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        Love seeketh not itself to please,

        Nor for itself hath any care,

        But for another gives its ease,

      
        And builds a Heaven in Hell’s despair.

        WILLIAM BLAKE, “THE CLOD AND THE PEBBLE”
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        Thank you for reading The Broken Line.

      

      
        A. R. Shaw
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      The ties were spaced for a man's stride, and Jessie's stride had shortened.

      He noticed it a quarter mile from the river, when the sound of the water had dropped behind them to something he could still hear if he listened and had stopped listening for. One tie, then the next, and his boot coming down on the gravel between instead of the wood. He'd walked a thousand miles of track in his life and never missed a tie. He put it down to the dark and Bean's weight on his shoulders and the cold, and he knew it wasn't any of those, and he kept walking.

      Nobody talked. They'd gone a mile up the line from the bridge before anybody said a word, and the word had been Wade's, said to his brother's ear, too low for Jessie to catch. Matty led. Jessie had let him, because the boy had asked for it with his eyes at the foot of the far bank and because the map was in Jessie's pocket and he didn't need to be at the front to know what it said. Two miles. A square with a bee drawn beside it.

      The line ran straight here, through pines that stood up black on either side like the walls of a hallway, and the moon came and went in the gaps. Ice on the rails. He could hear it crackle under Shay's feet ahead of him, a sound like somebody eating. The cold had a different quality on this side of the river. On the other side it had been wet, the kind that got into cloth and stayed. This was dry and it went straight for the bone.

      Ollie coughed.

      It was a small sound and it came through the dark from Wade's back, where the boy rode with his arms slack around his brother's neck, and it had the catch in it. Jessie had been walking behind that catch for two days. He'd walked behind worse. He'd walked behind a man on a stretcher once for nine miles in heat that stood up off the road, and he'd known by the fourth mile what he'd find when they set the stretcher down, and he'd kept walking anyway, because what else did you do. He didn't think about that. He thought about ties.

      "How far?" Junie said, beside him. She'd dropped back without his noticing. She did that.

      "A mile. Less."

      "You said that a mile ago."

      "I said two miles a mile ago. Now I'm saying one." He shifted Bean. The boy's hands were cold in his hair and had been for some time. "Walt Hollis drew that map for a woman who was going to use it to find beehives in the dark. He didn't draw it wrong."

      She let that go, and they walked.

      He saw it before Matty did, because he knew what he was looking for. Not a building. A shape at the edge of the pines where the trees stopped being trees and started being a clearing, low and square and darker than the dark around it, with a roofline that didn't belong to anything that had grown. He said, "There," and Matty stopped, and the line stopped behind him, ten children on a rail bed in the cold looking at a shed.

      It was a shed. Tin roof, board sides gone silver, a door on one hinge. Around it in the snow, the pale stumps of what had been hives once, twenty of them in rows, their boxes blown off and scattered and the bees long dead or long gone. A fence that had kept nothing out for years. A pump handle standing up out of the snow like a flag.

      "That's it?" Wade said.

      "That's it."

      Nobody moved. Jessie understood why. They'd walked away from a bunker with a steel door and jugs of water stacked against the wall, and they'd walked away from a house with a roof and a stove, and they'd crossed a river on a rail in the dark to get to a bee shed with its door off. He understood it and he didn't have time for it.

      "Inside," he said. "All of you. Matty, the door. Rafa, see if there's a stove."

      There was a stove.

      It stood in the corner of the one room on four iron legs with its pipe going up through the tin, a little box stove the size of a suitcase that a man would keep in a shed to warm his hands between hives on a March morning, and there was wood beside it, split and stacked and dry, because Walt Hollis had not done a thing by halves. Jessie set Bean down on a bench. He knelt in front of the stove with his hands shaking, from the cold or from the rest of it, and he found the damper and opened it and laid the fire, kindling first, then the small stuff, then the split, and he got a match out of the tin from the Hollises' pantry and struck it.

      It caught.

      He sat back on his heels and watched it go, the little yellow flame finding the kindling and the kindling taking it and the whole of it beginning to breathe, and he realized he was watching the first fire he'd lit in the open since he'd walked onto the signal station's steps a month and a lifetime ago. He'd rationed the heaters. He'd never lit the stove in the white house, with its roof off and its chimney standing up for any guard on the county road to see. He'd lived a month in the cold on purpose, because smoke was a flag.

      There was nobody on this side of the river to see a flag.

      "Well," he said, to the fire, and heard his own voice crack on it, and didn't care.

