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Chapter 1 – The Thing the River Left Behind
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By the third day after the flood, the river had quit roaring and gone to talking low again, like it was tired of its own temper.

All through the bottomland the signs of what it had done lay scattered and hung up in plain sight for anybody with eyes enough to see them. Cane was bent flat and silvered over from the force of the water. Mud slicked the roots of the sycamores halfway up their white trunks. Brush, dead hens, broken boards, and all manner of somebody’s living was snagged in the drift lines where the current had slowed and let go.

Eli Bower stood barefoot in the black, drying silt and looked over the ruin as if he might count it and make sense of it.

He was twelve years old and wiry in the way mountain boys get from climbing ridges, chopping kindling, and going half-fed through winters that ask more of a body than a body has a right to give. His overalls were patched at one knee and damp to the calf. His straw-brown hair was pushed down on one side and sticking up on the other. In one hand he carried a short hickory stick he had cut fresh that morning. With it he nudged aside pieces of drift as he walked.

He had come down to the river to look for anything worth bringing back. A good rail was a good rail. A length of chain was better. Even a box, if the corners held, could be turned to something. These were not times when a family passed by what the river left.

The morning had broken cool and washed clean, though the ground still breathed out the sour smell of flood mud, roots, and drowned weeds. Far up in the branches, trapped wisps of hay and a torn flour sack fluttered like strange pale birds. Eli tipped his head back to study them.

“Law,” he muttered to himself, “she sure did climb.”

He knew that already, of course. He had heard her in the night two days back, booming against the banks in the darkness while rain hammered the roof and Mama sat up in bed every little while to listen. He had heard Papa pull on his boots and go to the door more than once. He had heard the loose stuff in the yard rolling and bumping in the black. But hearing a flood and seeing where it had been were two different things altogether.

A sycamore root, thick as a hog’s back and slick with clay, held fast a twisted knot of debris fifty yards downriver from the ford. Eli saw it from a distance and made for it at once.

There were two fence rails in the tangle, a wash tub with its side stove in, half a chicken crate, and what looked to be the splintered lid of somebody’s feed bin. Grapevines had wound through it all and tightened as the water fell. A dead fish, white-bellied and stiff, lay jammed against the roots.

Eli stepped closer.

Something in the drift moved.

He froze.

For one quick foolish second he thought snake, and his skin went cold. Then the thing moved again, not with the sliding quickness of a snake but slow and weak, as if life in it was hanging by a thread.

He edged around, peering between the rails.

An eye looked back at him.

It was a large, dark eye, crusted with mud and set in a pale face that did not belong among broken boards and drowned weeds.

“Well now,” Eli whispered.

A mule colt lay half on its side in the mess, one hind leg pinned under a rail, its narrow body roped round with wild grapevine. Its coat was not white exactly, but a washed-out gray, near the color of wood ash, with a pale mane pasted to its neck in wet strings. One ear twitched at him. Its nostrils fluttered. 

It was alive, but only barely, and so chilled and spent it could not do more than tremble.

Eli looked up and down the riverbank as if somebody might come claiming it.

No one.

Only the river talking low over the gravel bars and a crow raising a fuss back in the timber.

He crouched beside the colt and laid a hand on its neck. The hide jumped under his palm.

“Easy now,” he said, his voice dropping soft without him meaning to. “I ain’t aiming to hurt you.”

The colt rolled its eye and gave a weak little pull against the vines, but it had no strength for fighting.

Eli studied the snarl. The rail had drifted crossways and wedged firm between two roots. He set down his stick, braced both feet in the mud, and pulled.

The rail did not so much as groan.

He spat to one side, wiped his hands on his overalls, and tried again, straining till his face reddened and cords stood out in his neck. The rail shifted a little and settled deeper.

He sat back on his heels and blew hard through his mouth.

“Stubborn old thing,” he muttered, though whether he meant the rail, the river, or the colt, even he could not have said.

He took out the small knife Papa had let him carry since winter, opened the blade, and began sawing at the grapevines. They were wet and tough and green under the bark. He had to cut some twice where the blade slipped. Mud coated his fingers. Gnats worried his ears. Once the colt gave a sudden frightened jerk and nearly drove the knife into his wrist.

