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        For if they fall, the one will lift up his fellow: but woe to him that is alone when he falleth; for he hath not another to help him up.

        ECCLESIASTES 4:10
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      On December twentieth the truck was due before dark, and by three o’clock the snow had started to stay.

      I walked up to the northern gate for the second time that afternoon. Ilse was on her stool by the post with a feed sack folded over her knees and a crust of white along each shoulder. Her needles kept going. She had finished one sleeve of something gray since noon and was well into the other.

      “You’ll freeze to that,” I said.

      “Then I’ll be easy to find.”

      Calvin had the gatehouse door propped with a log so he could see the road. A kettle sat on the stove behind him, and steam came out of the spout in short, uneven breaths. He raised his cup to me through the doorway, the way he did for everyone.

      The road ran west from the gate, then climbed in long switchbacks along the side of the ridge before it turned north for Mill. On a clear day you could see the last bend from here, a mile and a half off and five hundred feet up, where the road crossed above the creek ravine and disappeared into the trees. Today I could see the first rise and a gray wall beyond it. The snow came straight down, heavy and quiet, filling the ruts as I watched.

      Behind me, up the hill, the lift knocked.

      It had been doing that since before I came to Alder, once each turn, a sound the whole settlement had stopped hearing. For the past two weeks the knock had changed. There was a second, smaller sound after the first now, like a man clearing his throat after a cough. Ivo had put his hand flat on the housing that morning and kept it there a long time. Then he took it away and told Peter the bearing had to be in before the next hard freeze.

      The bearing was on the truck. So was a month of insulin and the other clinic stock Stowe had been rationing since the end of November. So was Sabrina, who was coming to sit at Gaber’s hearing in the morning.

      And so was Coben.

      Mill had sent word three days ago. The hearing needed him. Gaber had sent people east, and Coben had been the man at the other end who received them, so he could speak to how they arrived. He would travel in custody, with an escort, and go back the same way.

      I had read the message twice. Then I went outside and walked around the receiving yard. At East he had stood beside the cabinet while we took the back off it, insisting that everything inside belonged to him. I could still see Ben waiting for his own papers with both hands flat on his knees. Now I was meant to have a bed ready for Coben.

      “You keep looking at the road,” Ilse said.

      “So do you.”

      “I’m paid to.”

      She wasn’t paid for anything. Nobody had ever given her the stool or the job. She had simply been there one day in October when the gate mattered, and she had stayed after it stopped mattering.

      I heard Ben before I saw him. He had taken to using a stick when the ground was bad, a length of ash Peter had cut and shaped for him, and the ferrule made a small, firm sound on the frozen path. He came up beside me slowly. Snow had collected in the brim of his hat.

      “You should be indoors,” I said.

      “So should you. We can both be disappointed.”

      He leaned on the stick and looked at the road. He was better than he had been in November. He ate what Hester gave him, and he could climb his stairs without stopping on the landing. But the cold found him faster than it found anyone else. I could see it in his hands, which had gone pale at the knuckles.

      “I wanted to see him get down,” he said.

      “Coben?”

      “I want to see whether he looks at me.”

      I didn’t ask what he’d do if Coben did. I didn’t know what I would do either. I had pictured it several times since the message came. Coben climbing out of the back of the truck with his hands tied in front of him, looking at the gate and the cottages and the smoke the way he’d looked at the yard at East, as if he were adding it up. In some versions I said something. In most I didn’t.

      Ilse dropped a stitch and swore at it under her breath and picked it up again.

      By four the light was going. Calvin lit the lantern on the gatepost and another inside the gatehouse window. The snow fell through the lamplight in a slow, steady curtain.

      Peter came up the lane with Jack. They had been at the workshop all afternoon building the frame Ivo wanted for the lift. The worn bearing would not come out through the old shed, so the shed roof had come off on Monday, and Peter’s frame would stand in its place to carry the hoist and a canvas cover while the fitting was done. Peter had sawdust in the wool of his sleeves. His left hand was bare and the two smallest fingers were red with cold. He kept them curled against his palm, the way he did when he thought nobody was looking.

