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  Chapter one
The Raising


Penrose, 1901 
They set the first stone of the north abutment on the fourth of March, in a cold rain. The whole town came down to watch.
There was nothing to see. A stone went into a hole in the ground, and the mud came up over the men’s boots to the knee. It took an hour. Two hundred people stood on the bank in the wet with their hats down and their collars up and watched it happen. Afterward they stood about a while longer in case there was more. Then they went home and hung their coats by their stoves, and smelled the wool drying all evening.
They had waited a long time for something to watch.
There had been a ferry before that, and before the ferry there was a ford. The ford was a ford for two months of the year and a river for the other ten.
The North Fork ran on snow, not on rain. It came down off the mountains high and gray and cold through June and most of July. It did not drop into anything a person could argue with until August. Even then the water came to a grown man’s waist, with a push in it he had to lean against the whole way. The gravel moved under his boots as he went, so the crossing was never the same crossing twice. Boys dared each other over and came out on the far bank white and delighted.
Four people drowned at that ford between 1877 and 1898, and two of them were children. Two lie in the Miners’ Cemetery and two in Bayview, because the ground changed in between. So a town of four hundred put four drownings from one crossing into two cemeteries a quarter mile apart.
For the other ten months there was no crossing at all. Simeon Alderman ran a cable ferry from 1884, but only in weather he judged sane, and he judged very little of it sane.
That is the part to understand about Penrose before the rest makes sense. From October to July the town lived on the far side of its own river. Whatever it needed, it had already or did without. Whatever it grew, it ate. Whoever it lost, it buried itself.
The county would not build a bridge. Every spring the commissioners sent a man to look at the ford. Every autumn they wrote in the minutes that the matter was under consideration.
So Penrose built its own.
✦
It took two years to raise the money. It was raised the way everything in that town was raised: badly, slowly and entirely.
It started under the oak. That March a girl of nine had tried the ford in high water on a dare. In June the Founders’ Gathering met in Oak Meadow, as it always did, and everybody in the meadow knew her name. Somebody raised the crossing over the picnic baskets. The picnic went quiet and never quite recovered.
Harrow, Penrose, Benton and Ashford put their names down before they went home, three hundred dollars apiece, the same to the dollar. Nobody wrote down why it had to be the same. Ezra Vale gave six hundred dollars and the timber. The Willowbys gave the land for the north approach, and twelve acres behind it, and no money at all. There was talk about that for a generation, and the talk was wrong.
The Willowby money was in Eleanor Willowby’s hours. For two winters the women of Penrose went house to house with a coffee tin. Eleanor ran it all from her own front room. Mabel Benton took the north shore. Clara Whitfield, who taught at the primary school, took the town side, after supper and in the dark with a lantern. Between rounds the tin lived at the back of the parish hall at St. Mark’s.
The county history credits the subscription committee. It had six men on it, and it met four times.
The subscription book is in the museum now, in a case by the window. Eleven Penrose families can still find their own name in it, and most of them have brought a child in to see it. The ink has gone from black to a soft brown.
On the first page, in a storekeeper’s square hand, is Penrose, T. Alva Reece’s father put in four dollars and the use of a mule. There are nine entries of a dollar or less on the second page alone. On the third there is a widow named Coe, eighty cents. Beside it the treasurer has written a note in a small careful hand: would not be persuaded it was too little.
The coffee tin is in the case as well. It is dented on one side, and the label is mostly gone.
✦
They hired Josiah Meade in February.
He was fifty-eight, a bridgewright out of Albany. He had spent his working life watching his trade give way to iron and then to steel. He came up on the coach with a roll of drawings, a folding rule and one good coat. It smelled of sawdust and pipe smoke, and by every account he wore it to the opening in October.
He walked both banks for two days in the rain. He said almost nothing, and he kept putting his hand flat on rocks. Then he sat down in the front room of the Penrose Hotel with the committee and a pot of coffee. He told them what they could have for their money.
They wanted a bridge that would take a wagon. Meade told them that for near enough the same money they could have one that would take two.
He had seen it done. When he was nine his father had taken him to see the great double bridge at Philippi, in Virginia. It had two lanes under one roof, with a full line of truss down the middle. A man could drive in one side while his neighbor drove out the other. Neither had to stop or reckon who had the right of it. Meade had carried that bridge in his head for forty-nine years.
The secretary wrote down everything that night, which is why the argument survives. Meade said a one-lane bridge was a bridge a town had to take turns on. In fifty-eight years he had never seen taking turns improve anybody’s temper. The committee liked that. It liked the two lanes very much.