“Hold still,” Eli said, sharper now. “I can’t do nothing with you carrying on.”

The colt’s breathing came quick and shallow. Eli worked faster.

When the vines were cut away, he crawled in close and got both hands under the rail. He lifted once, failed, then wedged his shoulder against it and heaved with everything in him. This time the rail rose enough for the colt’s leg to come free and slide out of the muck.

The rail dropped with a thud that sent muddy water splashing his shirt.

“There,” Eli panted. “There now.”

The colt did not rise.

That scared him worse than the eye had.

He put his hand again to its neck. Warm, but too still. He rubbed hard, as he had seen Papa do with chilled lambs. He scrubbed the mud from its nose so it could breathe easier. At last the colt gathered itself and tried to get its front legs under it. One leg folded. It slumped back.

“You ain’t dead,” Eli said fiercely, as if the animal had spoken otherwise. “Don’t you go making a liar out of me.”

He slid his arms under the narrow chest and pushed while the colt struggled. The second time it got its knees beneath itself. The third time it rose all at once, shaking so hard its legs trembled like willow switches in a current.

For a moment Eli grinned. He could not help it.

The colt stood with its head hanging low and river water dripping from its belly hair. Up close it looked younger than he had first thought—still loose in the knees and narrow through the chest, not much more than a big foal. There was no halter on it, no mark that Eli could see, only a rubbed place on the neck that said there had been one once.

“Well,” Eli said quietly, “who do you belong to?”

The colt’s ears tipped toward him and then away.

Eli looked across the river bend toward the low country where scattered places lay along the water. Somebody upriver might be missing it. Somebody might already be hunting the banks.

Or maybe not.

Floods took things clean out of one life and laid them down in another. Folks around there knew that. A washtub could come from five miles up. A door from ten. A body from farther still, if the Lord did not spare the family the seeing of it.

He did not want to think on that.

He laid hold of the colt’s muddy mane.

“Come on then,” he said. “You’re coming with me till we find out what’s what.”

The colt did not come willingly, but it came. Eli coaxed, tugged, rested, and coaxed again. Twice it braced its skinny legs and would not budge. Once it nearly sat down in the mud. Little by little he got it through the cottonwoods and up the rise from the bottom, both of them wearing more river than when they had started.

By the time the Bower place came into sight through the trees, Eli’s back ached and his stomach was pinched with hunger.

Their farm sat where the lower field met the first lift of the foothills, poor ground in some places and good in others, with a log house weathered gray, a smokehouse leaning just enough to give Mama worry, a corncrib, a chicken lot, and a barn that Papa was forever saying needed one more week’s work than he had time to give it.

The place looked smaller to Eli that morning than it ever had before.

He stopped with the colt in the cover of the chinaberry and cedar near the barn and listened.

No sound from the yard but hens scratching and the loose clank of chain from the well sweep.

Good.

He led the colt around behind the barn and into the old lean-to where they kept busted harness, a cracked singletree, and things too useful to throw away though they had not been touched in years. The colt stood droop-headed while Eli found an empty water bucket, sloshed it out, and filled it from the pump. The animal drank with a desperate, ugly thirst that made Eli uneasy. He fetched a flake of older hay from the loft. The colt nosed it, then began to eat in slow, tired mouthfuls.

Eli leaned against the post, muddy from chest to ankle, and watched it.

“Don’t you make no racket,” he told it. “Not till I’ve had time to study on things.”

He knew right off Papa was not going to take kindly to another mouth in the yard. Not with the corn laid low in the bottom field, not with seed costs still unpaid, not with every meal seeming to make less in the pot than the meal before it. A mule colt, half-drowned and owner unknown, was not the sort of thing a sensible man welcomed home.

Still, Eli could not make himself sorry.

There was something in the colt’s face—not prettiness, exactly, and not meekness either. It was more like a look of having come through something bad and not understanding why it had lived when so much else had not. Eli knew that look. He had seen it in lambs after sleet storms and once in Mama’s eyes the year the fever took his baby brother before Eli was old enough to remember him proper.

He reached out and rubbed the colt between the ears.

“You stay hid,” he said.