      “Nothing?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s slow over the top in this.” He stood beside me and looked up the road. “The crew staked the bend last week. They put a rag on the outside post.”

      “I saw it on the way in.”

      “Then the driver will see it.”

      Jack had climbed onto the bottom rail of the gate to see farther. Calvin told him to get down, and he did, eventually.

      “What’s the latest they’d come?” Jack asked.

      “They’d stop at the hut on the far side if they couldn’t make it,” Peter said. “Sit it out till morning.”

      “Would they?”

      “I would.”

      Jack went over to look at the kettle. He was seventeen and had been taller than his mother since summer. He was the kind of boy who stood near heat rather than ask for it. Lyle Tarrant came past with a cradle of split wood on his shoulder, stopped, and set it down in the snow.

      “Truck?” he said.

      “Not yet.”

      Lyle looked at the sky as if it owed him money. Then he picked the wood up again and went on to the dining hall.

      The cold deepened as the light went. I stamped my feet. Ben had stopped talking, which meant he was hurting. I was about to tell him to go in when Ilse put her knitting down on the sack.

      She stood up.

      I had never seen her stand without a reason. She was looking past the first rise, up toward where the switchbacks would be if the snow had let us see them.

      “There,” she said.

      Two lights, high up and far off, small and yellow through the snow. They moved along the side of the ridge at a crawl. They were on the second switchback, or the third. I couldn’t tell how far they were from the bend.

      “That’s him,” Jack said. “That’s the truck.”

      Peter watched the lights with me. They crept left, stopped, crept on. Someone was driving very carefully. I found I was holding my breath and let it out.

      “They’re nearly at the top,” Calvin said from the doorway.

      The lights reached the place where the road turned along the ravine. They slowed. For a moment they seemed to stand still in the falling snow.

      Then one of them swung up.

      It swept across the snow and the dark trees above the road, a long pale arc. I couldn’t make it mean anything. A headlamp doesn’t point at the sky.

      Both lights went out.

      Nobody spoke. The snow went on falling. The lift knocked up on the hill, then the little second sound.

      “Peter,” I said.

      He was already moving. He went down the lane toward the workshop at a run, his bad hand tucked against his chest.

      “Rope,” I said to Calvin. “Lanterns. Whatever you have.”

      “The sled’s in the back.” He was pulling on his coat. “I’ll get Stowe.”

      “Get Ivo too. And Teo.”

      Jack had come off the rail. His face had gone very still.

      “I’m coming,” he said.

      “Ask your mother.”

      “There isn’t time.”

      “There’s time to ask her,” I said. “Run.”

      He ran. Ben had both hands on his stick. He hadn’t moved.

      “Go back to your room,” I told him. “Please. Get warm.”

      “You’re going up there.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then go faster,” he said, “and stop talking to me.”

      We left at a quarter to five, seven of us. Peter had two coils of rope and a lantern. Ivo carried a bar and a canvas bag of tools. Teo pulled the gatehouse sled with Stowe’s bag lashed to it and a bundle of blankets. Lyle had seen the lights from the dining hall door and come without being asked. Jack came with Penny’s permission and Penny’s instruction, which he repeated to me on the first rise: stay with Peter, do what Peter says, come back when Peter comes back.

      Calvin stayed at the gate. Someone had to.

      The road climbed straight away. Under the new snow the ruts were frozen hard, and every step landed on something different: soft, then iron, then a hole. The lantern made a small room of light around Peter, and the rest of us walked at its edges. Beyond it was nothing but the sound of our breathing and the snow ticking on our hoods.

      On the first switchback I fell behind. My chest burned with the cold air. The pack straps cut into my shoulders. I shifted them, and the cold found the sweat underneath. Ahead of me Lyle walked with his head down, at the same pace he’d used carrying wood, as if this were only farther.

      On the second switchback Jack slipped and went down on one knee. He was up before anyone could reach him.

      “Fine,” he said.

      Nobody had asked.

