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					Dedication

			For Tim

		

	
					Epigraph

			Does the prophet see the future, or does he see a line of weakness, a fault or cleavage that he may shatter with words or decisions as a diamond-cutter shatters his gem with the blow of a knife?

			—Frank Herbert, Dune

		

	
		June 27, 1844

			Nauvoo, Illinois

			She sits at the long table, at its head, in the place of honor that belongs to Joseph by right. All her soberness is drawn about her like armor, her severity, the habitual silence, the habitual watching. She is calmer than she ought to be. She ought to feel something more, she knows, but after so long—almost twenty years—what more is left to feel?

			The girls carry food from the kitchens. They lay it out on platters, the full length of the table. They’ve been frightened and disbelieving for days now; they can think of little else to do but cook. It might as well be a festival—buttered rolls and stewed greens, two roasted chickens, more besides. The food keeps coming. The table fills as if the girls expect to feed an army. Perhaps, Emma thinks, it will come to that, by and by.

			Helen enters from the kitchen with a pie, still steaming from the oven. Emma looks at the pastry in its dish because she can’t look at the girl. She never can look at any of them. Her eyes will not cooperate; they slide away like water from oil. Helen is the youngest. Sixteen now, or close to it.

			“That’s enough,” Emma says. “Tell the other girls to stop, go and do something else, make yourselves useful.”

			A shy, frightened creature, Helen scurries away into the house, its long halls with many rooms, its great muted chambers of nothingness.

			The very dimness of the room seems to have a sound, a subfusc hum as if the dark paneling along the walls were breathing out or moaning. She thinks she will weep, but she hasn’t the leisure. She thinks she will scream.

			Then comes a heavy tread of boots at the entrance, one man ordering the others away in a voice of authority. She turns toward the sound, darting, instinctive. A moment later the governor appears in the dining room and pauses, watching Emma.

			She can see him taking her measure, deciding already what to do with her, how to handle her, whether he ought to dismiss her out of hand. This is a way all men have of looking at women. They never look at one another this way. It’s an assessment they reserve for the feminine alone: eye the broadness of your hips and guess whether you can bear strong children; weigh the pleasantness of your features or your figure; stack you up against another woman for comparison’s sake; determine whether they can rouse themselves for you, and if so for how many years. It used to upset her. Now she finds it foolish. She is forty years old and looks every day of it—looks older than her years, in fact, and by God, who would not be aged by everything she has seen and suffered? She had never been accounted a great beauty, but she had been thought passing pretty once, comely enough to catch the Prophet’s eye before any other woman had managed it. Where does prettiness get you in the end? She stares back at the governor. It’s she who sits at the head of the table, not Thomas Ford.

			“You’re Emma Smith,” the governor says. 

			“I am.”

			“You are . . . a wife of Joseph’s?”

			“I am the wife of Joseph Smith Junior, wedded to him in God’s sight and by law. By every law of the land.”

			“You Mormons think yourselves above the law, do you not?” 

			“Have you come here only to insult me?”

			“No. Forgive me, madam.”

			He fixes his gaze on a roasted chicken as avidly as he ever fixed it on a woman. “Are you hungry?” Emma says.

			“It was a long ride, to Carthage and back.” 

			“You may eat.”

			Governor Ford sits at the opposite end of the table. He tears a leg from the chicken and makes short work of it, then two buttered rolls. He’s a slight man—surprisingly small for one so angry and powerful. He has a pinched, delicate face, very white and fine above a high collar.

			Emma calls for a girl, any girl. “Nancy. Melissa. Who is there?”

			Melissa arrives, pink cheeks and flicking eyes.

			“Water for Governor Ford,” Emma says.

			“Wine,” Ford says.

			She says again, “Water. Bring him a plate and a knife. A napkin, too.”

			“Shall I bring anything for you?” the girl asks meekly.

			Emma shakes her head. She has no appetite. Likely she will never want to eat again.

			When the girl has gone, Ford says, “I intend to speak to your church—your town. I’ve a message to deliver to your people, Mrs. Smith. A warning.”

			She waits.

			Defensive in the face of one woman’s silence, he explains, “It’s necessary. I would tell your people what they may expect. It’s just.”

			“How comforting,” Emma says, “to hear that you are mindful of justice.”

			“After, I must return to Carthage. There are forms that must be followed, writs to sign, which I couldn’t see to in the press of our arrival.”

