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        Home is the place where, when you have to go there,

      
        They have to take you in.
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      The man answering for Ben said he was resting.

      He had said it three days earlier too. I had left a message about the truck and asked for a time when Ben would be awake. Now it was November fifth, and Anthony had let me try again rather than send me away with the old answer.

      “Then let me hear him say he doesn’t want to speak,” I said.

      The operator across the pass asked me to repeat it. I did, leaving a little space between the words. Behind me a woman waited for news of a daughter. She had taken off her wet scarf and was twisting it over a basin somebody had brought for her. I had already used part of her turn.

      A different voice came over the set.

      “Your appointment’s on the seventh, Caddel.”

      Coben. He sounded less far away than the man sitting beside me.

      “Has he been told we’re coming?”

      “He knows.”

      “I asked for him.”

      “And I’ve answered you. Bring your inspection papers.”

      The signal broke across the last word. Our operator called East again, got an acknowledgment from the first man, and asked whether Rand was declining the conversation himself.

      “Manager’s response,” the man said.

      Anthony wrote it. I watched him add the apostrophe, slowly, with his less practiced hand.

      There was another message waiting behind the one about rest. East wanted the visitors’ receiving authority confirmed before our arrival. Coben had sent a form for closing the inspection. It was traveling on the truck we would use to get there.

      I asked the operator to send back that we had not yet inspected anything.

      The woman behind me put her scarf on again. Water had gone down one sleeve. I moved away from the desk so she could sit, and went down to the greenhouse.

      Lisa had work for my hands. That was fortunate. For a while I had wanted to put them through the radio.

      Nell Kerrigan’s sister had crossed out the word home so hard that the paper had split.

      There is a bed here, the letter said now. The little room beside mine. You can shut the door.

      I held it by the edges while Lisa tied a bundle of cut stems. Water dripped from the stems into the shallow tray between us. The greenhouse roof had clouded overnight, and along one pane the cold had drawn a white border that had not been there in October.

      “Did she want me to read this?” I asked.

      “She asked you to check that it didn’t sound like an order.” Lisa pulled the string tight with her good hand. “I said you weren’t an expert on sisters.”

      “I could have saved her the paper.”

      “She knows. She wanted you to carry it anyway.”

      I folded the letter on its original creases. Nell’s name was written outside in a hand that had started firmly and grown smaller toward the end. Her sister had waited beside me at the meals hatch twice in the past three weeks. Neither time had she mentioned Nell. Then, yesterday, she had brought this.

      The truck Sabrina had booked three weeks earlier was due that afternoon. Tomorrow we could finally leave.

      On the bench lay seven more messages. One had been sealed with flour paste. Another was simply a name and a question on the back of a planting notice.

      “Eight,” I said.

      “Eight messages.”

      “Yes.”

      Lisa pushed a leaf out of the knot before it could rot there. “You were about to say eight wanted back.”

      “I was counting.”

      “You’ve counted them three times.”

      I put the messages in the oilcloth envelope. Fourteen people from Alder Reach were working at East. Six had no one at Alder Reach to offer a bed. Ben was one of those six, unless I counted myself. I had a room with a borrowed mattress and a desk that still lacked drawers. I could offer him a chair. I had been arranging the rest in my head for a month.

      Hazel came down the aisle dragging an empty basket. It bumped at every board, although lifting it would have been less work. She stopped by Lisa and put a small potato on the bench.

      “This one looks like a hand.”

      “It looks like supper,” Lisa said.

      “It has a thumb.”

      “So do you. Wash yours.”

      Hazel inspected the potato from a second angle, then set it carefully apart from the others. She was wearing the blue jacket whose button I had sewn back in Lisa’s absence. Lisa had put a square of stout cloth behind the repair. I recognized the neat new stitches and left them alone.

      “Are you going today?” Hazel asked me.

      “Tomorrow. Before breakfast.”

      “That’s a bad time.”

      “It’s the time the road needs.”

      “Does Ben have a coat?”