      At the turn below the last stretch, Peter stopped and held the lantern up. The wind came across the face of the ridge here, and the snow drove sideways into the light. I could just see the edge of the road and the dark drop beyond it. Somewhere below in the ravine was the creek, too deep under the snow to hear.

      “Keep to the inside,” Peter said. “All of you. Inside.”

      We went on. My legs had stopped feeling like mine. I counted steps to give myself something to do and lost count at two hundred.

      Then the road leveled out, and we were at the bend.

      The crew’s stakes stood along the outer edge, a line of dark posts with snow caps. The red rag hung from the last one, wet and black in the lamplight. Between the third stake and the fourth there was a gap. The posts were gone. The snowbank behind them had been torn open in one broad scoop, and two deep grooves ran through it to the lip of the road.

      Beyond the lip there was only dark and falling snow.

      Peter went down on his knees at the edge with the lantern held out over nothing. I crawled up beside him. The cold came up out of the ravine like breath from a cellar.

      Sixty feet down, perhaps more, a single headlamp was shining up through the snow. It pointed at the sky, steady and pale and completely wrong. In its light I could see the underside of the truck, the wheels turned up, the canvas torn and hanging.

      A horn sounded once, weakly, and stopped.

      Then someone below us began to shout.
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      The voice came up out of the ravine broken by the wind. I couldn’t make out words. It was a man’s voice, and it kept going.

      “Lantern,” Ivo said.

      Peter swung it out as far as his arm would reach. The light fell a few yards down the slope and gave up. Below that the snow took it. The headlamp on the truck went on shining at the sky.

      “I’ll go,” I said.

      Peter looked at me. He didn’t argue. His left hand was no use on a rope and he knew it better than I did.

      Ivo was already uncoiling. He tied one end around the base of the nearest stake that was still standing, then looked at it and untied it again. He went to a fir on the inside of the road, a thick one with its lower branches gone, and made it fast there instead. He ran the line across the road and over the lip.

      “You go down with your feet,” he said to me. “Your hands are for the rope. If you fall, you sit. Don’t grab the snow.”

      “All right.”

      “Lyle comes behind you. I come last with the bar.” He turned to Peter. “You hold the top. Jack, Teo, with him. When we pull, you pull.”

      Jack’s face was white in the lamplight. He took the rope behind Peter and set his feet without being told how.

      I went over the edge.

      The slope was steeper than it had looked from the top. The snow was knee-deep and loose on top of something hard, and every step slid a little before it held. I went down sideways with the rope running through my gloves. Above me the lantern became a smear of yellow. Below me the headlamp grew.

      The smell reached me before anything else. Diesel. It was thick in the cold air, sweet and wrong, and it got stronger as I went down.

      “Fuel,” I called back. “Keep the lamp up there.”

      Lyle’s answer came from just above me. “Heard.”

      The truck had come to rest on a shelf of rock and broken trees, about sixty feet below the road. It lay on its side with its cab downhill. Past it the slope fell away again into dark. The headlamp that still worked was the upper one. Its beam went straight up into the falling snow and lit nothing.

      The voice had stopped.

      “Hello,” I called. “We’re here. Who’s hurt?”

      Nothing. Then a knocking from inside the cab, slow and deliberate. Three times.

      I worked my way along the shelf to the front of the truck. The windshield had gone white with cracks. The driver’s door was underneath, against the rock. The passenger door was on top, facing the sky, and someone had got it partway open. It had jammed on a bent hinge.

      I climbed onto the wheel and looked down through the gap.

      Sabrina looked back up at me.

      She was on her side against the driver’s door. Her face was bloody along one cheek and the blood had begun to freeze. Below her, somewhere, the driver was breathing in harsh snatches. Sabrina had one arm free. The rest of her was caught under the dashboard where it had folded in.

      “Steph,” she said. Her voice was quite steady. “I can’t get my legs.”

      “Ivo’s coming with a bar.”

      “The driver’s under me. He was talking a minute ago.”

      “Is anyone else in here?”

      “The escort was in the back. With Coben.” She closed her eyes and opened them. “I heard someone outside. Shouting.”