It did not like the wall.
Somebody asked whether a man driving in could see his neighbor driving out. Meade said he could not. That was the whole advantage of the thing, he said. Neither of them would ever have to look.
That was the wrong answer to give that room.
The next line in the minutes is given to nobody:
That we have had enough of.
Nobody wrote down who said it, and nobody had to. Every person at that table had spent thirty years on one side of a river or the other. Two of them had carried a child up from the ford.
So Meade went back to the hotel and worked for two days. Then he came back and told them the cost. Without the middle line, the two outer trusses would carry the whole weight. That width meant depth, twenty-two feet of it from the lower chord to the upper. It meant the biggest sticks on Sehome, and a fifth again on the money they had spent two years raising. It also meant a clear span at the far edge of what he knew how to build. He told them that too, in those words.
They voted before he had finished asking them to think about it. It was not close.
✦
They raised it between June and October, in the hottest summer anybody could remember.
The timber came off Sehome and out of Vale’s mill. It was old-growth Douglas fir, close-grained and heavy with pitch. It was so green in June that the north bank smelled like a cut Christmas tree for six weeks, and the men went home with it on their hands. Each lower chord was built up of four sticks and drawn together with iron rods. Meade framed it as two lines of Howe truss with nothing between them. That is what makes it what it is.
It is one room. It is twenty feet wide in the clear, two lanes side by side with no wall down the middle. From the lower chord to the upper is twenty-two feet, so a person inside it stands in something the size of a small church. It runs two hundred and four feet from portal to portal in a single span. Under it there is nothing but air and the North Fork.
They boarded the sides and left a strip open under the eaves, the whole length, for light and air. On a bright afternoon the inside of that bridge is striped like a barn, with the dust standing in the light. In a wet November it is the driest place in Penrose.
When they finished, it was the longest clear span of any covered bridge in Oregon. It still is. No sign anywhere in Penrose says so.
They put it up on falsework in the low water of August, with a gin pole and a horse whim. They had forty men who mostly did not know what they were doing, and one man who did.
The town fed them.
That part is not in the minutes, and it is the part everybody remembers. For eleven weeks, from the first of August to the opening, Penrose fed forty men twice a day.
Vale’s mill sent its cook tent down into the alders on the north bank. That cook tent is the back half of the Second Act Café now. There were trestle tables under the canvas, with side pork and beans and bread, and coffee out of a boiler the size of a milk can. In August and September there was blackberry pie. The bank above the ford was nothing but blackberry, and nine children spent the whole summer picking it.
Susannah Reece kept a diary that year in a pocket book she used for accounts. The entry for the eleventh of September hangs, copied out and framed, in three Penrose kitchens:
Fed forty-one at noon. Ran out of bread and sent Ruth up for more and she came back with Mrs. Hale’s as well, unasked. Mr. Meade eats standing and will not sit down while they are working and so nobody sits down, which I have told him about twice.
✦
They opened it on the nineteenth of October, 1901. It was a cold blue morning, with frost still in the shadows on the north bank at nine o’clock.
There is a photograph, and everybody in Penrose has seen it. A print hangs in the museum. Another hangs in the Second Act over the pie case, gone brown in a frame that has been reglazed twice.
It shows the north portal and the new wood, which does not photograph as new wood. It photographs pale, like something lit from inside. It shows perhaps two hundred people, the whole town and most of the next one. Josiah Meade stands off to one side with his hat on. He had been asked to move, and had declined.
It shows the sign they painted for the portal beam, too. In 1901 it said one word:
PENROSE
The load posting came later, in 1923. That was the year the first fuel truck came up the river road, and Alva Reece stood in the middle of the north approach and would not move. Everything else on that sign was added afterward, by somebody who was frightened of something.
What the photograph does not have is the sound. Two of the diaries have it.
They let the school out. The children went through first, all of them at once and abreast, because there was nothing in the middle to stop them. A hundred and twenty pairs of feet on new fir under a new roof made a noise the town had never heard. Everybody on the bank knew it all the same. It was the sound of a room. The children ran it out and back and out again, until somebody’s mother made them stop.
Then Ezra Vale’s team came across at a walk with an empty wagon. A loaded one would have been showing off.
A woman on the bank began to cry. It is not recorded which one. She was teased about it for thirty years, and she never once denied it.
✦
The carvings started that winter.
