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For everyone who has been down,

and found the courage to stand again.

Courage is not the absence of fear.

It is choosing to face it anyway.
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Preface
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Woman Down began with a single question: what does it take, finally, to stop running?

This is the story of a woman who has been down—hunted, hiding, and afraid—and of the long, cold winter in which she finds the courage to stand again. It is set in a small harbor town at the edge of a great northern lake, in the years just after the war, when the world was smaller and colder, when there were fewer places to disappear and fewer ways to call for help, and when a season could close a town like a door.

It is a story of danger, and of secrets, and of the kind of love that does not come rushing in to rescue—but stands close, and steadies, while a person does the hard work of rising on her own.

I hope you find in these pages both the darkness and the light.

—Jacee Jax
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Act One: Fractures
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Chapter One

I woke at the hour I always woke, which was the hour before I needed to, in the dark, with my heart already counting.

That was the first thing the city had taught me that I’d kept: a body learns to wake itself when the mind doesn’t trust the house. For three years I’d opened my eyes to ceilings I didn’t recognize, in towns I couldn’t have found on a map a month before I lived in them, and every one of those ceilings had looked the same in the dark—a low gray field with a crack in it somewhere, a water stain shaped like a country that didn’t exist. This ceiling, in Wickham Bay, had its crack running from the window to the lamp, and a stain over the door the color of weak tea. I had memorized it the first night the way I memorized everything: not because it mattered, but because not-knowing was a kind of death.

I lay still and listened to the house wake around me the way it did every morning, and I made my list.

Furnace ticking in the cellar—old Mr. Lindqvist must have come and stoked it before he went down to the docks; he kept hours that started in the middle of the night, the way men do whose fathers fished and whose fathers before them fished, until the rising at four had bred itself into the blood. The Soo Line freight, far off, two long and a short, crossing the trestle north of town. Wind off the lake, steady, finding the loose storm sash in the front parlor and worrying it the way a tongue worries a sore tooth. The Petersons’ dog, three houses down, who barked at the milk wagon every morning of his life as though the milk wagon were a new and terrible idea. The clock on the landing, which ran four minutes slow, and which I had never corrected, because a thing that’s wrong in a way you understand is safer than a thing that’s right in a way you don’t.

No car. No footstep on the porch that didn’t belong. No voice pitched low under the wind.

I let my breath out, slow, through my nose, where even in an empty room the habit would not let me let it out any other way.

Then I got up, in the cold, and I dressed in the dark the way I always dressed—sweater first, against the chill, then the wool skirt, then the shoes I could run in, the brown oxfords with the good soles, never the heels, never anything I’d have to choose between my dignity and my life to keep. I had learned that, too. A woman who keeps her good shoes by the door and her practical ones on her feet is a woman who has already decided which one she is. I had decided three years ago, on a station platform in the dark, with a train pulling out that I’d nearly not been on, and I had not changed my mind since, and I did not expect ever to be allowed to.

I crossed to the little mirror over the washstand and looked, the way I looked every morning, not at myself but at the work. The hair was the worst of it—the part I hated, the part that was the most lie. Once a fortnight, in the dark of the bathroom down the hall after the others slept, I worked the dull brown out of a bottle through it, root to end, and rinsed it in cold water so the smell would be gone by breakfast, and watched a stranger come up out of the basin. The woman in the mirror had brown hair going a little dry from the dye and a tired set to her mouth that I had practiced until it was no longer practice, and she was nobody, and that was the whole point of her. I had built her to be nobody. Three years of building, and most mornings I believed in her so thoroughly that the believing was the only rest I got.

In the corner, on its hook, hung my coat. The heavy gray one, wool, mended at the cuff. I touched the hem of it as I passed—not to straighten it, though that’s what it would have looked like to anyone watching, and I always behaved as though someone were watching, because the day I stopped behaving that way was the day someone would be. I touched it to feel the thing sewn into the lining there, the small flat hardness of it, the size of a matchbox, that I had carried out of one life and into this borrowed one and had not once let out of arm’s reach. It was still there. Of course it was still there. But I touched it every morning all the same, the way other women say a prayer, and it told me the same thing the prayer would have told them: not yet. Not today. You’re still here.

I went down in my stocking feet to make the bread, carrying my shoes, the way I went down every morning, so that the stairs would not announce me. Even to a sleeping house. Even to no one.

