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To my brother, Stephen,  
whose courage inspires me every day
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“You pierce my soul. I am half agony, half hope… 
I have loved none but you.”

—JANE AUSTEN, 
Persuasion
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The legend is dead.

Raymond Arnold Noakes—Ray to his friends, goddamn Noakes 
to his enemies—died as he lived: too arrogant to admit an error 
of judgment even as a hundred fifty-seven head of cattle took 
issue with his presence in their drought-scorched pasture. The 
meth heads who riled the herd to stampede a man who treated 
cows with respect sometimes lacking toward his fellow man 
remain at large.

Personally, I’d like to buy them a beer.
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one
nora

I never intended to stay away for eighteen years. What started as 
a bone-deep sense of betrayal, and shame, morphed over time 
into anger and eventually habit and distraction. When I finally 
craved my family, needed them, a latent stubbornness I didn’t 
realize resided in me reared its head. To return to Lynchfield, 
Texas, would be to admit defeat, to see my father’s Roman nose 
lifted in the knowledge I’d been the one to give in. Not him. 
The idea planted me firmly in Virginia, and I waited. Stubborn-
ness and patience. The twin pillars of the Lynchfield Noakeses.

I won in the end.
“Well, it’s about damn time.” My sister took me in from 

head to toe, her expression of disdain not diffused through the 
screen door. The bobby pin stuck through a small hole in the 
screen to hold notes from missed visitors pointed to her curling 
mouth like an arrow.

“Hello, Mary.”
She opened the screen door and I stepped into my father’s 

house and saw my sister for the first time in three years. I’d 
hoped she would be glad to see me, that she would greet me with 
her big, toothy grin, but I hadn’t seen that joyous, and some-
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MELISSA LENHARDT14

times mischievous, smile since her wedding day, and I wasn’t 
greeted with it now.

Mary’s gaze landed on my duffel bag. “I see you’re not stay-
ing long.”

“I have enough clothes to stay indefinitely.”
“In that?”
“In this. I assume Clark’s still sells toothpaste.”
“Clark’s Pharmacy has been out of business for nine years.”
“Has it? I’m sure a lot has changed, though this room might 

as well be encased in amber.”
We glanced around the den. Brown paneled walls, a ’70s-era 

golden-brown shag carpet which had long since been f lattened 
into submission, a couch upholstered in a waxed cotton of large 
orange f lowers—the last purchase my mother made before she 
died—a dark walnut side table and matching coffee table stacked 
with back issues of The Cattleman, Texas Monthly, Texas High-
ways, and Field and Stream. A black recliner sat at one end of the 
couch, angled slightly toward the center of the room to imply 
a conversation area, but in reality was pointed toward the tele-
vision sitting on a rickety metal stand across the room. The black 
leather slashed through the earth-toned room like a deep canyon.

“I’ve been trying to get him to replace this horrid carpet for 
more than ten years,” Mary said. “Said it worked perfectly fine 
and was a waste of money.”

“I suppose he’s not wrong.”
“There’s hardwood under here, you know.”
“Nora!” Jeremy English emerged from the kitchen, a broad 

smile on his face and his eyes sparkling with good humor. I put 
down my bag and hugged my brother-in-law.

“Jeremy. Nice to see you.”
“You, too.” He held me at arm’s length. “You haven’t changed 

a bit.”
“You just saw me last year,” I laughed.
“It’s been two years.”
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THE SECRET OF YOU AND ME 15

“That long? You’ve gotten fat, I see.”
Jeremy was built like a fireplug: short, stocky and all muscle, 

which he confessed to me at dinner two years earlier he worked 
harder and harder at as time wore on. We’d always gotten along 
like a house on fire. He was fascinated by the military, and I 
reveled in his pure, nonjudgmental interest in my chosen profes-
sion. He’d understood when I’d left the service after ten years, 
but hadn’t shown nearly as much interest in my career as a tech-
nical writing translator. Still, when he was in DC, we always 
found time for dinner or a cup of coffee.

“Where are the kids?” Mary snapped.
Jeremy’s smile barely slipped, but his eyes dimmed, and his 

sigh was almost inaudible. “Outside with Dormer. Feeding the 
chickens. How was your trip, sis?”

“Flight was good, but Austin traffic was atrocious.”
“Welcome to the fastest growing city in the country.” He 

picked up my bag and turned away, boxing out Mary. “Your 
room?”

I shrugged and nodded, sending signals as mixed as my emo-
tions.

“There she is!” A fat woman wearing a leopard-print caftan 
waddled into the room, arms outstretched.

My face split into a grin. “Emmadean.”
My aunt enveloped me in her wonderfully comforting em-

brace. I closed my eyes and inhaled Shower to Shower talcum 
powder and White Diamonds perfume, the scent of childhood 
comfort for scraped knees and barbed wire fence scratches, a 
broken arm from being pitched from an ornery horse named 
Tinker. It reminded me of her laughter at my horrified re action 
to the birds and the bees, her quiet understanding when I was 
heartbroken and, finally, her holding my hand as I lay in a hos-
pital bed, sobbing about everything and nothing. Her temple 
against my cheek was sticky with sweat, but I didn’t care.
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MELISSA LENHARDT16

“Lookitchoo,” Emmadean said. “My God, you haven’t aged 
a bit. Doesn’t she look good, Mary?”

“Great,” my sister said, pushing past us and into the kitchen.
Emmadean ignored her, gripping my elbows while she 

searched my face, for what? Grief? Fear? Relief? My eyes wa-
tered at the love and concern I saw in Emmadean’s expression. 
“I’m all right,” I said, voice thick.

She squeezed my elbows and released. “You will be. Come 
on, let’s get some food in you. I’ve seen fence posts with more 
curves than you.”