      “That was him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Lyle came onto the shelf behind me. Then Ivo, with the bar across his back and the bag of tools hanging from his shoulder. He looked at the cab and at the slope below it, and then he looked at the shelf the truck was resting on. A tree trunk was holding the rear end. It had bent like a bow under the weight.

      “Nobody on the back,” he said. “Not on that side. Nobody.”

      It took them twenty minutes to get Sabrina out. I held the light. Ivo worked the bar into the gap under the dash and leaned on it with his whole body, and the metal groaned and gave an inch, and he moved the bar and leaned again. Lyle lay on top of the cab and reached down with both arms. Every time Ivo moved, the truck moved a little too. I felt it in the wheel under my knee.

      “Talk to me,” Sabrina said, when Ivo had stopped to breathe. “Tell me something that isn’t this.”

      I tried to think of something. “Ben came to the gate to watch for you.”

      “Did he.”

      “He wanted to see Coben get down.”

      She laughed, which turned into something else. “Tell him I’m sorry to disappoint.”

      The dash gave another inch. Her right leg came free. Her left was worse. When Ivo got the bar under the steering column and shifted it, she made a sound I didn’t want to hear again, and then she was loose, and Lyle had her under the arms. They brought her up through the door like a sack of grain. I took her weight on the wheel. She was shaking all over.

      “Ankle,” she said through her teeth. “Left.”

      We wrapped her in two blankets and tied her to the first rope. Peter and Jack and Teo hauled her up the slope while Lyle climbed beside her to keep her face out of the snow. I watched her go up into the dark, a gray bundle with a pale face, until the lantern above took her in.

      The driver was harder. He was older than I’d expected, with a beard gone white at the chin. He had been knocked out against his window and had come back to himself enough to fight us. His right arm hung wrong below the elbow. He kept asking whether the load had shifted.

      “The load’s fine,” Ivo told him. “Hold still.”

      “The medicine’s in the front crates.”

      “Hold still.”

      We got him out. He sat on the wheel with his arm in his lap and looked down at his truck lying on its side, and he said a word I won’t put down. Then he let us tie him to the rope.

      When he was gone I asked Ivo whether we could reach the back. He checked the bent tree again, then pointed me along the uphill side. I kept a hand against the bodywork and went where he had shown me.

      The canvas was torn open along its whole length. Inside, the benches had come loose and crates lay piled against the lower side. Some had split. One was leaking something dark that steamed a little where it hit the snow. The smell of diesel was worst here. I could see the shapes of the fuel cans, three of them, crushed like paper cups.

      The escort was half under a bench. He was a big young man in a Mill coat. When I touched his shoulder he opened his eyes and said “Where is he” before he said anything else.

      “Who?”

      “My man.” He tried to sit up and went gray. “He was chained to the rail. He was right here.”

      I looked at the rail. A length of chain hung from it, still locked. The other end was empty. The cuff had been on a bolt that had torn out of the frame.

      “Can you move your legs?” I asked him.

      “Yes.”

      “Then lie still. Someone’s coming.”

      I crawled back out. The headlamp’s glow reached a little way down the slope below the truck. I could see a trench in the snow there, a long, ragged furrow going down toward the creek. At the bottom of it, maybe forty feet below the shelf, something dark lay against a rock.

      It moved.

      “Coben,” I said. Not loudly. I didn’t know I’d said it aloud until he answered.

      “Caddel.” His voice was hoarse. “Is that you?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “My leg’s gone,” he said. “I can’t feel my feet. I’ve been shouting for an hour.”

      It had been longer than that. It had been nearly two hours since the lights went out. I stood at the edge of the shelf with the snow coming down between us and didn’t move.

      “Caddel. I know you’re there. I can see your light.”

      Ivo came along the shelf behind me. He stopped and looked down the trench. He waited for me.

      “The escort first,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “Then him.”

      “Yes.”

      I turned away from the slope. Behind me Coben called my name again, and then he stopped calling it.