Chapter Two

Mrs. Stennis’s boardinghouse stood at the top of Bell Street, where the town gave up climbing the hill and let the pines take over—a tall narrow house the color of an old man’s teeth, with a porch that wrapped two sides and a view, from the kitchen window, straight down Bell to the harbor. That view was why I’d taken the work. I’d told Edith Stennis it was the prettiest kitchen in town, which was a lie—it was a dim, low-ceilinged, hard-working room that smelled of woodsmoke and lard and the bitter coffee Edith made too strong on purpose, on the theory that coffee was medicine and medicine ought to hurt—but a woman who can see the whole length of the only street into a place, who can see every car that comes up from the docks and every figure that turns the corner from the depot, that woman has bought herself four extra minutes. I knew exactly what four minutes were worth. I’d had less, once, and lived; I’d had more, once, and a man I knew had not.

I built up the stove. I set the bread I’d started the night before to its second rise, and I put the coffee on, and I stood at the window in the blue dark with my hands around the first cup, and I watched my town wake.

I called it mine. That was a danger and I knew it. A woman in my position is not supposed to call anything hers; the moment a place becomes yours, you stop being able to leave it, and the not-being-able-to-leave is the thing that gets you killed. But three years is a long time, and Wickham Bay had been kind to me in the indifferent way that hard places are kind—it had asked me nothing it didn’t ask everyone, it had let me be plain and quiet and useful, and it had given me the lake.

I loved the lake the way you love something that could kill you and hasn’t yet. In summer it lay out past the breakwater flat and silver and went green where it deepened, and the ore boats came down from the iron ports riding low and black with their loads, and the gulls screamed over the cannery, and the whole town smelled of fish and tar and the particular green rot of the harbor at low water, which I had hated the first summer and come, by the third, to find I could not sleep without. But it was November now, and the lake had turned the color of a knife, and the swells came in from the north with a long cold purpose to them, and the fishermen were standing at the rail of the breakwater in the mornings watching the sky and the gulls and the way the water moved, and talking, the way they did every year about this time, about when the bay would close—when the ice would come in across the harbor mouth and lock the boats and seal the town off from the water the way the snow would soon seal it off from the road.

That was the thing about a northern town in winter that I had not understood when I chose one. I’d thought: far. I’d thought: nobody comes here who isn’t from here. I had not thought about what it meant to live somewhere that a season could close like a door. By January there would be one way out of Wickham Bay—the county road south, which drifted shut twice a week and which the county plow ran when the county felt like it, which in my experience of counties was seldom and late—and a single train, the Soo Line, three times weekly if the cuts north of Trout Lake weren’t blocked, which by January they generally were. I had spent the autumn the way I imagine a sailor spends the last clear days before a long voyage, doing arithmetic I didn’t like the answers to, and the answer was always the same: a woman who needs to be able to leave should not winter in a place that won’t let her.

But I had stayed. I told myself it was strategy. Moving in winter is its own danger—a stranger is visible against snow, a new face in a small frozen town in January is a thing people remember and describe and talk about, and a trail of new faces in winter towns is exactly the kind of trail a careful hunter learns to read. I told myself the smart thing was to be already-here when the snow came, a known quantity, the cook at Edith’s, rather than to be the woman who came in November and left in December, who’d be a story told over the diner counter for a year. I told myself it was strategy, and the arithmetic of it was even sound, and I almost believed it.

The truth, which I did not let myself look at directly, was that I was tired. Tired the way you’re tired at the end of a long swim, when the shore is still there and you can still make it but your arms have started, quietly, to argue. I had been swimming for three years. And Wickham Bay, with its one street and its dying autumn light and its lake going hard, had begun, against all my training and all my sense, to feel like a bottom I could finally put my feet on and stand.

That was the most dangerous thing of all, and I knew it, and I made the bread anyway.

I’d settled Vera Cole on the place the way you settle into a coat that isn’t yours but fits. She was older than I was in her manner if not on her papers—and her papers, which had cost a frightening amount of money in a back room in a city I’ll not name, said she was thirty-four and widowed and from downstate, all of which was nearly true, which is the only kind of false paper that holds. She was friendly but not warm, the way a woman is who’s been hurt and isn’t looking to be hurt again, which let people assume a grief I didn’t have to invent and explained the things they might otherwise have asked about: why no family ever wrote, why I’d no photographs on my dresser, why I flinched, the once, when the hall telephone rang late and Edith made me jump half out of my skin laughing about it after. Grief excuses a great deal. People are kind to a widow and they don’t dig, because they’re afraid of what they’ll turn up, and a town will build you a whole sympathetic history out of one careful sigh, and never once suspect you of having handed it the shovel. I had counted on that, and it had held, three years, in four towns, the last and longest of them this one.

By the time the house stirred I had the breakfast laid and my face on—and I mean my face the way an actress means it, the pleasant, unremarkable, slightly tired face of Vera Cole, who was nobody, who was safe, who was here.