      “I don’t know what coat he has.”

      She thought about that. “Peter could mend it.”

      “If it needs mending. If Peter goes.”

      Hazel took her potato to the basin. The important part of the trip, as far as she was concerned, had been discussed. She began explaining to another child that washing the hand off would not improve it.

      Lisa watched until they settled at the bench. “Nell used to help with the seed sorting. She wouldn’t let anyone mix the envelopes. Thea I only met once, before they sent her. I don’t know what she was told.”

      “I’m going to ask them.”

      “I know.” She named one of the men. “Him I never met. Don’t let somebody tell you that means he didn’t live here. People came through the clinic when I was at work. I didn’t see everyone.”

      Her hand had healed enough for light greenhouse work, but she still turned jars against her apron instead of gripping them with both hands. The wrist that had caught in the annex door had not forgotten it because she was home.

      “Will you come to the gate tomorrow?” I asked.

      “No. Hazel has school, and I’ve got these to finish before the frost.”

      “Of course.”

      Lisa studied me. “You don’t need us standing there to see you off.”

      I slid the envelope inside my coat.

      “Give Nell her letter before you tell her anything about the room,” Lisa said. “Her sister means well. Nell will still want to decide what she means by it.”

      I promised. At the door Hazel held up the potato, wet now, to show that the thumb had survived. I told her it had improved. She said that wasn’t what she asked.

      Outside, the morning smelled of wet leaves and stove smoke. The cottages had become visible through the thinning trees. Lisa’s house was the second along the lane; I no longer turned toward it with my empty water jug.

      From the lane I could see the office building. Gaber was still kept there under watch, pending his full hearing before the Compact. He had run Alder Reach, and his signature had sent people east.

      I went up to the header tank to find Peter.

      The lift knocked before I reached the shed. Once each turn, a brief hard sound followed by the quieter movement of water. Pruitt had the casing open, and Peter stood beside him. The new bearing had been on order since summer. The old one was surviving by other means.

      “Don’t put your hand there,” Peter told Pruitt.

      Pruitt moved his hand. “I know.”

      “Then surprise me.”

      The two smallest fingers of Peter’s left hand, broken when the gate panel came down on them in October, remained supported together. Stowe had permitted gentle use, not heavy gripping. Peter had been testing the difference on every object in his workshop, and every object had given him the same answer.

      I set down the small tin of lubricant I had collected on the way. Pruitt lifted the cover clear while Peter checked the exposed assembly. His right hand did most of the work. When he needed something held, he asked. I watched him ask, and tried not to reward an ordinary sensible decision by looking relieved.

      “The return guide’s holding,” he said to me. “The bearing is still worn.”

      “I heard it from the path.”

      “That saves opening a school for it.”

      Pruitt gave a short laugh. Peter worked lubricant into the place he could reach, then stood back for Pruitt to turn the mechanism through. Water struck the extended guide and went into the channel. Last month it had been falling short and eating away the bank. One thing had been fixed. The other hadn’t.

      “Will it hold while we’re away?” I asked.

      Peter wiped his right hand, slowly.

      Pruitt bent over the casing as if the answer were written inside it.

      “I was going to ask you,” I said.

      “When?”

      “After this.”

      “After you asked whether the machinery would last while I was gone.”

      I had put Peter down as our driver the previous evening, in pencil, as though a pencil made assumption courteous.

      “You said you might.”

      “I said I’d look at the job.”

      “I’ve brought the route notes.”

      “Good. I’ll look at those.”

      Pruitt fitted the cover back with unnecessary attention to the threads. I waited until the last bolt was seated before taking the notes out. We walked down as far as the dry part of the path and stood over the map.

      Fifty-seven road miles to Mill Crossing. Another seventy-three to East Works. Two days on roads that had once seemed too short to pack food for. His finger followed the eastern grade and stopped at a notation about reversing space.