He slipped from the lean-to and circled wide toward the house pump, meaning to wash up before anybody saw him in that condition. But as he came under the kitchen window he heard voices inside and stopped.

Papa’s voice first, low and worn.

“I’m telling you, Ruth, if that note gets called, there won’t be no putting it off this time.”

Mama answered, quieter still. “Maybe he’ll wait.”

“He waited once already.”

There was the sound of a chair moving on the floor. Eli stood with one hand flat against the wall.

Mama said, “The flood’s done damage all over. He knows that as well as we do.”

“Knowing ain’t the same as caring.” Papa’s voice had an edge to it now, though not toward her. “A bank don’t plow. A bank don’t bury stock. A bank don’t stand in a field and watch a whole season laid down in one night. It just counts.”

For a long moment nothing was said. Eli could hear the faint simmer of something on the stove and the ticking of the clock shelf in the other room.

Then Mama asked, “What are you thinking?”

Papa let out a breath.

“I’m thinking if harvest comes poor, and if the bottom ground don’t recover, and if Pritchard sends word before winter, we may have to go.”

The words hit Eli like cold water.

Go?

He stared at the rough chinking between the logs as if he had not heard right.

Mama spoke after a bit. “Go where?”

“Fort Smith. Muskogee. Anywhere there’s mill work, timber work, hauling. I don’t know.”

“No.”

It was not loud, that one word, but it came out of her with such force Eli felt it in his own chest.

Papa answered weary-like. “I ain’t saying I want to. I’m saying what may be.”

“This is our place.”

“It’s our place if we can hold it.”

Mama did not answer right away. When she did, there was hurt in her voice, though not for herself alone.

“And what of the children? What of Eli? He’d sooner cut off his right hand than leave these hills.”

Papa gave a dry little laugh with no gladness in it. “A boy don’t get asked by hardship what he’d sooner do.”

Eli swallowed. His mouth had gone dry.

Inside, Mama moved again. He pictured her standing by the table with her apron twisted in her hands the way she did when worry got after her.

“There’s got to be some other way,” she said.

“If there is, I ain’t found it.”

“We can sell the yearling hog come fall.”

“It won’t be enough.”

“My wedding brooch.”

“No.”

“It lays in the drawer more than it ever lays on me.”

“I said no.”

The firmness in Papa’s voice there was different. Tender, almost angry at the thought.

Mama said, softer, “Then what?”

No answer came for several seconds.

When Papa spoke, his words came slow. “We pray. We work. We ask for mercy where men seldom give it. That’s what.”

Eli backed away from the wall as quiet as he knew how. He did not want them catching him there with their fear on his face. He stepped into the yard, went to the pump, and worked the handle though he scarcely saw the water. Mud rinsed off his hands and ran dark at his feet. His chest felt strange and tight, as if a knot had been pulled in it.

Leave?

Leave the house under the red oaks, the path down to the spring branch, the ridge where blackberries grew in June, the river trails, the cane brakes, the whole breathing, living country that had taught him every bird call and every weather sign he knew?

The thought was so wrong his mind would hardly hold it.

He splashed water on his face and stood there dripping.

From behind the barn came the faint, thin nicker of the colt.

Eli lifted his head.

The sound came again—weak, but there.

He turned slowly and looked toward the lean-to.

All at once the two things—what he had found and what he had heard—came together in him with a force that near took his breath. The river had not left that colt to him for nothing. He did not know how he knew it. He just did.

If the animal belonged nowhere now, then maybe it belonged here.

If the flood had taken, maybe it had also given.

If the place was slipping, then something had to be held fast.

He was only twelve, barefoot, hungry, and not master over a single thing in the world. Yet standing there in the yard with pump water drying cool on his face, he made up his mind with the whole of his heart.

He was going to save that colt.

And somehow—though he had not the first notion yet how—he was going to save the place too.

Mama opened the kitchen door then and called, “Eli? Is that you out there?”

“Yes’m,” he answered, and was glad his voice sounded mostly steady.

“Well, come wash proper and get in here. Dinner’s near ready.”

“I already washed.”

She stepped onto the threshold and squinted at him. “You look like you wrestled the river itself.”

He gave half a shrug. “Was just down looking at the damage.”