      They came in around it. All of them, the way they'd come in around the lantern the first night in the bunker, in a heap, with Ollie laid out on the bench nearest the heat and Wade sitting on the floor with his back to the bench and his hand up behind him on his brother's chest. Dee in the blue coat. Shay and Marcus with their shoulders touching. Andy with his bad leg stuck out and his stick across his knees. Rafa by the door, where Rafa always was. Matty standing, because Matty had taken to standing. And Bean, who had gotten down off the bench and crossed the floor and sat against Jessie's boot the way he had the first night, with his small cold hand on the frayed cuff of Jessie's pants, and said nothing, because he never did.

      The stove ticked. The tin roof ticked with it as the heat came up. Outside, the wind moved in the dead hives.

      Shay was the first to look around. She always was. She sat up out of the heap and turned her head slowly the way she'd turned it in a culvert, taking a room in, and she said, "There's veils."

      "Bee veils."

      "What for?"

      "So the bees don't get in your face when you take their honey." He fed the stove. "Man who kept this place kept bees. Twenty hives. There's the stumps of them outside in the snow."

      "Where are the bees?"

      "Dead, or gone. Bees don't keep without somebody to keep them."

      She thought about that. Then she said, "Was there honey?" and he laughed, because of course that was the question, and because he'd been wondering the same thing since the door.

      "We're across," Matty said.

      "We're across."

      "And he's not."

      "No." Jessie fed the stove a split log and watched it take. "He's got two trucks and a boat, and he's got forty miles of wrecked road between him and the only bridge that'd bring him around, and he's got a man on the coast expecting him. He's not coming. He said so himself, in his way." He looked at the boy. "A dead man's no use to him. A live one's not worth the gas."

      Nobody said anything.

      "Forty miles," Jessie said. "That's what Garvey said was left of this line, and Garvey didn't lie about distances, whatever else he lied about. There's a signal station up it somewhere; the guards said so. I don't know what's there. I've never known what was at the end of a line in my life and I've walked a good many of them. But we've got a stove tonight and a roof, and this was Walt's shed, and in the morning we'll see what else Walt left us."

      Ollie coughed. Wade's hand moved on his chest.

      Matty came and stood by him at the stove when the others had gone quiet. The boy didn't sit. He stood with his hands in the pockets of his coat, and looked at the fire, and said, low enough that it stayed between them, "What if it's empty?"

      "The station?"

      "The station. What if we walk forty miles and it's a building with nobody in it. Or not even that."

      Jessie looked at the fire too.

      "Then it's a building," he said. "With a roof, maybe. And we'll have walked forty miles to a roof, which is what we did tonight, and nobody'll be sorry we did." He turned his hands over in the heat. "I don't know what's there, Matty. I told them that and I meant it. I've never in my life walked toward a thing I knew was there. I've walked away from a good many I did."

      "That's not the same."

      "No. It's better. The things I knew were there, I left. This one I don't know, and I'm going toward it anyway, with ten of you, and if that's a fool's way to do it then I'm the fool, and you can say so when we get there."

      Matty almost smiled.

      "I'll say so," he said.

      "I know you will." Jessie looked at him. "That's why you're standing. You've been standing since the trestle. You think if you sit down somebody'll have to be you, and there's nobody."

      The boy didn't answer that. He stood a minute longer, and then he went and sat down on the floor by the door, across from Rafa, with his back to the wall and his knees up, and put his head back against the boards, and closed his eyes, and Jessie watched him do it.

      Jessie got up, with his knees telling him about it, and went to the door Matty had gotten back on its hinge and stood in it a minute looking out at the stumps of the hives in the snow and the black line of the pines and the sky, which was clear, and full of the hard bright stars that had come out over the bunker in the eye of a storm. He breathed. The air hurt going in and he breathed it anyway.

      Behind him in the shed, somebody laughed. Shay, at something Marcus had said. A small sound and a short one and it stopped as soon as it started.

      He stood in the door a while longer, until the cold got to be more than the fire at his back could answer, and then he went in and shut it, and pushed the bench against it, and sat down on the floor with his back to the wall and the stove in front of him and ten children breathing, and did the thing he'd learned to do in a bunker in a hurricane.

      He stayed up, and he counted, and he got to ten.
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      Daylight showed him the shed, and the shed showed him Walt.