			“You took my husband to Carthage four days ago. Had you really no time to see to your writs?”

			“I’m afraid not. Your husband has attracted much attention from the public. There were crowds, protests—”

			“Threats?”

			He leans a little, one elbow on the tabletop, yielding physically to the question, which is as good as a confirmation.

			“Riots,” Emma says. She knows by now how these things proceed. “Who is protecting him? Tell me at least that Joseph is well.”

			“He was quite well when I left him at the Carthage jail. And his brother Hyrum was well, and the fourteen other men who were arrested with him.”

			“And will he be . . .” She falters, remembering the stream outside Harmony. She remembers the stones in the stream damming its flow, the pool of still water, the weight of her wet dress, heavy. And the men coming through the trees, shouting for Joseph to be taken away. “Will he be safe?”

			“There’s no need to fear. I can’t think of many places safer than a jail cell. It keeps a man in, but it also keeps his enemies out. Joseph will be well, and the other men with him. I’ve brought letters for you, from your husband.” He reaches into the breast of his coat, withdraws two letters, their seals already broken. He pushes them along the table as far as he can reach. “Once I’ve done my duties in Carthage, I shall return. Then, I must remain in Nauvoo until this business is settled.”

			This business. No more unusual than trading horses, to place a town under siege and take a woman’s husband and send him off to jail.

			“And your men?” Emma says.

			“The whole militia will remain in Nauvoo.” 

			“That isn’t necessary, Governor.”

			“I’m afraid it is. I’ve a duty to the people of Illinois. It’s my job to keep them safe.”

			“We are the people of Illinois.”

			“You Mormons?” He chuckles darkly. “You are not.”

			The plate and water arrive.

			Ford helps himself to stewed greens and a great heap of potatoes. “You Mormons. What am I to think of you? What’s anyone to think? You burned and looted your way through Missouri—”

			“We were provoked. We acted in defense.”

			“Now here you are in my state. And this town grows by the month, God knows why.”

			She says nothing.

			“These rumors we hear, that your men marry dozens of women, hundreds. That they take girls from good homes and corrupt them and damn their souls with adultery. It’s little wonder my people are concerned.”

			“We do not abduct members for our church.”

			“Lilburn Boggs. What am I to make of him? The governor of Missouri, shot in the head, four times, Mrs. Smith, by order of your husband. By a would-be assassin.”

			“Joseph did not order the governor shot. He would never do such a thing; I would swear that before any judge in the land. And Porter Rockwell is my husband’s guard, not his assassin.”

			“It’s a miracle Boggs survived. You can see, can’t you, why the people are frightened? They expect a show from me—a restoration of order. And so the militia will remain in Nauvoo until a judge has determined Joseph’s fate. After that, we shall see.”

			He shovels up his food with the air of a man who thinks himself beyond reproach.

			After a moment he puts down the knife and looks down the length of the table again. “You realize I must lodge here—in your home, I mean.”

			“I expected as much.” 

			“You aren’t troubled?”

			“Have I any say in the matter?”

			He smiles ruefully. “I’m afraid you have none.”

			“You wouldn’t believe the burdens I’ve borne, Governor, and all because I’ve had no say.”

			“Aren’t you angry?”

			Now it’s Emma who smiles, thinly, without amusement. Of course she is angry. She is full of outrage bordering on hate, but when, these past nineteen years, has she not felt this way? She will keep Nauvoo safe from Ford and his men if she must suffer a thousand insults, if she is cast down into the dust and humiliated. What has Joseph taught her, if not forbearance?

			“You’ll find my home comfortable enough,” she says. “There is none better appointed in all of Nauvoo.”

			“None more populated,” Ford says wryly. “All these young ladies I’ve seen flitting about—in the kitchen and peeking out the windows when I first arrived. They’re Joseph’s wives, are they not?”

			She keeps her silence. At length the governor amends: “They consider themselves Joseph’s wives. You may disagree.”

			“I must be civil to you, Governor, because of our unusual circumstances. But I will thank you not to provoke me, if you will be so kind.”

			“I meant no offense, madam. But you Mormons—you’ve become the subject of much speculation.”

			“What you call speculation, I call rumor. And I call gossip a sin.”

			“Even so, the rumors flourish. Not a person in Illinois, in all of America, hasn’t wondered at your . . . peculiarities.”

			A silence falls between them. She has learned that she can draw truth out of men if she waits long enough, and watches.

			“I admit I’m curious,” he finally says.