Chapter Three

The boarders came down the way they always came down, in the order they always came down, and I have learned that there is no faster way to know a house than to learn the order its people wake in.

Old Mr. Halloran came first, because the old sleep little and rise early to spend the time they’ve stopped being able to fill. He’d taught at the school for forty years—Latin, and history, and a year of something he called “elocution” that the town still teased him about—and now, retired, with his wife dead and his son gone to work in a mill three hundred miles south, he mostly read the newspaper out loud to whoever would let him, which was nobody, so he read it to me while I cleared the plates, and I had learned to make the sounds a person makes that mean go on without listening to a word, which is a skill, and which I was not proud of, because Halloran was lonely, and a person making go on sounds is not the same as a person listening, and he deserved better than I had to give. He took two papers. The local weekly, which printed church suppers and ice-out dates and whose boat had landed what, and which had never once held a single thing that could hurt me. And, two and sometimes three days late, carried up on the boat from downstate, the Detroit paper—because Halloran had taught a single year in a Detroit high school in nineteen-aught-something, before the last war, before the one before it for all I knew, and considered himself, on the strength of that one year, a man of the wider world, which to Wickham Bay he was.

Then the Finn brothers, Toivo and Eino, who worked the boats and rose nearly as early as old Lindqvist but came in for their breakfast hot, and who had between them perhaps thirty words of English and needed perhaps twenty. They were courteous to me in the grave, formal, careful way of men raised by hard mothers in a hard country—they thanked me for the food, every meal, in their two words, kiitos, rouva, and Toivo, the elder, would touch his forehead where the brim of a cap would have been if he’d been wearing one, and I trusted the two of them more than anyone in Wickham Bay precisely because they wanted nothing from me at all. They did not wonder about me. They had not the spare English to wonder about anyone. A man who cannot ask you a question is a man who cannot, however kindly, however accidentally, carry your answer to a stranger at the store, and I had come to understand, by then, that the safest people in the world are the ones who are not curious about you, and that they are far rarer than you’d think.

And last, nearly always last, because she sat up late with her lesson books and her loneliness, came Miss Ahlgren. Annie. The schoolteacher. Young—three or four and twenty—and bright, and far from home, the daughter of a Lutheran minister downstate who’d sent her north to her first post the way you’d send a letter, sealed and addressed and trusting to the system, and the system had set her down in Wickham Bay among the fishermen’s children and forgotten her. She was lonely in the particular, dangerous way of clever young women who’ve been raised to believe that a friend is a thing you find by being open, and she had decided, within a week of my coming, that she and I were going to be friends. She brought me things—a recipe, a pressed flower, a magazine with a story in it she’d liked—and she asked me questions, gently, brightly, the way a person knocks on a door expecting it to open, where downstate, Vera; did you and your husband ever go to Chicago, Vera; what was he like, your husband.

I had to be more careful with Annie Ahlgren than with anyone in the house, and it grieved me, because she was the one I’d have chosen, in another life, to actually be a friend to. But the kindest people are the ones who’ll learn the most about you if you let them, and then carry it, all unknowing, in perfect innocence, straight to whoever comes asking. A man hunting a woman does not waste his time on the suspicious and the closed. He finds the lonely girl who loves her, and he is gentle, and he is interested, and she tells him everything she knows, glowing, glad someone finally cares to ask—oh, Vera, she’s from downstate, she had a husband who passed, she doesn’t like to talk about it, but I know she lived in a city once because she let slip the name of a street—and she never knows, that girl, not then and not ever, that she was the door. I had seen it work. In the life I’d left, I had watched men do it, and admired the craft of it before I understood what the craft was for. I would not let Annie Ahlgren be my door. So I gave her the recipes and the go on sounds and the careful sighs, and I kept the one street name and the one true thing and the husband’s real face all locked in a room she’d never find the handle to, and I told myself it was kindness, the locking, and most days I even believed that too.

“You’re quiet this morning, Vera,” she said, that morning, over her egg.

“I’m always quiet, Annie,” I said, and smiled, and that was true, and she laughed, you are, you really are, it’s restful, and the danger passed the way it mostly did, in nothing, in egg and weak coffee and Halloran clearing his throat to begin reading.

But that was the morning the danger came back into the house, and it came, the way it always did, sideways, through something ordinary, through Halloran’s two-day-old Detroit paper folded beside his plate.

