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        “We have all known the long loneliness and we have learned that the only solution is love and that love comes with community.”
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        "Abandon, as in love or sleep, holds them to their way, clear, in the ancient faith: what we need is here."

        — WENDELL BERRY, "THE WILD GEESE" (1973)
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      Mabel heard it before she understood what it meant.

      A trickle, thin and steady, threading down through the trees below the house—not the flat hiss of new snow, not the held breath of deep winter, but water. Real water, moving. She stood on the porch with a mug going cold in her hand and it took her a full three seconds, maybe four, to place the sound and a fifth to understand what it was actually telling her, and by then the dread had already dropped into her stomach like a stone through ice.

      Thaw.

      The pass would open. The road that had lain buried and impassable since November—the same road that had kept Kettle Falls sealed off and unreachable all winter, the same seal that had kept Eli safe inside it—was about to run clear again, in both directions, for anyone who wanted to climb it.

      She had spent one whole winter learning to love the sound of this valley loosening its grip. She had not expected, this morning, for the exact same sound to feel like a door swinging open onto something she wasn't ready for.

      Below the house the yard was already churning to mud, dark and boot-pocked, threaded through the middle with a fat brown seam of runoff carrying last autumn's leaves and, this morning, a single glove someone was going to be looking for. The county smelled like wet earth and woodsmoke and, underneath both, something green trying to happen. Everywhere she looked, the thaw was a kindness. She stood in the middle of it and felt the one place it wasn't.

      She found Eli where she generally found him lately, which was to say: working.

      He'd rigged a bench outside the infirmary's south wall, in the strip of ground that caught the earliest sun, and he was down on one knee in the mud with a coil of salvaged wire in one hand and a look on his face that Mabel had come to recognize as pure and total absorption—the same look he wore in a cockpit, in a workshop, over Caleb's shoulder helping him true up a wobbling wheel. Caleb crouched beside him, close enough that their shoulders nearly touched, holding a length of pipe steady with both hands and the fierce concentration of a boy who had been told this job mattered.

      "Hold it there," Eli said, not looking up. "Right there. Don't let it walk on you."

      "It's not walking."

      "It's about to."

      Mabel came down the steps and stood at a distance that had stopped, sometime over the winter, being a careful distance. Close enough that when Eli glanced up he didn't have to search for her. She said nothing yet about the sound she'd just heard. There would be time. There would, she suspected, be entirely too much time, now that the road was open to fill it with.

      "Tell me this isn't the water line again," she said instead.

      "This is the water line again." He sat back on his heels, wiped his palm on his thigh, left a streak of mud that would not come out of that shirt, and did not seem to care. "Last one froze solid twice in January because it ran too shallow along the north wall. I'm putting it deeper and giving it a second feed off the cistern so if one line fails in a hard snap, the whole infirmary doesn't lose water at once."

      "You built the first one in October."

      "The first one worked in October." He said it without defensiveness, the plain accounting of a man who built things to be used and expected them to be judged on whether they held. "It didn't work in a week of nineteen below. I'd rather know that now, with mud instead of ice, than find out again next winter with somebody's fever depending on it."

      Caleb, still holding the pipe with both hands, offered without being asked: "We're also doing the schoolhouse. And Widow Halloran's, because her line's older than the war."

      "Older than the county," Eli said. "Hand me the clamp."

      Caleb handed him the clamp. It was a small thing, that handing—a boy passing a tool to a man who trusted him to know which one—but Mabel had learned this winter to watch for the small things, because in Kettle Falls the small things were where people actually said what they meant. Nobody here announced what they were to each other. They showed up with a clamp already in hand.

      She tried to hold onto that thought and set the dread down beside it, gently, so it wouldn't show on her face. He built himself into the walls of this place. One winter, and half of what keeps us fed and warm and warned has his hands somewhere in it.

      It should have felt like enough to make him certain he belonged here. She was aware, in a part of her mind she did not examine too closely most days, that it might not be—and that the sound she'd just heard threading down through the trees was, whether he knew it yet or not, about to test that.

      "You're staring," Eli said, without looking up again.

      "I'm supervising."

      "You're staring." A corner of his mouth moved, not quite a smile, the specific almost-smile she had learned meant she'd been caught doing something he liked. "Go supervise something that needs it. This pipe's not going anywhere I can't fix."

