at the book of poetry on her nightstand. She looked at her son, swinging the bat in the backyard, his face bright with the joy of a boy who'd learned that he could do things other people said he couldn't. And she made her choice.

The phone rang twice before he picked up.

"Harold," she said. "It's Betty Ann. I was wondering if you'd like to have coffee. Somewhere that isn't the office. Somewhere without bourbon."

There was a long pause. When he spoke, his voice was different—the principal's formality gone, replaced by something younger, more hopeful. "I'd like that very much."

"I'm free on Thursday."

"Thursday," he repeated. "Same as always."

"Same as always," she said, and she was smiling when she hung up the phone.

The morning light arrived through the kitchen window, golden and full of promise. Betty Ann stood at the stove, making biscuits, the same biscuits she'd made a thousand times before. The percolator was climbing. The bacon was sizzling. Through the window, she could see the first green shoots of the spring garden pushing through the soil. Sammy's voice called from his bedroom—"Mama, I'm ready for my braces"—and she called back, "Coming, baby," and the day stretched before her like a road she hadn't traveled yet.

The secret was still inside her. It always would be. Not as a wound—she'd stopped thinking of it that way long ago. It was more like a room now. A room she could enter when she needed to remember who she'd been, what she'd done, who she'd loved. The room held Harold's poetry and Orville's coffee cup and Sammy's crystalline rock and the thousand small moments that had made up the most terrible and beautiful year of her life.

She was a devoted mother. She was a changed woman. She was Betty Ann Williams, and she had loved and been loved, and the future was unwritten.

The timer dinged. The biscuits were done. She pulled them from the oven, golden and perfect, and set them on the counter to cool. Outside, the morning sun climbed higher, burning the last of the mist from the cotton fields. A new day. A new beginning. The world, in all its complicated glory, was waiting.

THE END
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