Nobody knows who was first. By the spring of 1902 there were a dozen sets of initials in the lower chords, cut low, where the light under the eaves did not reach. By 1910 there were hundreds. It had become the thing a child did.
A boy got a knife at eleven or twelve. Some evening that year he went out to the bridge alone in the cold and put himself into it. He knelt low against the chord, out of the light, where it was dry. His coat was folded under his knees, and the whole river went by underneath. The pitch came up sharp out of the fresh cut, and he went home smelling of it.
For most of them there is no other record. The fire of 1908 took the top end of Main Street in under two hours, with a north wind behind it. It took the school with the roll in it. Everything Penrose knew about itself on paper went through that year. A good deal of it did not come out the other side.
So what survives of a good many Penrose children is their initials, cut into a bridge by their own hand.
✦
Among the children let out of school that October morning is a boy of twelve named Ott Danner. He stands on the bank in the photograph, third from the left of the men at the rail.
Near the front, where the small ones were let stand, is a boy of nine named Emory Vance.
✦
That is the bridge.
It is two lanes and a roof, and two hundred and four feet of somebody’s careful work. It was paid for eighty cents at a time, out of a coffee tin at the back of the parish hall at St. Mark’s.
Penrose has driven over it every day since without once looking at the inside of it.
There was never any reason to. It was only the way in.






  
  Chapter two
Last Truck Over


The chain came up behind Verl Rasmussen’s flatbed at four minutes past four. That was the end of the only road into or out of Penrose for eleven days. 
The covered bridge carried that road across the North Fork. There was no back road into town and no other crossing. Once the chain was locked, Penrose was on its own.
Dale Vance stood on the deck with a clipboard against his chest and watched the truck go. It had come in loaded with flour and sugar and four pallets of canned goods. There had been a crate for the hardware that took three men to shift. It went out empty and light, and the boards under Dale’s boots gave back a hollow booming. The sound ran the length of the housed span and out the far portal into the trees.
He felt it come up through his heels. He had heard that sound his whole life, and he had never stood in the middle of it.
Behind him the flagger dropped the chain into its hook, set the padlock and gave it a tug. The tug was not needed. Marisol Vega had been on the north approach for six days, and she did everything twice.
“That’s it, then.” She wrote a line on her own clipboard without looking up. “Nothing but the crew over this deck till the thirtieth.”
Dale worked his thumb along the edge of his tally sheet. On Friday Nora Keene at the museum had given him the list. It ran to three typed pages, with every carved board inside the bridge numbered and placed and described. She had given him a box of paper tags and a roll of blue tape. She had also given him a look that said she expected the tags to be legible.
South chord, boards one through fifteen. He had counted fourteen on Saturday, and fourteen again this morning. Both times he came away sure he had lost his place in the dark under the truss. A list Nora Keene typed did not have a mistake in it.
“You going to stand there all night?”
Curt Maddox came up the deck with a coffee in each hand and his jacket open in the cold. He was fifty-something and broad through the shoulders, and he still lifted things. He had been in Penrose two weeks and already knew more names than Dale did. He handed one cup across without being asked. It had a green lid, so it was Ben Farrell’s. Ben ran a route and had run it since before Dale was born. Anybody who knew the schedule could tell from a cup where a man had been standing.
Dale took it. The heat came through the cardboard into his fingers.
He turned the clipboard around, though there was not enough light left to read by. “Fifteen on the list. I keep getting fourteen.”
“Then it’s fourteen.” Maddox drank. “Paper’s always wrong. Wood isn’t.”
Down at the south end Bo Halstead was walking the stack of new timber with a hammer. He hit each stick once on the end grain and moved on, the way another man might count sheep through a gate. The notes came back short and hard, one after another. Once a note came back flat, and Bo stopped and hit that stick again, and then went on. He did not seem to be listening so much as letting the sound happen to him.
The timbers were new Douglas fir, cut long and stacked with the grade stamps up. Every stamp was black and clean. Every one sat square in the middle of the face, as if somebody had set it there with a ruler.
The stack smelled like a Christmas tree lot. Under that was the smell of every covered bridge Dale had ever been in. It was creosote and wet fir, and more than a hundred years of dust that had never been rained on.
Dale tipped his cup toward the stack. “How long is it really?”
Maddox looked at the sky over the north portal, where the light was going flat and gray behind the firs. “Eleven if the weather holds. If it comes in early we lose the in-stream days, and then it’s however long the river says.” He put a hand flat on the nearest post for a second, the way a man puts a hand on a horse. “This one’s worth doing right. There’s four of us left in the state who can. When I’m done I’ll be three.”