Her eyes, soft and tired all at once, stayed on him a moment longer. “Did you find anything worth fetching back?”

Eli thought of the pale colt in the lean-to, chewing old hay with a drowned look still in its eyes.

He looked past her shoulder into the dim kitchen where Papa sat at the table, elbows on knees, hat in his hands.

Then he looked back at the barn.

“Yes’m,” he said. “I believe maybe I did.”
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Chapter 2 – A Mouth Too Many
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Eli meant to put off the telling for as long as he could.

He got through dinner by keeping his eyes on his plate and his mouth shut, which was not hard seeing as how there was little enough on the plate to brag on and less still in him for talking. Cold beans warmed over in bacon grease, a pone of corn bread, and the last of the turnip relish sat on the table between them. Nora and Tildy whispered over something only sisters found worth whispering on. Mama moved quiet from stove to table and back again. Papa ate with the look he had worn all morning, slow and far off, as if every bite had to be counted before it was took.

Twice Eli thought the colt might give itself away. Once he heard a thump from the lean-to and nearly choked. Another time the loose board along the back side of the barn rattled in the wind and set his heart to hammering.

But the meal passed. Papa washed his hands in the basin and went out to look over the lower lot. Mama sent Nora and Tildy to fetch chips for the stove. Eli helped clear the table, all the while feeling the secret in him swelling bigger and bigger till it seemed it would show plain through his shirt.

He might have kept it till evening too, if Ghost had known enough to hold still.

Instead, a sharp little whinny rose from behind the barn.

Mama stopped with two plates in her hands.

Eli stopped with the dishpan.

They looked at one another.

That sound came again, thin and strange in the afternoon stillness.

Mama set the plates down slow.

“Eli Bower,” she said.

He did not answer.

“What have you got hid out there?”

Before he could shape a word, Papa’s voice carried from the yard.

“What in the name—”

Then came the hard, quick sound of boots crossing packed earth.

Eli dropped the dish towel and ran for the door.

Papa was already at the lean-to when he reached the barn. He stood half-turned in the opening, one hand on the post, looking in at the colt where it stood tied by a length of rope Eli had scrounged from the harness peg. 

Ghost’s coat had dried in ridges of mud. His ears twitched. One front knee still shook when he shifted his weight.

Papa did not speak at first.

That was worse than if he had hollered.

Eli came to a stop a few feet off. “Papa, I can explain.”

Papa turned then, slow and controlled, which told Eli just how near mad he truly was.

“You fetched a mule home?”

“A colt,” Eli said before he could stop himself.

Papa’s eyes narrowed. “That improve matters, does it?”

“No, sir.”

Mama came up behind them, wiping her hands on her apron. One look into the lean-to and she put her fingers to her mouth.

“Mercy,” she said softly. “Where’d he come from?”

“River,” Eli answered quick, seizing the kinder question. “He was hung up in the sycamore roots down by the ford. Bound up in grapevine and pinned under a rail. I cut him loose.”

Papa looked back at the colt. “And then, instead of doing the sensible thing and finding whose animal it was, you brought him here.”

“He’d have died if I left him.”

“That ain’t the point.”

“It surely is the point,” Mama said.

Papa gave her a glance over his shoulder. “Ruth—”

“No, sir. Don’t Ruth me like I’m blind. That creature’s near drowned. Look at him.”

“I am looking at him,” Papa said, and now his temper showed. “I’m looking at an animal that eats. I’m looking at one more back to carry on a place that can’t bear the load it’s got. I’m looking at trouble, and my own boy sneaking it into the barn like we was in want of trouble.”

Eli felt the words sting though he knew they were not altogether aimed at him. “I can feed him.”

Papa let out one short breath through his nose. “Can you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“On what?”

Eli opened his mouth and found nothing there.

Papa stepped into the lean-to. Ghost lifted his head and rolled one eye, but he was too spent to do more. Papa ran a hand down the colt’s neck, not gentle exactly, but not cruel either. He pressed the shoulder, looked at the legs, studied the rubbed patch where a halter had once been.

“Unmarked,” he muttered. “No brand I can see.”

Mama moved nearer. “Maybe he was washed from somebody’s place up the river.”

“Or maybe he belongs across the bend,” Papa said.