      He'd seen the man's hand in a ledger and in a tool outline on a pegboard and in the way a bunker door had been greased, and he saw it again now in the gray light through the one window: everything in its place, and the place drawn for it. Bee veils on hooks, three of them, with the netting gone brittle. A smoker on a nail with its bellows cracked. Hive frames stacked by size on a shelf with the sizes penciled on the shelf's edge. A galvanized drum in the corner with SYRUP on it in black marker and a date four years old, and when Jessie got the lid off, the syrup inside had gone to a solid amber block that he could chip with a knife, if he'd had a knife.

      He didn't have a knife. The guards had taken it on the gravel outside a police station, along with the wire cutter he minded more, and he'd walked twenty miles and crossed a river without either and hadn't missed the knife until this minute, standing in front of a drum of sugar he couldn't get into.

      "Here," Rafa said.

      He'd come up without a sound, which was the only way Rafa came up on anybody, and he held out something flat and steel. A hive tool: a bar the length of a man's hand with a bent lip at one end for prying frames and a flat blade at the other for scraping wax. Walt's, off the shelf, drawn around in pencil. Jessie took it. It had an edge, not much of one, and it had weight, and it slid into the pocket where the knife had lived as if it had been made to.

      "Thank you."

      Rafa shrugged. "It was in the drawing."

      The syrup came off the block in sheets, and the sheets broke into shards, and the shards were candy. Pure sugar, gone hard and clear, with the faint taste of whatever the bees had been meant to make of it. He gave a shard to each child and watched ten faces change. Bean held his in both hands and licked it like a cat. Ollie, propped on the bench with the blanket to his chin, let Wade break his into pieces small enough to swallow and swallowed them with his eyes shut.

      "Sugar's not food," Jessie said, mostly to himself.

      "It's better than nothing," Shay said.

      "It's better than nothing."

      He went through the rest of the shed while the stove ate the last of the morning chill. A pump handle outside, which he worked until it gave him rust and then water. A coil of rope, bee-yard rope, light and strong, for hauling hives. A coffee can on the highest shelf with a lid on it, which he took down because a coffee can with a lid on a high shelf in a dead man's shed was a thing that had been put there to be found.

      Inside: a folded square of paper, and a bottle.

      The paper first. He unfolded it on the bench under the window and it was the map, the other half of the one in his pocket, drawn in the same careful pencil. The river at the bottom, with the trestle marked as two parallel strokes and a gap. The line running north off the top of the river, straight, with the shed marked where they sat. A quarry, ten miles on, drawn as a bite out of the embankment with a little X in it that might have meant a hive or might have meant something else. And at the top of the sheet, where the line met another line coming in from the east, a square. Beside the square, in Walt's hand: Teague's. Dispatch.

      He looked at it till his eyes watered.

      "What's that?" Matty, over his shoulder.

      "The end of the line. Twenty miles. Twenty, not forty." He put his finger on it. "Walt had a name for it. That means somebody was there when he drew this, or had been. A dispatch house is where they ran the trains from, back when there were trains. Two stories, usually. Offices. A yard." He folded the map. "A roof, anyway. And somebody called Teague."

      "You don't know that they're still there."

      "No. I don't." He'd said that so many times in the last month it had stopped being a confession and started being a kind of prayer. "I know it's twenty miles and I know there's nothing else on this paper."

      Then the bottle.

      It had been under the map the whole time he was reading it and he'd known it was there the whole time, the way he'd known where a bucket sat eleven feet over his head in a bunker. A pint. Clear glass, a cork, and inside it something the color of weak tea that was not weak tea. Walt's. Put up here with the map and the syrup for a March morning when a man's hands were cold and the bees were slow.

      He picked it up.

      He did it in front of all of them, because there was no way not to. The shed was one room and ten children were in it. He held the bottle up to the window and the light came through it amber and he felt the whole of him turn toward it without deciding to, the way it had turned in a pantry and a station and a cell. His mouth filled. His hand was steady, which was the worst of it. His hand had always been steady for this.

      He set it back in the coffee can.

      He put the lid on the can. He put the can back on the high shelf where he'd found it, exactly where the dust showed it had sat, and he turned around, and the shed was very quiet.

      "Matty," he said. "It's there. Top shelf, in the can. If I go up for it, you'll know."

      The boy looked at the shelf and then at him. "Okay."

      "We leave it where it is. Somebody might need it some day for what it's for." He didn't know if that was true. He said it anyway, because a thing you said out loud in front of ten witnesses was harder to unsay.

      Dee was the one who asked. She'd been in the blue coat on the bench with her thumb in her mouth and she took the thumb out and said, "What's in the bottle?" and the whole shed went still in a way it hadn't for the bottle itself.