He finished his coffee, crushed the cup in one hand and went on down the deck to Bo.
Dale watched him go. All week he had been thinking that his grandmother would have liked him. He thought it in the back part of his head, where a man keeps what he won’t say out loud. She had always liked anybody who took care of a thing.
She was eighty-nine and going down fast in a room at the county home on the far side of the water. He had phoned her that morning. She had known him for about a minute, and then she had asked him how the hay was doing. There had been no hay in the family since her father.
She was the reason he had come home in April. He had been making better money in Springfield, doing nothing he could stand. Now he worked the mill yard. Since October he had been Maddox’s local hand on the bridge as well, and Nora’s tally came on top of both.
That, and the story.
There had been a boy in the family who drowned. That was the whole of it, as far as anybody had ever told him. It was a boy, a long time ago, in the river under the bridge, and the town had said he fell. His grandmother had told it to him twice in his life, both times at her kitchen table. Both times she had got as far as they said he fell, and then got up to do something at the sink.
Last spring she had said one more thing. She said the boy had cut his name in the bridge.
Dale had turned that over all summer. Then Nora Keene had put a clipboard in his hands. She paid him fourteen dollars an hour to go over every inch inside that bridge with a light. Somewhere around the second afternoon he had decided God had a sense of humor.
The tally sheet had gone soft at the corner where his thumb sat. He had a system by the second day. The light went in his left hand and his thumb on the sheet. A tag went in his teeth, and the pencil went behind his ear, where it fell out about once an hour.
Nora’s three typed pages stayed flat under the clip. His own working page went on top, and on the back of it he had started drawing the carvings he liked. He could not draw at all, but it was enough to remember which was which. He had thirty-one of them on the back of that page by Sunday.
There were about nine hundred carvings in the housed span. He had stopped being surprised by that after the first day. There were initials, dates and hearts. Now and then a whole name was gouged an inch deep by somebody with a good knife and all evening. The oldest he had found so far was 1907, on a brace high over the west truss. He had stood under it a while with his light on it. He thought about a kid up in the rafters with a pocketknife when Teddy Roosevelt was president.
He had been looking, without telling anybody, for a V. So far there was nothing old enough.
He set the coffee on a stringer and went up the south side with his light.
The high-water board was nailed to the chord about forty feet in from the north portal. It was a rough plank six feet long and a foot wide. It had been there so long that nobody looked at it any more than they looked at the trusses.
Somebody in 1903 had scratched a line across it and a date. Somebody else had done the same in 1912, higher up, and again in 1927 and 1943 and 1964 and 1996. The marks climbed the board in a ragged ladder of everything the North Fork had done to the town. The 1912 line was the top one. Nothing since had come close.
Nora’s list had the high-water board on it as its own item, with a note in brackets: do not remove, county.
Dale put his light on it and ran the beam along the bottom edge.
The board stood off the chord at the south end. It was only four inches, along the bottom edge, where Alva Reece had nailed the plank up crooked and nobody had ever straightened it. Dale had walked past it eleven times in three days.
He crouched.
There was a gap behind it. Cold came out of the gap, colder than the air on the deck. It was river-cold, and it smelled different from the rest of the bridge, closer to a cellar than to dust.
He put the light in and got nothing, because the beam would not go where his eye could follow.
So he set the flashlight down on the deck and put two fingers into the gap. Then he put his whole hand in to the second knuckle, flat against wood that nobody had touched since before his grandmother was born.
It was smooth for a hand’s width. Then it was not.
His fingertips went down into a groove, and out of it, and into another. Two strokes ran down and met in a point at the bottom. They were cut hard and clean. All those winters had not softened their edges, because nothing had ever got at them to soften them.
Down the deck Bo’s hammer went on, one short note after another. The river ran under everything. Dale Vance knelt in the dark with his hand inside the bridge and read the first letter with his fingers.






  
  Chapter three
Eleven Days


The first loaves went in at ten past four, and by half past the Second Act smelled like the inside of a good decision. 
Clair Finch worked in the dark with one light on over the bench. The dining room did not need to see her, and she did not need to see it. There was flour, water and salt, and the starter she had been feeding since her husband was alive. She had gone on feeding it for eleven years after.
Her hands knew the whole of it. They knew the first shaggy resistance, and the slack minute in the middle when a person who knew no better would add flour and ruin it. They knew the moment the dough stopped fighting and came up off the bench in one piece, like something agreeing with her.