      “I’ve driven that model,” he said. “Stowe’s checked the movements I’ll need. When it gets here, Pruitt and I will try it in the yard. Steering, gears, reversing. If the hand won’t manage, we find another driver.”

      “Jack wants to come. We’ve set aside time with Penny to agree his part.”

      “He’ll want to do mine too.” Peter folded the corner of the map back from a damp patch. “Keep me from letting him.”

      “Will you come?”

      Peter read the last road note again before he answered. “Yes. For the journey and the loading plan. If there’s skilled machinery work, we need whoever actually knows it. I’m a carpenter who can drive, Steph.”

      “You’ve never sounded more attractive.”

      He glanced up, and for a moment the map ceased to be the thing between us. Then he folded it, carefully, with his good hand.

      “Put that in the terms.”

      We went down to his workshop. A coat hung from the doorway peg, one sleeve pinned shorter than the other. The coat Peter had been altering when Sabrina left on the fifteenth had finally gone home yesterday, after two fittings and an objection to the length. This one’s owner had yet to offer an opinion. Peter moved it inside before the wind could catch the sleeve.

      I waited while he explained the awkward hinge to Pruitt, who would be taking his repairs while we were gone and had followed us down with the tin.

      At the foot of the stairs to his rooms, Peter touched my sleeve with the back of his right hand.

      “Supper?”

      “I still have to see Penny.”

      “After Penny.”

      “Yes.”

      He went upstairs to pack. I took the path to my guest room. The borrowed mattress stood against the wall where I had been meaning to lay it down for Ben. I looked at it for a while and left it standing. He could tell me where he wanted to sleep.
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      Penny counted the truck’s seats by sitting in them.

      She started with the cab, where Peter showed her the three positions and the belts that had been repaired with salvaged fittings. Then she climbed into the covered rear and sat at each place along the two benches. Jack waited on the ground.

      “Nine back here,” he said. “Twelve with the cab.”

      “I can count.”

      “You’ve counted.”

      “I haven’t sat in that one.”

      At the rear corner she put her hand on the bench and pushed. The fixing held. She tested the belt, then slid farther along to allow for the thickness of a winter coat. Peter watched from the tailboard. Neither of us interrupted her.

      The truck had arrived that afternoon on its booked return from a northern freight run. Its driver had handed it over to Peter with a small collection of complaints and two sound spare tires. Before we loaded, Peter had driven a slow circuit with Pruitt beside him. I watched him stop, change gear, and reverse into the clear loading space. He got down with his left fingers still supported and told Pruitt which adjustment he wanted on the gear lever.

      Penny climbed down and gave Jack her hand only for the last step. “These are not the benches we used for the flour.”

      “People travel in these,” Peter said. “The load limits are different.”

      “Good.” She turned to Jack. “Now tell me what you’re going to do.”

      He stood straighter. “Loading. Carrying. Whatever Peter needs.”

      “Whatever is not a job.”

      “The straps. Checking things at the stops.”

      “And when there’s trouble?”

      “I won’t start any.”

      “Suppose a guard sends you for something. Or someone shouts for a hand. Where will you be?”

      He looked at me. The resemblance to his father was strongest when he was annoyed, a shift at the corner of his mouth I had no right to find familiar. Owen had worked beside me before the collapse. He had died the first winter, still Penny’s husband. I made myself look at the boy in front of me.

      “You stay with the vehicle or with whoever we’ve agreed,” I said. “No carrying messages to guards. No going off because you think you’ve heard something useful. If Peter stops a job, you stop it.”

      “What if he hasn’t seen the problem?”

      “Then you tell him. Anyone can call a stop.”

      Penny folded her arms. “And nobody sends you to negotiate.”

      “No,” I said.

      Jack’s first answer had been that they could not keep treating him as a child. He had offered it before I arrived, Penny told me, and she had refused to continue the conversation until he offered something else. Now he stood beside a real vehicle, considering real work, and looked younger for having to think.

      “I can do that,” he said.

      “You could also decide you’d rather stay,” Peter told him.

      “I want to go.”