      She didn't move yet. Above them the infirmary's second-floor window stood open to the thaw, and she could see, if she tilted her head, the corner of the narrow room where Eli slept—had slept, all winter, one flight above where he worked, close enough to Caleb's cot that the boy never had to wake up alone. It was a good arrangement. It had been a good arrangement in November, when everything was still new enough that good enough was more than either of them had asked for.

      It did not feel, lately, like the shape a family was supposed to hold for very long. And it felt, this morning, like something else besides—temporary in a way she didn't want to name yet.

      She didn't say any of that. Instead she crouched down next to Caleb, took the pipe out of his numbing hands for a second so he could shake the blood back into his fingers, and held it steady herself while Eli worked the clamp home.

      "There," he said, when it was done. He looked at the two of them, mud-streaked and crouched together in the thaw, with an expression Mabel had no name for and did not need one for, because she felt the exact same thing looking back at him—and beneath it, quiet and unwelcome, the sound of water still running somewhere behind her, patient, indifferent, already deciding things neither of them had agreed to yet.

      Down the lane, moving unhurried through the mud with her hands in her coat pockets and an expression that told anyone who knew her that she had already decided something and was only walking toward the moment of saying it, came Ada.

      She stopped at the edge of the yard, took in the pipe, the clamp, the boy, the two of them crouched together like it was the most natural configuration in the world, and something crossed her face too fast to call a smile but too warm to call anything else.

      "Water line," Eli said, before she could ask.

      "Good." Ada's gaze moved to Mabel, held there half a beat longer than the water line required—long enough that Mabel wondered, briefly, if she'd heard it too. "Your father wants you both up at the hall this evening. Nothing urgent." A pause, the kind Ada left on purpose, the kind that meant I have decided this is not the moment, but I am telling you there will be a moment. "Pass runners came down from the ridge post this morning. Says the road's clear enough to travel, first time since November."

      Caleb's head came up fast. "Does that mean people can come up it? From outside?"

      "It means," Ada said, in the flat, unhurried voice she used for things that mattered too much to say any other way, "that it goes both directions now. It always did. We're just finding out again."

      She didn't linger on it. She never did—Ada delivered a fact the way she delivered everything, without ceremony, and let people do what they wanted with the weight of it after she'd walked on. But Mabel felt Eli go very still beside her, the particular stillness of a man doing arithmetic he didn't want to be doing, and when she looked over he wasn't watching Ada's retreating back at all.

      He was looking down the lane, toward the place where it bent out of sight and became, eventually, the road south.

      "Eli."

      "It's fine." He said it too fast, and then, slower, meaning it more: "It's fine. It's just—first thaw. First time the road's been open since I got here." He looked down at the clamp in his hand like he'd forgotten what it was for. "Means it's open for everybody. Not just us."

      Mabel didn't answer right away. She was thinking of the sound she'd heard from the porch, the one she hadn't told him about yet, the one that had reached her chest a full breath before her mind caught up to what it meant. He hadn't heard it that way. He'd heard it as weather. She'd heard it, without meaning to, as a warning.

      Caleb, oblivious or pretending to be, had already gone back to coiling wire. She watched Eli watch the bend in the road a moment longer, and did not ask him what he thought might come up it, because she already knew, in the same wordless way she knew most things about him—from the set of his shoulders, from the hand that had gone, without his noticing, to rest on his son's back.

      She put her hand over his instead. Just that. No declaration in it, the way nothing between them had ever needed one.

      "Fix the pipe," she said. "I'll go see what my father wants that isn't urgent."

      He almost smiled. "Ada's never once said something wasn't urgent and been telling the truth."

      "No," Mabel agreed, already turning up the lane, already listening—she couldn't help it now—for the water she knew was still running somewhere behind her, patient, indifferent, already deciding things none of them had agreed to yet. "She hasn't."
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      The hall was never empty. That was the first thing Mabel had learned about Kettle Falls that the valley had never taught her—that a place could keep a room warm and lit and half-full of people at all hours not because it was afraid of the dark but because it had decided, at some point none of them could name, that no one should have to be alone in it who didn't want to be.