She was baking in one of the oldest rooms in Penrose. The back half of the Second Act had been the mill’s cook tent in 1901. It had fed the men who built that bridge, and this week it was feeding the men taking it apart.
That left her head free, which this morning was a mixed blessing. Her head was doing arithmetic.
The order sheet hung on the nail by the walk-in, where it had hung for thirty-one years. There was a Tuesday delivery and a Friday delivery, and a third if she called for it and Verl was feeling generous. On Saturday night she had drawn a red line across the sheet under the nineteenth. Below the line she had written 30th. Under that, because she was tired and a little angry, she had written maybe.
Eleven days.
She had worked it all out at this bench on Saturday, with a pencil and a cup of tea going cold. She could bake bread twice a day as long as the starter behaved. Eggs would last to the twenty-sixth at the rate the crew ate them. Bacon gave her eight days and sausage five. Potatoes she had, because Verl overbought potatoes every autumn and she had long ago learned to let him. Coffee she was fine on, and she had been quietly pleased about that all weekend.
Butter would run out by the twenty-eighth, whatever she did.
Butter went into everything and got counted nowhere. She had known since Thursday and had not told anybody. The minute she said it out loud somebody would offer to help, and then she would have to be gracious about it. Being gracious cost her more than the butter did.
At ten to five she scored the loaves. At five she unlocked the front door, turned the sign and put the chairs down off the tables. The cold came in off Main Street with the first four men.
They were Maddox’s crew, and they had nowhere else to go. The Penrose Hotel two blocks down had sixteen rooms and no kitchen, and had not had one since 1974. The nearest anything else was on the far side of a river they had closed themselves on Sunday afternoon.
There was the Hollow Hearth, across the street and next door to the Book Nook. But the Hearth was a bakery and not a café, with a counter and a case and not one chair since the day it opened. So the crew bought cinnamon rolls from Dot on the way past and ate them standing in Clair’s dining room. Dot had decided years ago to find that funny.
“Morning, Miss Finch.”
“Clair.”
“Morning, Clair.” Bo Halstead hung his jacket on the chair at the near end of the long table, and the wet wool began to steam almost at once. He wore a hammer in a loop on his belt, indoors. On Monday of last week she had decided not to have an opinion about it. “Six of us today. Curt’s coming.”
She poured for him without being asked. He took it black and drank it too hot, every morning. Every morning he made the same small wince and did nothing differently the next day.
She had known four of them by name by the Wednesday of their first week, and the rest by the end of it. They had told her one at a time, the way men do when they are a long way from home and somebody is feeding them. Ruben Salas sat at the far end of the long table with his back to the wall and read his phone with his glasses down his nose. He had a boy in his first year at Oregon State and mentioned it about once a day without noticing.
Danny Kehoe was the young one with the beard. He ate more than any two of the others and apologized for it. His wife had been ill in the spring and was better now. He had told Clair so on the fourth morning, in one unbroken sentence, while she poured. The gray one they called Pole said almost nothing and tipped well.
By half past five the griddle was going, and the room filled in the order it always filled. Ben Farrell’s cart went by on the sidewalk at twenty to six with its one bad wheel, on the way to the plaza corner. Three people at the window watched it go the way people watch a train.
By six the room was full and loud, and every coat in it was damp.
Ari Penrose had the corner table, with the newspaper he had already read at home. Mag Delancy sat across from him and read nothing at all. Mag came to the Second Act to look at people, and had never pretended otherwise.
Dean Holloway came in at ten past six. He stood a moment in the open doorway looking at the long table, the way a man looks at a job he did not get. Then he sat at the far end of the counter, ordered eggs and kept his jacket on.
“How’s the road?” Ari asked the room, in the voice he used for opening a room up.
“Closed.” Bo turned round in his chair. “Eleven days.”
“That’s what the sign says.”
“That’s what the sign says.” Bo grinned at him and went back to his plate.
“There’s men in this town could have done that deck,” Dean Holloway said, to his eggs.
Nobody picked it up. The room went on around it the way a river goes around a rock. Clair marked it, set it aside and went down the counter with the pot.
She had stood in this room since she was thirty-four. It had been the Liberty once, and the floor still ran gently downhill toward the back, where the screen had been. She could read the room the way other people read weather. This morning it had a holiday feeling in it, the kind a town gets on the first day of being snowed in. The novelty was still doing the work, and nobody had run out of milk. That would last, in her professional opinion, until about Thursday.