      The escort could walk with help. We got him up the rope with Lyle beside him, and Lyle came back down alone, breathing like a bellows. Up at the road somebody had built a fire in the lee of the inside bank. I could see it now, a small orange flicker, and shapes moving around it. Jack had run down to Alder for more hands. Penny had come back up with him. So had Calvin, with the second sled, and Hester with a pot of something hot wrapped in a quilt.

      That left Coben.

      “I’ll go,” Lyle said. “I’ve the legs for it.”

      “We’ll both go,” Ivo said. “He’s heavy and he’s below the truck. If it goes, it goes on top of him.”

      “Then don’t stand under it,” I said.

      Ivo looked at me. “No.”

      They went down the furrow on the second rope with the bar and a canvas sling cut from the truck’s cover. I stayed on the shelf and held the light on them. From up there I could see what they were doing but not their faces. They reached the rock. One of them crouched. I heard Coben cry out once, sharp and high, when they moved the leg. Then Ivo’s voice, low and even, telling him something. Then Coben said “Don’t” and Ivo said “Then hold still.”

      It took them a long time to drag him up the furrow. The sling kept catching. Coben was a big man and he couldn’t help them. Twice they stopped and I heard him breathing. When they reached the shelf, Lyle sat down in the snow beside the wheel and put his head between his knees.

      I held the light on Coben’s face.

      His hat was gone. His hair was white with snow. There was a cut across his forehead, already closing with cold. His right leg lay at an angle below the knee that made my stomach turn over. He looked up into the light and narrowed his eyes against it, trying to see behind it.

      “You took your time,” he said.

      “We took the others first.”

      “I heard.” He shut his eyes. “Is the woman alive? The steward?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” He seemed to mean it. “The driver?”

      “His arm’s broken.”

      “He went too fast at the bend. I told him. Nobody listens to a man in a chain.”

      Ivo looped the rope under the sling and knotted it. “We’re going to pull you up,” he said. “It’ll hurt.”

      “Most things do.”

      They hauled. I climbed beside him with the light, and on the steepest part I put my hand flat on the sling to stop it swinging, and felt his weight move against my palm. At the top Peter and Jack and Teo and Calvin had the rope over their shoulders and were walking it back across the road. When Coben came over the lip, it was Jack who caught the sling and pulled it clear of the edge.

      Coben lay in the snow by the fire and looked up at the boy.

      “I know you,” he said.

      Jack didn’t answer him. He let go of the sling and stepped back, and Penny put her hand on his arm.

      Ivo asked for one more descent, with Lyle on the shelf and Peter holding the line. The medicine was within reach of the torn canvas. He came up with two crates, wrapped in the escort’s coat, lashed together and carried on his back. He set them down by the fire and stood with his hands hanging.

      “The bearing,” I said. “The case.”

      “It went.” He pointed down past the shelf, past the furrow, into the dark where the creek was. “It was in the back with the fuel. The crate split. I saw where it went in the snow. I couldn’t follow it.”

      “How far?”

      “Far.”

      Nobody said anything for a while. The fire ticked and spat. The driver was sitting against the bank with his arm strapped to his chest, drinking from Hester’s pot. Sabrina was on the first sled under every blanket we had, and Stowe was kneeling by her ankle. The escort sat with his back to Coben and his face to the fire. Coben lay on the second sled where we’d put him.

      Up the hill, too far away to hear, the lift was knocking. Or it wasn’t. I found I couldn’t remember whether I’d heard it when we left.

      “We’ll come back for it,” Peter said. “In daylight.”

      “Yes.”

      We started down a little after nine. Two sleds and fourteen people and the snow still falling. Coben’s sled was harder to steer, and Lyle and Teo took the ropes on it and didn’t give them to anyone else the whole way down. At the switchbacks the sleds wanted to run. We went slowly, a few feet at a time, with someone at the back of each one leaning against the slope.

      Halfway down, Coben spoke from his sled. He wasn’t speaking to anyone. He said, “It’s farther than it looked,” and then he said nothing else.

      The gate lantern came up out of the snow ahead of us, and below it a figure on a stool. Ilse had waited. She stood when she saw us, and she counted the sleds as they passed her, moving her lips. Then she picked up her stool and went home.
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