      Four of us would go on beyond Mill: Peter, Jack, Sabrina, me. She would occupy Sabrina’s place on the first leg and remain at Mill Crossing, helping arrange reception. She had proposed it herself. A place to work while her son went farther was the best compromise any of us had found.

      “I want the same instructions from you,” she said to me. “As from him. No changing his part because you’re short of hands.”

      “Agreed.”

      Jack reached for the empty supply box. She let him take it.

      He packed the heavy things low under Peter’s direction, then lifted them out again when the rear step could not fold properly. Peter showed him how much space a person’s legs needed. Jack had allowed enough for his own. That left the rest of us dependent on becoming seventeen and narrow by morning.

      While they worked, Penny walked once around the truck with me.

      “You’re going to look,” she said. “You’re not going to take anybody.”

      “Nobody comes who doesn’t want to.”

      “And Ben? Where does he sleep?”

      “Wherever he says. I’d had him in my room. I changed that.”

      “Good.”

      She didn’t ask why. I was grateful until I realized gratitude had begun to fill every small space between us. There had been a time when I thought one large apology might finish the work of knowing Penny. Since October, we had mostly handed each other tools and found ordinary things to do.

      At the clinic, Stowe had made a small packet of dressings and instructions. He went through them with Jack as well as with me. Jack knew how to put pressure on a bleeding hand; he had less patience for admitting what he did not know. Stowe made that the useful part of the lesson.

      “If a man can’t walk, don’t make him prove it by trying again for you.”

      “What if he says he can?” Jack asked.

      “Watch what happens when he gets up. And ask him what help he wants before you put your hands on him.”

      Stowe turned to me. “That includes you.”

      I accepted the packet.

      He could not assess Ben from a voice recorded on October twelfth. I had asked anyway. The joke about my stitches told us he had been conscious and able to speak then. It did not tell us what he had eaten since, how far he could walk, or whether Coben would let him leave. The direct conversations we had requested had produced acknowledgments and excuses. Sabrina had finally obtained the inspection appointment instead.

      “Warmth, food, rest,” Stowe said. “Find out what they’ve been giving him. If he is breathless sitting still, confused, unable to drink, that’s different from being tired after a long walk. You describe what you see. You don’t decide he’s merely tired because you need him on the truck.”

      “I won’t.”

      He looked down at the packet rather than accept my promise as a medical intervention.

      Savage waited outside the cold-stock room with a measuring stick and a pencil behind one ear.

      “Return on the thirteenth, provisionally?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And the insulin?”

      “Waiting at Mill.”

      “And between Mill and here?”

      “The truck.”

      “The part I am asking about is the temperature.”

      I had meant to arrange a cold box. I had not arranged one. Savage tapped the empty shelf with the stick.

      “Meaning to doesn’t keep anything cold.”

      He was right. We sent to Mill for a cold box, packs and a thermometer to come back with the insulin. Stowe had twelve days of stock for his patients; we were fetching the next supply, not racing the last dose. Savage made me say that back to him before he let it go.

      Then he turned to the people we meant to bring home.

      “These adults need sponsors.”

      “They need places to sleep.”

      “Who collects for someone who can’t get to the hatch?”

      “Someone they ask.”

      “Someone accountable.”

      “We can name someone to fetch Ben’s food without giving that person the right to decide where Ben lives.”

      Savage took off his spectacles and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He looked tired. He had been correcting everyone’s estimates for three weeks, and a surprising number of his corrections had kept things from spoiling.

      “You have to keep a system long enough to find out whether it works.”

      “The old one kept Lisa in the annex.”

      “I wasn’t asking to put anyone in the annex.” He put the spectacles back on. “Let them choose who fetches. Then tell me who it is.”

      That was as close as Savage came to agreeing, and I took it.

      At the evening radio window Anthony held the log steady with his forearm. His left wrist was out of the splint for short periods now. He still wrote with his right when he grew tired, in letters large enough to require an early new book.