At that Eli looked up. “Across the bend?”

Papa nodded toward the river country beyond the sycamores. “Haskins old orchard place sits low. If the water got in there hard, stock could’ve broke loose.”

Mama’s face changed some at that name. “I thought there warn’t nothing left over there but trees and a falling shed.”

“Ain’t been much else these two years.”

Eli listened close. He had heard of old Haskins land, same as boys hear of near places half in story and half in warning, but he had never been over to see it.

Papa straightened and turned back toward him. “Get this clear now. He cannot stay.”

The words fell hard.

Mama said at once, “John Bower, you can’t mean to turn that weak thing back out.”

“I can and I do.”

“In his shape? That’d be a sin.”

Papa’s jaw worked. “Ruth, sin don’t put hay in the loft.”

“No, but meanness don’t either.”

Eli had never heard them cross one another so plain in front of him. It made his insides go cold.

He stepped forward. “Papa, please. Just for a little while. Till he’s stronger. Till we find out whose he is.”

Papa faced him square. “And while we’re finding out, what then? He drinks our water, eats our feed, and takes up our time.”

“I’ll tend him.”

“You tend a great many things in talk.”

“I mean it.”

Papa’s voice sharpened. “So do I.”

Ghost gave a weak little nicker then and nosed toward the hay. Eli turned to him like the sound itself had laid hold of his shirt.

“I’ll cut cane if I have to,” he blurted. “I’ll gather river grass. I’ll carry fodder. I’ll do all of it myself. You won’t have to fool with him none.”

Papa rubbed at his forehead with the heel of his hand. Weariness showed on him more than anger now, and somehow that looked worse.

“Boy,” he said, quieter than before, “you don’t know what all is tied to keeping one thing alive. It ain’t just a handful of grass and a name.”

The name caught Eli. He had not said anything yet about the one he had chosen in his mind.

Mama stepped into the lean-to beside the colt. She laid a careful hand against the muddy cheek and the animal leaned, just a little, into her palm.

“There now,” she murmured. “Poor wandered thing.”

Papa watched her and shook his head once, though whether in frustration or surrender Eli could not tell.

“You women and young’uns,” he said. “Anything with eyes gets in this yard and straightaway it’s family.”

Mama looked at him over her shoulder. “Not family. Just the Lord’s making. That ought to count for something.”

Before Papa could answer, a voice came drifting from the front side of the barn.

“If y’all are fixing to have a court session out here, somebody best fetch up a chair.”

Eli turned so fast he near slipped in the dust.

Grandpa Lute was coming around the corner of the barn with his hat tipped back and his walking stick in hand, moving at that unhurried pace of his that somehow always brought him exactly where something worth seeing was happening. He was Mama’s father, spare as a fence rail and brown as cured leather, with whiskers the color of wood smoke and eyes that missed very little. Folks said he could read weather off a leaf underside and tell a sick cow from a hundred yards by the way she held her tail.

He stopped at the lean-to opening and peered in.

“Well now,” he said. “Ain’t you a sight.”

Ghost pinned one ear, then let it go slack again.

Grandpa Lute stepped close and put his knuckled hand under the colt’s jaw, lifting the head just enough to study the face. 

He looked at the teeth, the knees, the fetlocks, then the rubbed place on the neck. He grunted low in his chest.

“Where’d he come from?” he asked, though not in the tone of a man asking because he did not know.

“Eli fetched him from the river,” Papa said. “Hung in the roots down by the ford.”

Grandpa nodded as if that settled some matter in his own mind. He circled the colt once, eyeing the legs and hips.

“Thought so.”

Eli stepped nearer. “Thought what, Grandpa?”

“That he’s Haskins stock.”

Papa folded his arms. “You know that for certain?”

“Certain enough for speaking.” Grandpa tapped his stick lightly against the colt’s hind leg. “See that left hock? Slight turn to it. Old Haskins had a gray mule mare with the same set. Mean-eyed thing. Kicked clean through a plank one spring. This here’s out of that line or I’ll eat my hat boiled.”

Mama gave a little sound of surprise. “Then he did come from across the bend.”

Grandpa nodded. “Most likely floated or swum loose when the river got up in the orchard ground.”