      "Whiskey," Jessie said. "The man who kept bees here kept that too. For cold mornings."

      "Is it bad?"

      He looked at her. Six. In a coat he'd pulled off a hanger in a burned house for a girl he'd seen once with headlights going over her, and she was asking him a thing nobody had asked him in his life, straight, with no edge on it.

      "It's bad for me," he said. "That's all I know about it for sure. It might be fine for somebody else. It's not fine for me, and so I put it back."

      Dee considered this. "Okay," she said, and put the thumb back in.

      Nobody commented. Junie had watched the whole of it from the bench with Dee in her lap and her face giving him nothing, and when he turned around she was looking at Ollie, not at him, and he was grateful for that.

      He spent the rest of the morning on the boy.

      The two tablets were in his shirt pocket, behind the gray scraps, in the brown bottle from a pharmacy that didn't exist anymore. He'd carried them twenty miles as if they were the photograph. He gave them both now, crushed in a shard of syrup candy that he held in the heat off the stove until it went soft, and Ollie took it from Wade's fingers and got it down, and lay back, and the catch in his breathing went on exactly as before.

      "How long?" Wade said. Not looking at him. Looking at his brother.

      "For the pills? A day. Maybe they'll do something. Maybe they were already doing all they could." Jessie sat down on the floor beside the bench. "For the walk, three days. Twenty miles at the pace he can be carried. We've got food for two if the candy counts, and it doesn't."

      "So we go today."

      "We go today."

      Wade nodded. Then he said the thing Jessie had been thinking since the river and had not let himself finish. "And if he gets worse on the line, there's nothing. No bunker. No shed. Just the line."

      "Just the line."

      "Then we'd better walk fast." The boy stood up. He was thirteen and he'd carried his brother through a hurricane and a freeze and he stood up like a man getting up to go to work. "What do we carry him on? I can't do twenty on my back. I did the last ten on nothing."

      Jessie looked at the door Matty had put back on its hinge. Pine boards, four of them, a plank across the top and bottom to hold them. Six feet by three. He looked at the coil of bee-yard rope. He looked at the rails outside the window, two of them, running north, straight and level and iced.

      "We don't carry him," he said. "We pull him."
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      The door came off its hinge easier than it had gone on, and Jessie laid it flat on the snow outside the shed and stood over it the way he'd stood over a train horn once with a compressor and a battery and a notion.

      A sled wanted runners. He didn't have runners. What he had was two steel rails, iced, running north as far as the eye went, and a door that was wider than the gap between them. He turned it. Lengthwise, the planks that held the boards together at top and bottom would ride the rails like a flatcar rode them, if he could keep it from skewing, and he could keep it from skewing with rope.

      He showed Matty and Rafa. Bee-yard rope through the gap at each corner, knotted under, run forward to a loop a boy could put over his shoulder. Two boys, one on each rail, walking the ties outside the rails, and the door riding between them on the iron with a sick boy on it wrapped in every blanket they had.

      "It'll grab," Rafa said, looking at the ice.

      "It'll grab. That's why there's two of you. One stops, the other one keeps it straight." He pulled the knot tight with the hive tool for a lever. "And it's not downhill from here to the quarry, so don't let anybody tell you it is. Walt's map's got a mark on it, a little arrow. I think that's grade. I think this line was built to carry gravel out of that pit to the river and the empties back, and empties go up and loads come down, so the pit's higher than the water." He stood up. "Which means we're walking uphill and the door's walking it with us. It'll be work."

      "Everything's work," Matty said.

      They tried it in the yard, among the dead hives. Ollie on the door, blankets to his chin, Wade walking beside with his hand on the boy's chest. Matty and Rafa took the loops and leaned and nothing happened, and leaned harder and the door came unstuck from the ice with a sound like a kiss and slid, and kept sliding, and the boys walked and it followed them, and Ollie's eyes opened and he looked up at the sky going by.

      "It works," Shay said, in the voice of somebody who'd expected it not to.

      "It works until it doesn't," Jessie said. "Which is how everything works. Load up."

      Loading up was not much. The last of the Hollises' crackers in a pillowcase. The syrup candy, broken into a second pillowcase, which Shay carried because she'd taken charge of it. The canteens and jars, filled at the pump until the pump gave out. The blankets, every one, on the door with Ollie. The first-aid cabinet's leavings, gauze and tape and one brown bottle with nothing in it that Jessie kept anyway. The map. The hive tool. Walt's coat on his back.

      He stood
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