			“About what, Governor?”

			“How it all started. This community, this church, whatever you consider yourselves to be. What made your husband so bold that he would defy the laws of the United States itself in pursuit of his own advancement?”

			She sighs. Susceptible to the memory, she leans back in her chair as if pressed there by a great weight. It was half a lifetime ago. And it strikes her, in that moment, how much time has gone by, how many years she has done this. For what? For love, or something else—fear of God or devotion to Him, or simply because she had no other choice? She has asked herself this question a thousand times over and never found an answer.

			The clock ticks. The house settles and whispers. Somewhere behind the walls the girls are moving, peering out the windows, hoping to see their Prophet coming home.

			“If you truly wish to know,” Emma says, surprising herself, “then I’ll tell you. We’ve time to pass, I suppose, until my husband is returned.”

		

	
					I

			Before the Foundation of the World

			1825–1827

			The beginning was unremarkable. Sometimes that’s the way the biggest stories take you. You don’t sense their unfolding, the subtle layering of cause and effect, the way one history rides upon a hundred others that have gone before. A November day, just before noon, cold but not yet snowing—even the cold was ordinary. Beyond the clearing where Hale House stood, the trees at the edge of the forest still bore scraps of golden leaves. Later, much later, when all of this was over (as over as it ever would be) she would look back on that morning and wonder why God had sent no sign. There should have been a wash of heavenly light, a golden halo hanging over Joseph’s golden head. The earth shaking, rattling the hens in the yard until they tumbled off their feet. A clenching in her bowels, at least. If she’d had some sign to warn her, everything would have been different.

			Emma tossed the last handful of feed to the chickens. The handle of her pail was grainy with rust and kernels of damp barley stuck to her fingers. She hung the pail on its peg and let herself out of the hen-yard, and went to her father, who stood beside the paling gate below a sign that read Hale House, Rooms to Let, Inquire at Front Door. Her father, Isaac, was tense with expectation—a hard set to his shoulders, squinting at the bend in the road.

			“I’ve had a letter,” Isaac said. “Some two days back. Your uncle William is coming, and he thinks to stay.”

			Now she understood her father’s dark mood. Isaac Hale was a man of sense. He had no patience for the wild enthusiasms of a reckless man. Uncle William wasn’t alone, though. The people of the countryside shared his fervency. It burned like brushfire from one village to the next, and the ground was still black and smoking when the next fit of zeal roared through.

			“He’s bringing men,” Isaac said, “some pack of foolish strangers; I know not who.”

			“To board?” 

			Isaac nodded.

			“Mother will be glad for the money,” Emma said.

			Hale House stood between the townships of Harmony and Great Bend, a convenient sanctuary for weary travelers. But winter had already come, even if the snows had not. There were few men on the road now, and little custom at Hale House.

			“William and his friends,” Emma said, “will they hunt in the hills?”

			“God bless me if my brother William could hunt a haystack. No, my dear—they’re coming to dig for treasure.”

			Emma folded her arms. Her father’s words might count as blasphemy—she had never been certain of the finer points—but it was good to hear him invoke the Lord’s name, even if it was in vain. He had confessed to Emma once, when she’d been a girl of sixteen, that he couldn’t entirely credit the existence of God. What is God, anyway, he’d muttered that day, knee-deep in straw with a pitchfork in his hands, but the very embodiment of Man’s worst desires? It had frightened her, to hear her father speak such dangerous thoughts aloud. In that moment, she had seen Isaac as a fragile thing, too honest and human. One day he must stand before the Creator and answer for his sins—the sin of doubt worst among them, perhaps unforgivable. Emma had fled the barn and run up to her room and fallen on her knees beside her bed, praying for Isaac’s salvation. She had remained there nigh on two hours, weeping, begging the Lord for His mercy, until her knees had turned black and blue.

			Standing beside her father with her arms wrapped around her body, Emma crossed her fingers: a charm against the Devil. Treasure-digging seemed exactly the sort of business that might attract Perdition.

			“There comes a wagon,” Isaac said, and spat.

			A moment later, Emma heard it, too—the slide and clop of two horses trotting, their strides skewed out of unison, and the low, steady hiss of wagon wheels churning through mud. She followed her father’s gaze down the gentle slope. A pair of tired bays appeared. The horses hauled a buckboard. A few men sat in its bed on a meager cushion of straw, hunched close together against the cold. The driver wasn’t her uncle William, but Josiah Stowell, who lived not far off in a pretty white house with nine shuttered windows and pine trees in the yard. She frowned to see Mr. Stowell. His enthusiasm made Uncle William seem tame by comparison. But who didn’t burn with religious fire in that time, that place? Pennsylvania, 1825, the countryside a conflagration.