At the mention of the orchard, he fell quiet a moment and looked past them all toward the west, where the river curved away behind the sycamores and the abandoned Haskins place lay hidden from sight.

Eli, seeing the look on him, asked, “What’s over there now?”

“Trees,” Grandpa said. “Some dead. Some maybe not. Brush thick as lies. A shed leaning toward the grave. And ground that used to bear better than folks remember.”

Papa made a dry sound. “Used to.”

Grandpa looked at him. “Aye. Used to can matter.”

Papa shifted his weight. “Not if a man can’t eat memory.”

“No,” Grandpa said. “But he may eat from what memory points him to.”

That was one of Grandpa’s ways. He would say a thing near sideways and leave the rest for other folks to climb after.

Papa plainly had no patience for it that day. “Say straight what you mean, Lute.”

Grandpa rested both hands atop his walking stick. “I mean if the orchard still roots, the land may still yield.”

No one spoke.

Even Eli, who had never seen the place, felt something stir at the words.

Papa frowned. “That orchard’s been left to briar and rot.”

“So folks say.”

“So I say too. I’ve laid eyes on it.”

“You’ve laid eyes from a distance,” Grandpa answered mild. “That ain’t the same as knowing what lives under bark.”

Papa looked back into the lean-to, then out across the yard. “What’s that got to do with this colt?”

Grandpa’s old eyes moved to Eli. “Maybe nothing. Maybe something. River throws up signs now and then, for them inclined to read.”

Papa gave a small, weary laugh with no amusement in it. “And now we’re taking direction from flood trash and half-dead mules.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time Providence came muddied up.”

Mama almost smiled at that, though the worry had not left her face.

Eli stepped closer to Grandpa. “You reckon the orchard could still be living?”

Grandpa looked at him a long second before answering. “Boy, trees got more grit in ’em than folks credit. You can split one, scorch one, freeze one, neglect one, and still find green under bark come spring. Not always. But sometimes.” He nodded toward Ghost. “Same with stock. Same with land. Same with people, for that matter.”

Papa shifted again, and Eli saw that old guarded look come over him—the one he wore when hope came near enough to tempt but not enough to trust.

“All this is fine talk,” Papa said, “but it don’t alter what stands in my barn. We are not keeping a colt because an orchard might maybe still be alive across the bend.”

Eli drew breath. “Could we keep him till we know?”

Papa did not answer.

Mama said, “That’s no more than decent.”

Grandpa added, “And practical besides. If he’s Haskins stock, there ain’t a soul likely to claim him soon. Haskins boy lit out west near two year gone, and the old man’s in the burying ground. Loose stock on abandoned land fares no better than loose children. Best bind him here till he finds his feet.”

Papa looked from one to the other, seeing himself outnumbered and not liking it. “Y’all make it sound simple.”

“It ain’t simple,” Mama said. “It’s just right.”

That settled something, though Papa would not have said so.

He walked into the lean-to again, took hold of the rope Eli had used, and tested the knot. Then he bent and checked the old hay with his fingers.

“If he stays,” he said at last, “it is temporary.”

Eli’s heart leaped so sudden he had to grip the doorpost to keep from showing it too plain.

Papa held up a finger. “Temporary. Till he gains enough strength to stand proper and till I can ride over or ask around concerning ownership. And he don’t get corn fit for working stock. Not yet. Hay, water, cane if the boy cuts it. That’s all.”

“Yes, sir,” Eli said so fast the words nearly tangled.

Papa turned his gaze on him. “And seeing as how you made the promise, you’ll be the one keeping it. Watering, cleaning, feeding, watching.”

“I will.”

“Morning and evening.”

“Yes, sir.”

“If he founders, gets snakebit, breaks through a rail, or bawls half the night, that too is yours.”

“I said I will.”

Papa’s mouth twitched at one corner, not a smile exactly, but near enough that Eli saw the man under the worry again.

“Don’t say it,” Papa muttered. “Do it.”

“I will,” Eli repeated, quieter now, because this time it was not begging. It was an oath.

Grandpa stepped back out into the sunlight and settled himself on an overturned bucket as if the matter had gone according to his expectation all along.

Mama drew her apron corner over Ghost’s face and began wiping away the dried mud from around his
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