      She came in out of the blue evening with the cold still on her coat and found the long room doing what it always did at this hour: a low fire, a scatter of lamplight, someone's mending spread across a table, two of the Voss boys arguing quietly over a game with carved pieces, Miss Abbott at the far end with a stack of the children's slates, checking sums by the light of a single lamp because paper was too dear to waste on arithmetic that would only be wiped clean tomorrow. The smell of the place was woodsmoke and tallow and the particular green sharpness of the first wild onions someone had brought down from the south slope, laid out on a cloth to be counted into the week's cooking.

      Her father was at the far table with Ada, who had one hand discreetly slid into the back of her father's jeans pocket, and a map in front of them.

      Mabel knew the map. Everyone knew the map—it was the county's one good survey, pre-collapse, creased soft as cloth along its folds, the ridge lines and the river and the pass all marked in a hand nobody living could claim. What she didn't like was the way the two of them were bent over it. Not the easy way people read a map they already knew. The careful way people read one they were about to have to use.

      "There she is," Travis said, Ada’s hand withdrew, and the lines of his face rearranged themselves toward his daughter, the way they still did every time, as though some part of him had spent four years braced for her not to walk through a door and had not yet, quite, unlearned the flinch of relief. "Where's the pilot?"

      "Fixing a pipe he already fixed." She came to the table. "He'll be up. He's washing the county off first."

      "Good man." Travis said it lightly, but Mabel caught the thing underneath it—that her father had come, over one winter, to mean it. It had not been a small thing, in the beginning, Travis and Eli in the same workshop. Two men who solved problems with their hands and had spent a lifetime each being the one who knew best. They'd circled a while. Then the cold had come and there'd been too much work and not enough hands and somewhere in there the circling had turned into something else, something that looked, from the outside, like a father and the man his daughter had chosen learning they could stand at the same bench without either of them having to be less.

      She looked at the map. "What am I looking at."

      Ada answered, because Ada always answered the real question and let Travis handle the warm ones. "The pass." She laid two fingers flat on the thin line that climbed out of the valley toward the ridge and the world beyond it. "Runners confirmed it this morning. Snow's off the grade far enough down that a wagon could make it, if a body were fool enough to want to. First time since the second week of November."

      "Ada." Travis's voice had a warning in it, gentle, the warning of a man who'd heard his partner say a hard thing plainly one too many times to a daughter who'd earned softer. But Mabel shook her head.

      "No. Say it plain. I'd rather have it plain." She had earned that too, and they all three knew it.

      "Plain, then." Ada straightened. In the lamplight the old sheriff in her showed through the years—the flat, unhurried steadiness that had held this county together across eight winters when steadiness was the only currency that never lost its value. "The road's been our best wall since the first snow. Better than Ridgeline’s seam, better than any man with a rifle. You can't arrest a man you can't reach. For four months no one has been able to reach us, and no one has been able to leave, and I will tell you honestly, Mabel, there were nights I was grateful for the snow the way you're grateful for a fever breaking." She tapped the map once. "That wall's coming down. It comes down every spring. We've weathered every spring before this one."

      Before this one. Mabel heard the two words Ada hadn't said and understood that Ada had left them unsaid on purpose, the way she left everything she wanted a person to arrive at themselves.

      "Before this one you didn't have a fugitive pilot with an Authority file living over the infirmary," Mabel said.

      "No," Ada agreed. "We didn't."

      The fire popped. Down the room, one of the Voss boys made his move and the other made a noise of betrayal, and Miss Abbott shushed them without looking up from her slates, and the ordinary warmth of the hall went on around the cold small thing at the map table as though the two could share a room indefinitely.

      "So what do we do," Mabel said.

      "We do what we always do." Ada rolled the map, unhurried, the decision already made somewhere behind her eyes before Mabel had asked. "We go on being a free county. We plant. We mend. We put the water lines deeper." A dry flicker at that—she'd seen Eli's work, then, and approved it in the only way she approved of anything, by declining to comment on it. "And if someone comes up that road wearing the Authority's cloth and asking for the pilot, we tell them what we have told everyone of them for eight years. That they have no jurisdiction here. That no one in Kettle Falls is theirs to search or seize." She set the rolled map under her arm. "I've said no to better-dressed men than they'll send. I'll say it again and enjoy it."

      And there it was—the whole of Ada's certainty, laid down flat and final, and Mabel believed every word of it and felt, underneath her belief, the exact cold seed she'd carried up the lane that morning. Because Ada was right. Ada was entirely right, on the law, on the principle, on eight years of holding. And Mabel had spent the winter close enough to Eli to know that being right about the law was not the thing that kept him awake.