			Mr. Stowell pulled his team to a halt outside the gate. “Isaac Hale. The Lord bless you, my friend.”

			Isaac grunted.

			“And Miss Emma,” Stowell said, “beautiful as ever.”

			Emma frowned all the more. She wasn’t beautiful, and well did she know it. Her face was as severe as her temper; she was too tall for a woman, though in a certain light, she might be called handsome.

			“Look who I’ve brought to board,” Josiah said. “Friends from New York, and your own dear brother William.”

			The men in the wagon made a slow unfolding, curling outward from their warm cores. Their breath hung thick and white in the air. The first to climb down was the youngest of the group. He was scarcely more than a boy, perhaps eighteen or nineteen years; he moved with easy strength and bouncing confidence—as if he believed, as all young men do, that he deserved a greater share of the world than the space his body took up, as if more and more were his natural due. The youth stepped up to Isaac, offering a hand to shake. There was something to him—a swagger, an accessory boldness—that intrigued Emma even while it vexed her. She had seen that kind of man before, oh, more times than she could count, in Harmony and elsewhere, even in her own home when young boarders had come to stay for deer season, or in the dark of winter to trap foxes in the hills. Emma, those men had said, you are pretty enough to marry, which she knew had been only flattery for their amusement. She had dealt with that sort of man—dealt with every last one of them until even the most persistent and the most dull-witted (the two traits often went hand in hand) had abandoned their courtship and moved on to catch softer brides. Men were all that way, between certain ages: convinced the world would fit neat as a plum in their hands.

			The youth greeted Isaac, then turned to Emma. Her arms folded tighter around her body. He offered neither his hand nor his name. He only looked at her—a long stare, frankly assessing, like a man sizing up a mare in an auctioneer’s corral. Then he broke into an insolent grin. He was handsome, Emma could grudgingly admit, and his smile, though far too bold, only made him pleasanter to look upon. She put paid to his brazenness in her accustomed way: drawing up to her full height and challenging him with a forbidding stare, the one she’d honed in the Harmony school, teaching the local farmers’ whelps how to count and write their names. She was quietly pleased when the grin slid from the young man’s face.

			When everyone had descended from the wagon, Emma said, “Good morning, Uncle William,” for it was certain her father wouldn’t speak to William first. “Father told me you’ve come looking for treasure. Is it true?”

			“True as the Gospel,” William said. “A maid in New York told me where to find it. She’s a proper young lady, this maid, a good Christian girl, not desirous of any personal gain.”

			“And she told you,” Isaac began, but William finished: “She has a peep-stone, and gazed into it, and saw a great treasure buried in a hill a short way from here, just beyond the edge of your property, where it’s naught but forest and no man can lay claim to whatever’s in the earth—no man but what finds it, all as I told you in my letter. The maid swore the treasure is gold. Pure gold.”

			“How would a girl in New York know where my property begins and ends?”

			Isaac had never set much store in the scryers and stone-peepers who peddled their services from one village to the next. Nor the fortune-tellers, nor the water witches with their forked sticks and unctuous smiles. At least, he set no more than the usual amount of store. Any sensible person gave cautious credence to the mysteries. The earth was a deep and fathomless place, and wise men remained open to possibility. There was an eight-pointed hex on the side of Stowell’s wagon, crude and uneven, the lime-white paint flaking away. Emma crossed her fingers again, tighter this time, warding away evil.

			“Surely, Isaac,” Mr. Stowell said, “you’ve no objection to our renting a few rooms while we dig. We won’t involve you in the business, if that’s your wish.”

			“But you’ll get no share in the gold,” William added.

			“For the rooms,” Isaac said, “I leave it to my wife. And as for the treasure, I’ll believe it when I see it.” He turned his back on the visitors, stalking away up the yard.

			Emma spoke in her father’s absence. Someone had to. “Take the wagon to the shed, Mr. Stowell, and stable your horses in the long barn. There’s new straw in the stalls. I saw to it myself this morning.”

