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The Brightest Thing in Texas

The stagecoach door swung open and Bertha Marchant tumbled out into a heat so thick it took her breath away.

She had imagined this moment all the long journey west, imagined it in the swaying dark of the coach while dust sifted through every crack and settled into the folds of her pink poplin skirt. She had pictured a smiling young man with his hat pushed back off his brow, a man who would take one look at her and grin as if the sun had come out early. She had pictured barn dances and horseback rides across grass that went on forever. She had pictured adventure, the kind she had only ever read about by candlelight after the other teachers had gone to bed.

What she got instead was Oakhill.

The town sat low against a bleached sky, a scatter of clapboard buildings the color of old bone. A dog lay panting in the sliver of shade beneath the mercantile porch. A tin sign creaked on its hinges above the barbershop, though there was no wind to move it that she could find. Everything smelled of dust and horse and something scorched, as if the whole country had been left too long over a low fire.

She had grown up among tall brick and cobbled streets, among gardens hedged and pruned within an inch of their lives, and nothing in her twenty-two years had prepared her for how much sky there could be. It swallowed the little town whole. It pressed down on the false-fronted buildings and made toys of them, made a small brave joke of every human thing that dared to stand up under it. A woman could feel lost beneath a sky like that, or she could feel free, and Bertha had come two thousand miles to feel free, and she was not about to let a little dust talk her out of it in the first ten minutes.

She smoothed her rumpled skirt and lifted her chin. She would not be disappointed. She had decided somewhere around Kansas that whatever greeted her at the end of the line, she would meet it with a glad heart. A glad heart, her mother used to say, could turn a plain supper into a feast.

“Are you Miss Marchant?”

The voice came from behind her, low and flat and entirely without welcome.

She turned, her smile already blooming, and found herself looking at a wall.

Not a wall precisely. A man. But he was built along the lines of one, tall and broad through the shoulders and dressed head to boot in dark colors, black denim gone gray at the knees, a charcoal shirt, a duster the deep brown of dried creek mud. A silver star rode on his chest, catching the hard light. His dark eyes moved over her, over the coach, over the street beyond, never resting long in any one place. He had the look of a man braced for bad news.

“I am,” she said, and made herself brighten past the tightness in her chest. “Bertha Marchant, of Philadelphia. And you must be, well, I confess I have wondered the whole way here what you would look like.”

Something crossed his face and was gone. “Sheriff Emmett Vance.”

“Sheriff.” The word did not fit the picture she had carried in her heart, and she turned it over, searching for where it might belong. “I did not know the town had a sheriff coming to fetch me. How kind.”

“I’m not fetching you.” He reached down and took her trunk from the driver as though it weighed no more than a hatbox. “Stationmaster handed me a note last week, addressed to E.V., Oakhill, saying a lady was on her way from Philadelphia. I’m the only E.V. in the county. So I’m here finding out why a woman traveled two thousand miles to a town that didn’t send for her.”

The dog lifted its head, decided the strangers were no concern, and dropped it again.

Bertha’s fingers found the reticule at her wrist and closed around the folded paper inside. She had carried it so long the creases had gone soft as cloth. “But someone did send for me. I have the letter.”

She drew it out and unfolded it toward him with a flourish she could not help, for the words inside had lived in her like a song these many weeks. Bright horizons and open sky. Dancing under the stars. A man who wanted a wife with laughter in her. Signed with no name at all, only two initials and the name of a town she had found on a map with her finger.

Emmett Vance did not reach for it. He read it where she held it, his eyes tracking down the page, and the last of the light went out of his face as they went.

“Where did you get this,” he said. It was not a question the way most questions were. It landed heavier than that.

“Why, from the gentleman who wrote it.” The heat pressed against the back of her neck. “It came to the academy where I taught. Five years ago the academy put a notice in the Texas papers, offering its young ladies as schoolmistresses to any frontier town in want of one, and this came in answer. It slipped behind a heavy oak desk in the mailroom, and the headmistress only found it last month during a thorough cleaning. Knowing my fancies, she gave it to me with a sharp lecture on the perils of chasing old news. But I thought, well, five years is not so very long, and a heart that could write words like these would surely keep. So I wrote ahead, and I came.”

He was quiet a long moment. Somewhere down the street a hammer rang against iron, three strokes and a pause, three strokes and a pause.

“The man who wrote that,” Emmett said at last, “is dead.”

The word fell into the space between them and lay there.

“Oh.” The color left Bertha’s cheeks. Her carefully hoarded gladness wavered like a candle in a draft. “Oh, I am so terribly sorry. I did not know. Was he, forgive me, was he a friend of yours?”

“He was me.”

She blinked up at him. The hammer rang on. Three strokes, a pause.

“Five years ago,” he went on, and his voice never lifted, never softened, “there was a fool cowhand in this town who thought the whole of life was a barn dance. He wrote that letter one summer evening because his mind was full of pretty notions and he had nobody to share them with. Then some things happened that a bright letter can’t undo, and that fool grew up, and now he wears this.” He touched the star with two fingers, not with pride. Like a man pointing to a scar. “The boy who wrote that is gone, Miss Marchant. He didn’t leave a forwarding address.”

He said all of it so evenly, so without heat, that it was worse than shouting. Bertha had been shouted at before. She knew what to do with anger. This flat gray quiet was another thing entirely, and she stood in the middle of it with her ruined letter fluttering in her hand and no earthly idea where to put her feet.

“But you are here,” she said, because it was the only true thing she could find. “You are standing right here.”

“I’m standing here to tell you there’s been a mistake.” He set her trunk down in the dust and squared himself to her, and his restless eyes came to rest at last, dark and steady on her face. “I’m not going to marry you. I’ve no wife to give and no life to give one. This town isn’t safe for a woman who came looking for a party. The stage runs east again in a fortnight, and you’ll be on it.”

A fortnight. Two weeks. The number rolled through her and left her cold in all that heat.

She thought of the academy she had left, the narrow bed, the endless corridors smelling of chalk and lye, the headmistress who had told her, not unkindly, that a girl so full of foolish fancies would come to grief in the wide world. She thought of the small purse of savings she had spent on the fare, of the bridge she had burned behind her. There was no going back to Philadelphia. There was nothing there for her but I told you so.

“I have nowhere to go,” she said, and hated how small it came out.

Something moved again in that granite face. She would not have called it softness, but it saw her, if only for a breath.

“You’ve got two weeks,” he said. “We’ll figure it out. Come on. You can’t stand in the road.”

He picked the trunk back up and turned, expecting her to follow, the way a man expects a well-broke horse to follow. And Bertha, who had crossed a continent on the strength of a five-year-old promise, lifted her chin one more time, gathered her dusty skirts, and went after him into the strangest, dustiest, most disappointing town God had ever set down under such an enormous sky.

Her feet hurt, and the sun was fierce, and she would not, would not, let him see her cry.
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