      The door opened. Rook scurried to meet Mabel. Eli came in with his hair wet and darkened from the wash and his sleeves down against the evening, and Caleb came in under his arm half-asleep on his feet already, and the whole temperature of the room changed the way it did when the three of them entered anywhere—some people carried weather with them, and the Wards carried a kind of clearing.

      "Sorry," Eli said. "Pipe."

      "Heard." Travis was already up, already pulling out the bench on his side of the table for the boy, already reaching to take some of Caleb's sleepy weight the way a man does who has decided, without announcing it, that a child is his to help carry. "Sit down before he goes over. Ada saved you the onions."

      "I did no such thing," Ada said. "There are onions. Their salvation was not my doing."

      It was nothing. It was the smallest possible exchange, a bench pulled out and a plate pushed over and a dry word about onions, and Mabel watched her father's hand rest a moment at the small of Ada's back as he leaned past her to reach the lamp—not a gesture for anyone to see, not a gesture either of them would have named, just the automatic private geography of two people who had spent a long time learning to move around the same small space. Ada didn't look at him. She didn't have to. She shifted half an inch to give him the reach, and that was the whole of it, and that was everything.

      Mabel looked away before either of them could catch her seeing it. But she carried it with her to the bench—the ease of it, the way her father had found, this late and this weathered, a person to stand half an inch closer to. It struck her that she was watching the far end of a road she had only just started down herself, and she did not know yet whether that was a comfort or a warning.

      Eli ate. Caleb lost his fight with sleep against his father's side, and Eli shifted him without breaking the rhythm of the meal, a man long practiced at eating one-handed around a child, and Mabel watched the pilot's eyes go once—just once, but she caught it—to the crock at the end of the table where the rolled map Ada had laid on the table.

      He knew what the pass opening meant. Of course he knew. He'd flown that country; he understood a road the way she understood a face. And he was doing exactly what he'd done in the yard that morning, which was to say nothing, and let the arithmetic run somewhere behind his eyes where he thought she couldn't see it.

      Later—the hall thinning, Caleb carried up to bed, Travis and Ada gone back to the house—she and Eli walked the muddy lane back toward the infirmary under a sky finally, fully clear, more stars than the valley had ever let her see, and she said the thing she'd decided at the bench to say.

      "Caleb's too big for that cot."

      Eli glanced at her, thrown by the turn. "He's fine."

      "He's not fine. His feet hang off it. He wakes up when you come in and pretends he doesn't so you won't feel bad about the noise." She kept her eyes on the lane, on the runoff still threading silver down the middle of it under the starlight, patient, still going. "You're above the infirmary because there was a room there in November. I'm in my father's spare room because there was a room there when I got here and nobody asked how long. Those were November answers, Eli. It's not November."

      He was quiet a while. The water ran.

      "You're saying we need a house," he said finally.

      "I'm saying Caleb needs a house. I'm saying a boy that age should have a wall that's his and a door he can shut and a place he knows is going to be there when he wakes up." She made herself say the rest of it, the part that was hers and not the boy's. "And I'm saying I'd like it to be the same house. If that's—if that's a thing you'd want."

      They'd stopped walking. She hadn't noticed them stop.

      "Mabel." His voice had gone careful, and for one cold second she thought she'd misread the whole winter—and then she saw his face in the starlight and understood it wasn't reluctance she was hearing. It was something worse and more tender, a man being handed a future he wanted so badly it frightened him, at the exact moment the road behind them had just come open. "Yeah," he said, rough. "Yeah, that's a thing I'd want."

      "Good." She started walking again before either of them could make it larger than it needed to be, because that was the house style of this whole county and she'd learned it now, learned to set a thing down gently and let it be true without a ceremony. "Then ask Ada in the morning about the empty places. There've got to be a dozen farms standing since—since before. Somebody must know how a person goes about taking one."

      "I'll ask her." He caught up, fell in beside her, close enough that the backs of their hands found each other in the dark and stayed. "Mabel."

      "Mm."

      He didn't say the thing. She felt it in him—the road-shaped thing, the arithmetic—press up toward the surface and stop.

      "Nothing," he said. "Just. Yeah. A house."

      And she let him keep it, because they'd never once needed the words, and because she was afraid, walking home under all those stars with her hand against his, that the day they finally did need them would be a day much colder than this one.
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