I had a rule about the Detroit paper. I did not let anyone see my face while I read it. So I did not read it. I only saw it, in the half-second I let myself look while I reached past his elbow for the empty toast rack—saw, below the fold, a column with a name in the headline. A name I had known. And I will not pretend I read the column standing there; I didn’t dare; I read the way you read the face of someone who’s come to give you terrible news, all at once, the shape of it before the words. The name in the headline. The words grand jury, lower. The word testimony. And lower still, in the gray small type at the bottom where they put the thing they can’t yet make a headline of, the two words that turned the floor of Edith Stennis’s kitchen to water and far away and then back again: remains unlocated.

“Sad business, that, downstate,” Halloran said, not looking up, buttering, because to him it was a column in a paper from a place he’d been a young man once. “These rackets. All these rackets. In my day a man knew his neighbor.”

“It’s a shame,” I said. My voice came out of Vera, level and unhurried and faintly bored, the widow’s voice, and I have never in my life been so grateful for a thing I’d built as I was for that voice in that moment. “More coffee, Mr. Halloran?”

“If you’re pouring, Vera, I’ll never say no.”

I poured. My hand did not shake. I had trained it not to, years ago, in front of a mirror, pouring water from a jug into a glass over and over until the hand obeyed me the way a soldier’s hand obeys, without consulting the part of him that’s afraid—and it obeyed me now, the steam coming up between us honest and ordinary, and I cleared the toast rack and I carried the plates to the sink, and I put my two hands flat on the cold rim of it, and I looked down Bell Street at the gray knife of the lake, and I let myself finish the one cold thought I’d been outrunning since the headline caught my eye, and then no more.

The thought was this: they were not done looking. Grand jury meant the thing was alive again, alive and growing, the thing I’d let myself half-believe might be cooling with the years. Remains unlocated meant the book they wanted closed was not closed; they had not found what they needed to close it; which meant they still needed what I carried, the small flat hardness in the hem; which meant the man who wanted it had not stopped wanting it, would not stop, could not—because a man like that does not stop wanting a thing merely because the years go by. To a man like that, three years is patience. It is nothing. It is just how long the waiting takes.

That was the whole of the thought, and I finished it, and I folded it up small and put it away with all the others, and I washed the breakfast dishes, because the worst thing I could do—the thing that had killed others like me, I was certain of it—was to let the fear change my routine. The hunted woman who suddenly stops smiling, who keeps to her room, who’s seen at the depot asking after the southbound train—that woman is remembered. The woman who washes the breakfast dishes at the exact time she always washes them is invisible. So I washed the dishes. And the lake went on being a knife, indifferent to all of it, the way it would go on being a knife long after every soul who feared anything in that house was dust.

Later—that night, alone, with the lamp low and the door bolted and my back to the wall—I got Halloran’s paper out of the bin where he’d thrown it, and I read the column all the way through, twice, in that careful, sick, attentive way, looking for my own name and not finding it. It should have comforted me, not finding it. It did the opposite. A name in a paper is a kind of armor; a name in a paper means a court is watching, a clerk is watching, the wide indifferent public is watching, and men with reach are careful around the watched. But I was not in the paper, which meant I was not a witness anyone was protecting. I was a thing they wanted to find quietly, and finish quietly, before any court could think to watch me. Anonymity, for the honest hunted, is safety. For me it was the opposite of safety. It was the dark a hand reaches into when it’s sure no one’s looking.

I burned the column in the bathroom basin and washed the ash down and went to bed, and I lay a long time listening to the house and the lake, and I did the small old sum I did most nights, doors and exits and the bag behind the linens, and I told myself, as I told myself most nights, that tomorrow I would think hard about the road and the train and the closing of the year. And then I did not, because I was tired, and because some ruined part of me did not want to, and that not-wanting was a crack in the wall I’d built around myself, and through it, though I did not know his name yet or his face, the whole of the rest of my life was already, that night, beginning to come in.

Chapter Four

Three mornings a week I went down to Sorenson’s for the marketing, and I want to set down what the going-down was like, because it is the closest thing I had, those years, to a life, and because it is where the first crack opened, and because a person ought to be able to see the place a thing happened or the thing means nothing.

Bell Street ran down the hill in a single long curve from Edith’s at the top to the harbor at the bottom, and the going-down was a thing of stages. First the houses thinned and gave way to the wooden stairs that climbed beside the road where it got too steep for wheels in ice, the long gray flight with the railing worn pale by forty winters of mittened hands. Then the street leveled at the church—white clapboard, a squat steeple, a noticeboard that announced the same three things in rotation all autumn—and past the church the town proper began, such as it was: the diner, with its two front windows fogged with the breath and the bacon of whoever was in it; the depot, a long shed by the spur where the Soo Line came in three times weekly and where, three times weekly, half the idle men of Wickham Bay gathered to watch it come and go for want of anything else moving; the hotel, two stories, which was the diner’s better-dressed cousin and took the salesmen and the surveyors and the occasional lost tourist who’d missed the season; and at the corner of Bell and Water, where the town finally met the lake, Sorenson’s.