      Sabrina confirmed the cold packaging and the reception space. She would meet us at Mill tomorrow evening. No escort was coming from another settlement. The ordinary traffic and the presence of its steward were the witness we had.

      “East has confirmed four visitors for the inspection,” she said. “Coben expects us on the seventh. I’ve seen the form he wants back.”

      “Does it name the workers?”

      “Fourteen continuing arrangements. One signature under all of them.”

      “Mine?”

      “An independent verifier’s.”

      Coben had let us wait three weeks for an appointment and sent the conclusion out ahead of us.

      “Tell him to leave the signature space empty,” I said.

      “I have.”

      “Has Ben been told?” I asked.

      “They say yes.”

      “Who says?”

      “The office. I haven’t spoken to him.”

      When the set went quiet, he said, “If you see someone who needs a message sent, get the name of who should receive it. People keep writing to their old houses.”

      “Some of them don’t have another address.”

      “I know.” He flexed his left fingers and stopped when it hurt. “Tell them Mill can hold it. Tell them that part.”

      Peter and I ate supper late. We did not sit long afterward; there were too many small things to finish. At the stairs he gave me the truck’s spare key and watched me put it inside the pocket whose lining he had repaired.

      “Both keys stay with us,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      He caught my right hand as I turned. For a moment I expected him to tell me to sleep. Instead he kissed the knuckles and let go, looking faintly surprised by himself. I went upstairs with an absurdly careful hand.

      The letters lay on my desk in their oilcloth wrapper. I put them in my bag, then took them out to check the fastening, then put them back. Outside the window someone was splitting wood by lamplight. Each blow came after a pause long enough for me to think it was the last.

      I lay awake until the blows stopped. In the dark I counted eighteen places to be found on the return, four of them ours. Every time I reached Ben, I began again.
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      We left before anyone could tell us to have a good trip.

      Hester sent bread in a cloth and complained that the kitchen had not been asked for it sooner. Pruitt checked the rear step one final time. Anthony stood by the gate with the outward pouch hanging from his right shoulder and watched me stow it where it would stay dry. Ilse’s stool by the gatepost was empty. She had sat there knitting through every hour the gate had mattered in October, and its emptiness disappointed me more than it should have.

      The cottage windows were dark when we went past. Lisa and Hazel were together inside. I had no instruction to leave for either of them.

      Peter eased the truck through the gate. The repaired fittings gave one brief squeal before the road took us, and then Alder Reach fell behind the canvas. I sat beside him with the route notes on my knees. Penny and Jack rode in the covered rear for the first section. We had agreed to change at the stops. Warmth would be shared by place as well as blanket.

      The northern road climbed gently between firs. Its old painted line appeared in pale scraps where the surface remained. In other places gravel had been pressed into potholes by years of traffic that no longer had a road department to complain to. Someone had set split stakes at the worst edges. A red rag marked a place where the shoulder had slipped away.

      Peter slowed before it came level with us. The wheel moved beneath his sound hand. His left lay lightly on the rim, the supported fingers clear. He had wrapped the gear lever to make it easier to use, an adjustment so modest I had almost missed it.

      I read the warning aloud. Peter kept his eyes on the red rag until we’d passed it. We took the bend in the middle of the surviving road and stopped above the drainage crossing.

      The culvert itself was out of sight under leaves and muddy water. On the far side the surface had sunk a few inches, and one stone in the line marking the safe track had tipped. That was enough for Peter to stop the engine.

      Jack climbed down before we had opened our doors. Penny followed, taking her time on the step. The cold in the rear had turned the end of her nose pink.

      “Loose load off,” Peter said. “We carry it across and I take her over light.”

      The water containers had handles that bit through gloves. I had to set mine down halfway; my ribs still objected to a long carry. The bruise from the gate guard Dorsey’s shove had faded to a faint dirty yellow, but the corner of that loading bench remained available to me whenever I forgot.

      Jack came back for my container. I told him I could finish it.

      “I’ve got the better handhold,” he
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