The bridge had been closed for fourteen hours, and Penrose had already begun taking stock of itself. People who had filled their tanks on Sunday were pleased with themselves. People who had not were asking whether a gas can could go over the walkway.
Nobody said medicine at first. They said prescriptions, which sounded like paperwork and therefore manageable. Then Mrs. Voss said she had seven tablets left and took one every morning, and the room went quiet while it counted. Ari wrote her name in the white margin of his newspaper. By the time Clair came back with the pot there were six names under it. Mag had taken the paper away from him and was asking about doses in the voice she had once used for permission slips.
The county called the fire engine on this side and the ambulance on the other “coverage.” Clair thought coverage was a word for a blanket, not for a river between a sick woman and the keys.
Curt Maddox came in at twenty to seven with the cold on him and one of Ben’s cups in his hand, and took the fifth stool. He set Ben’s cup by his elbow and asked for one of hers anyway. He thanked her by name. Then he asked after the walk-in compressor, which he had heard laboring from the sidewalk on Saturday afternoon.
“It labors.” She set the pot down between them.
“It’ll do more than labor.” He wrapped both hands around her cup. They were cracked across the knuckles, the way hands get in October. “I’ll listen to it before I go.”
“You’ve got a bridge.”
“I’ve got a crew that can strip deck without me standing over them.” He turned the cup on its saucer. “And you’ve got eleven days of food behind a door with a sick motor on it.”
He was right. Being right was not the same as being welcome to say so at her counter at a quarter to seven in the morning. She was still deciding which to tell him when the bell went over the door.
Dale Vance came in sideways with a clipboard under his arm and a Ben Farrell cup in his hand, green lid and all. He stood there dripping while he got himself organized. He was a big kid, and he had never come through a doorway cleanly in his life. In fourth grade he had taken the corner off the coat rack at the elementary school with his shoulder, and cried about it.
Clair left Curt Maddox and his compressor where they were and went down the counter.
“Morning, Clair. Two eggs, whatever bread you’ve got, and I’ll take it standing up.”
“You’ll sit down.” She already had the eggs out.
“I’ll sit down.” He sat on the third stool, which was where a big man sat, because the register crowded the second. He put the clipboard on the counter and squared it to the edge. He did it every single time, and she found it touching in a boy that size.
“How’s your grandmother?” She asked it every morning.
“Same.” He turned his cup around. “They say same. I called her yesterday and she knew me for about a minute. Then she asked me how the hay was doing. There hasn’t been hay in this family since her father.”
“That’s still knowing you.”
“That’s what I said.” He brightened, his whole face at once, the way he had since he was six. “That’s exactly what I said.”
She cracked his eggs onto the griddle, and they went up in the fat with that hard flat sound. Without looking she reached up and put the fan on. Behind her the room went on with itself: Anna and the mail, Mag and somebody’s roof, two of the crew arguing about a truck. Two stools down from Dale, Curt Maddox had his phone out and was reading it.
Dale turned on his stool toward the long table, where Bo sat with his back half to the counter.
“Hey, Bo. You got a minute after?”
“For what?” Bo had his fork halfway up.
“Nora’s list.” He tapped the clipboard twice with two fingers. “Fifteen on the list, I keep getting fourteen.” He was grinning already, the way a man grins at a small thing that has nagged him for days and is bound to turn out stupid. “One of yours is unaccounted for.”
Bo Halstead started to answer him.
Two stools down, Curt Maddox looked up. He set his cup down on the saucer without drinking from it, and did not pick it up again.






  
  Chapter four
What the River Kept


Wren Okada was a mile and a half in before her hands came back. 
That was how it went in October. The first mile was cold in the hands and ears and the fronts of the thighs. Somewhere in the second mile her body gave up arguing and turned itself on, and after that she could go as far as she liked.
It was twenty to six in the morning and black dark. The path along the south bank was packed hard and slick in the low places. She ran it Monday, Wednesday and Friday, because the coach said to. It was also the only forty minutes of her day that nobody else had an opinion about.
She had run this path since she was fourteen. She could have run it without the light, and some mornings in June she did.
It went out past the last house on Willowby Way and dropped onto the old landing road. That was gravel for a quarter mile and then not a road at all. After it came the river path proper, packed dirt under alder, wide enough for one. The bank fell away on the left. On the right the blackberry got her forearms in August and left her alone in October.
There were three places on it she measured herself by. The culvert came at half a mile, just past the footbridge. The leaning cedar came at a mile and a tenth, and she touched
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