Sorenson’s was the only real store in town, and it was, in the way of such stores, the town’s true heart, more than the church and far more than the depot—for the church a man might lie to and the depot a man only passed through, but at Sorenson’s a man bought his flour and his shells and his oilcloth and his stiff new dungarees and his aspirin and his thread, and stood at the counter while Hal Sorenson rang it up slow, and talked. That was the work that was really the work of Sorenson’s: the talking. In a town that small, the store counter was the wire service. Who’d come in on the boat. Who’d taken a room at the hotel. Whose cousin was visiting from where, and whose boy had written from where, and whose account was running how far behind, which Hal would never say outright but which he let you understand by what he didn’t say and to whom. A woman who shopped three mornings a week and listened—and I listened the way a sentry listens, taking in the whole of it and keeping only the wrong note—knew everything in Wickham Bay two days before the weekly printed any of it, and most of what the weekly never would.

That Thursday I was at the dry goods, in the back, choosing thread to mend the elbow of Halloran’s good coat, when the bell over the door went, and the cold came in, and a man came in I didn’t know.

I knew it before I turned. You learn that—to read a door by the way it opens, by the particular quality of the cold that comes with the person, by the confidence or the hesitation in the step. This step was confident. City confident, the step of a man who has never in his life had to wonder whether a room would welcome him. And when I turned, slowly, with the spool of thread in my hand and my face already arranged into Vera’s mild incurious patience, I saw the shoes first, because I always saw the shoes first.

Good shoes. Thin-soled. Polished that very morning and now gone dark at the welt where our streets, which were not made for such shoes, had soaked them. Above the shoes a topcoat too good for the weather and not nearly good enough for the cold, a city man’s idea of a country coat, bought off a rack by a man who’d been told he was going somewhere rural and had imagined the wrong rural. Above the coat a soft felt hat with the brim snapped down in front in a way no man in Wickham Bay wore his hat, and above the hat—I made myself look, briefly, the way you’d look at any stranger, no longer and no shorter—a face I had never seen in my life, a perfectly ordinary face, a salesman’s face, and it nonetheless turned every nerve in my body to a single high humming note, because it was a face from the species of my old life, even if it was not a face I knew. A man who is driven places. A man whose shoes are polished by someone else. A man for whom the country is a thing he has been sent into, briefly, to do a piece of work, and means to be quit of as soon as the work is done.

I stood still. I chose the thread. And I listened, which is the only weapon a still woman has.

“Help you, mister?” Hal Sorenson, flat and northern, behind his counter, in no particular hurry, the way he was about everything.

“Hoping you can.” The man’s voice was wrong for the room the way his shoes were wrong for the street—quick, and smooth, and pitched a half-tone too friendly, a downstate voice doing its idea of how you talk to country folk. “Just passing through, on my way up the shore. Looking for a fella might’ve come this way—old friend of the family, we lost touch, his people asked me to ask after him if I was up this direction. Thought somebody local might’ve laid eyes on him.”

“Lotta fellas come through,” Hal said. “Boat brings all sorts. Name?”

And the man gave a name. I held my breath behind the dry goods and the man gave a name, and it was not a name I knew, not a name from my old life, a flat ordinary Anglo name that meant nothing to me at all, and I let half the held breath out, slow, through my nose, where it would not show—not for me, the name is not for me—because the world is full of people looking for other people, full of debts and runaway husbands and downstate troubles that had nothing under heaven to do with mine, and I had had the arrogance, sometimes, in the bad years, to forget that I was not the only frightened soul on the run in a wide and frightening country.

But I did not leave. I took the thread to the counter, slowly, and I laid out my coin slowly, and I let the man’s talk run on behind me, and that is how I heard the second thing, the thing that took back the half-breath I’d let out and more.

“He might’ve come up with somebody,” the man said. Easy. Idle. As though it had only just occurred to him. “A woman, maybe. Or maybe alone, hard to say. You know how it is.”

“What’s she look like, the woman?” Hal said—because Hal would always rather talk than work, and a mystery woman was better talk than a missing man.

“Couldn’t tell you,” the man said.

And there it was. The small wrong note under the smooth surface, plain to me as a struck bell, because a man asking after an old friend of the family who’d come up with a woman would know something about the woman—would know she was the friend’s wife
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