I chuckled and shook my head. Emmadean had been pushing 
food on me, and everyone else in Lynchfield, for as long as any-
one could remember. She lived to take care of others, and what 
better way to show love than to feed them with the best cook-
ing in the Hill Country? If there was a recipe for it, Emma dean 
would glance at it, and proceed to make it her own. For all her 
prowess in the kitchen, she couldn’t bake to save her life. Bak-
ing didn’t lend itself well to improvisation; it required attention 
to detail and precision, which Emmadean lacked in all areas of 
her life. It had fallen to me to save our weekly family Sunday 
after-church meals from Emmadean’s box brownies and slice-
and-bake cookies, because going without dessert was not an 
option. Looking at the spread of food in the kitchen, including 
cakes, pies, cookies, and kolaches, I knew the church ladies had 
rallied the troops as soon as news of Ray Noakes’s unfortunate 
accident had spread.

Mary shoved a red velvet whoopie pie in her mouth when I 
entered the kitchen. She ate it almost defiantly, as if she wanted 
me to judge her and find her lacking. I picked out my own and 
took a bite. “Not bad, but I could do better.”

“Course you could.”
“Did you make these?”
“No. Since you weren’t here, Emmadean and I made all the 
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THE SECRET OF YOU AND ME 17

arrangements for Pop. I’m sure you’ll find something to bitch 
about, but do us all a favor, and keep it to yourself.”

“Oh, Mary, take the stick out of your ass,” Emmadean said. 
“Nora couldn’t care less how we plant Ray in the ground, long 
as we do.”

“Wow.” Mary made a production of sweeping the crumbs off 
her hands. “I thought it would at least take ten minutes. But, 
she’s barely walked in the door, and you’re taking her side. I’ve 
been at Pop’s beck and call for the last fifteen years while Nora’s 
been off doing God knows what…”

“Servin’ her country,” Emmadean interjected.
“…but does anyone ever appreciate what I do? The sacrifices 

I’ve made? No. I’m just told to take a stick out of my ass as if I’m 
the selfish one. Fucking priceless.” My niece and nephew, Madi-
son and Hunter, stormed into the kitchen in a swirl of preteen 
energy. They immediately threw themselves at me, and almost 
knocked me down.

“Aunt Nora!”
“Gosh, you two have gotten big!” I said, hugging the little 

heathens. “Next time I think a firm handshake is all I’ll be able 
to stand.”

They bombarded me with questions, and I listened and 
watched Mary smolder with jealousy.

“Did I bring you anything?” I said in mock shock. “Noooo.” 
I put my hand up to block my face from Mary and mouthed, 
“Yes. Go check my bag.”

Madison, the oldest, playfully pushed Hunter out of the way 
so she could be first down the hall.

“When Nora’s done spoiling them, I’ll meet y’all in the car,” 
Mary said.

The screen door slapped shut behind her. Jeremy sighed. “That 
didn’t take long.”

“She’ll get over it,” I said. I had zero patience with Mary’s 
jealousy. I saw the kids every couple of years, at most, though I 
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MELISSA LENHARDT18

tried to Skype with them somewhat regularly. Why she couldn’t 
just let me enjoy being their aunt was beyond me. “I hope Hunter 
still likes Legos.”

“He does,” Emmadean said. “Those things get lost in our shag 
carpet. Dormer and I have been stepping on them for years.”

I opened the cabinet door under the sink and tossed my barely 
eaten whoopie pie into the trash. “When’s the visitation?”

“Six,” Emmadean said. The clock above the door said six-
teen thirty-five.

“Why don’t you drive Mary out to Comanche Springs, Jer-
emy?”

“You want me to go parking with my wife? Now?”
“I’m giving y’all a break from the kids. If she wants to bitch 

about me, so much the better.”
“Why don’t you take her? Let her bitch at you directly.”
“Don’t worry; I’ll let Mary yell and scream at me before I go 

back home. Let her test out her arguments with you first. Re-
fine them a little bit. I want only her best temper tantrum. And, 
frankly, I’d rather hang out with your kids.”

“You are so weird sometimes, Nora,” Jeremy said. “Don’t take 
them to Dairy Queen. They’ve already had three cookies each.”

I mock saluted and said, “Yes sir.”
Jeremy left, leaving me to study the casserole offerings. I leaned 

over and inhaled the tangy aroma of an especially delicious- 
looking green chile chicken enchilada casserole. “What should 
I avoid, Emmadean?” When she didn’t answer, I glanced up.

“You are home.”
I straightened, confused. “Hmm?”
“You said Mary could yell at you before you go home. Lynch-

field is your home.”
I picked up a paper plate, found a serving spoon in the drawer 

next to the sink, and dished up a helping of enchiladas while 
Emmadean watched.

“Ray’s dead, Nora. No reason you can’t stay.”
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“My life is in DC. My career. My friends.”
“Your family is here.”
“I’ve gotten along without my family for years.”
“That was your choice, not ours.”
I took a bite of enchiladas, savoring the contrast of the spicy 

tang of the sauce and the smooth creaminess of the cheese, and 
wondering what had compelled me to return to my hometown 
for my father’s funeral. I’d managed to sever myself cleanly from 
him, and, for that matter, from Lynchfield, Texas. I told myself 
I could come, pay my respects, and leave, unscathed and un-
touched by memories, and long-buried emotions. I knew it for 
a lie as soon as Emmadean took me into her arms. By her body 
language and expression, so did she. The enchiladas turned sour 
in my mouth, but I continued to eat to avoid answering.

Emmadean shook her head and said as she walked out the 
back door, “Can’t run from your problems forever, war hero.”

I dumped the paper plate into the trash.
“Come on, you heathens! Quick trip to DQ before the visi-

tation!” I called.
They let out a cheer. The sound of feet pounding down the 

hallway made me smile.
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