			The visitors followed Stowell and his buckboard as it rumbled toward the hitching shed—all except the youth. He hung back, shifting from foot to foot, watching the others depart with the air of a boy about to get up to some mischief. When they were alone, he turned to Emma and grinned again. He was tall, broad-shouldered. The self-assurance that radiated from him almost made Emma blush.

			“I’m Joseph,” he said, as if confessing.

			She realized her fingers were still crossed. Deliberately, she uncrossed them. “Miss Hale.”

			“May I not know your Christian name?”

			“Are we such good friends that I ought to tell you?”

			“We will be,” he said, with a note of promise that startled her.

			She deflected him. “Is there truly a peeper in New York?”

			“Well, shore.” His sudden rural twang fairly took Emma aback. “Don’t you have peepers here in Pennsulvany?”

			“I set little more store in peepers than my father does.” Which was not strictly true. On all matters spiritual and Godly, Emma remained prudently open.

			“What if I told you I could peep through stones? Would you believe me?”

			In the distance, she could hear the front door of her home open and shut, her mother, Elizabeth, calling from the porch, welcoming the boarders to Hale House. She could hear the horses whickering as they were put away, the faint groan of the buckboard settling on its springs. The sky was heavy and dark, a plain November sky, ordinary.

			“If you told me you could peep through stones,” Emma said, “would you believe yourself?”

			He bellowed with laughter, loud as a bull in a field. “Miss Hale,” Joseph said as they started toward the house, “I think you and I will be very good friends indeed.”

			Once, before she’d chased all her suitors away, Emma had possessed a wild streak.

			She was fourteen, fifteen years old. It’s so long ago now that she can’t recall her age. She remembers it was midsummer, and she pinched herself to stay awake until the house had fallen silent. She remembers stealing out to the long barn and bridling her favorite mare, and the way the dark had poured down the side of the barn—the barn and the trees, a slow descent from top to bottom, to the margin where she moved between a waking world and a world newly asleep. The interstice of dusk was violet, and crickets sang in the grass.

			She could ride well with or without a saddle; saddling the horse would have cost more time. She jumped to the mare’s back and kissed. The horse loped along the lane. She felt high above the earth, though her mare wasn’t especially large. She recalls now how grand she felt, how great with possibility.

			She found the revival tent by ear, following cries of wild delight, the Hallelujahs and Yes-Lords. She tied the mare to a snag and flowed through the darkness. Grass-heads whisked against her nightdress, pricking the backs of her hands. She went right up to the revival tent and stood in its opening as if she had every right to be there. No one noticed the girl watching from the doorway, though her nightdress made her bright against the darkness, bright as a vestal in her robes.

			The interior of the tent was rank with the smell of bodies—sour sweat and a warmer, lower reek of arousal. She had found a meeting of the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing—the Shakers. She hadn’t known what to expect, but when she realized she had found a Shaker meeting, she was caught momentarily by fear. She had heard stories of that sect. How they castrated their men in fits of zeal and copulated without shame, without regard for the bonds of marriage. They sacrificed children to their God, which wasn’t the same God as the one the good people of Harmony knew, though He had the same name.

			She wondered whether she would see a sacrifice that night. Or reckless adultery. She watched, breathless and transfixed, but the congregation only danced. Men on one side, women on the other, with palms upraised to the tent roof, up to God, they bent and stamped, the women’s shoulders heaving and shivering under stiff collars. The lines marched one toward the other, and parted, and met again, and the poles of the tent rattled with the imperfect, not-quite-unison of their feet. The feel of it beat through the packed earth, up into Emma’s bones. Every voice was raised to its own pitch, without regard for harmony, for to make a pleasing sound is to be vain. The forceful unloveliness clutched at all her senses and she felt all at once, with a flush like fever, a heightened awareness of God. She felt Him bend with curiosity, lazy interest piqued by the din. His eye fell on the tent as a boy’s eye falls on an ant scrambling across a stone.

			The Shakers sped their dance. Their limbs jerked in the lamplight, and the words of their song crashed all around her.

			Shake, shake out of me all that is carnal!

			Faster and faster still, until any suggestion of rhythm was gone, and the earth thundered with disorder.

			I’ll take nimble steps, I’ll be a David,

			I’ll show Michael twice how he behavèd!

			By the time she crept back to the snag, even her mare was frightened. Emma took the long way home, and kept her horse to a walk, afraid the beat of its hooves would direct God’s attention to her—wearing nothing but a nightdress, and fled from her house without her mother knowing, and with nothing carnal, she knew, yet shaken from her.

			She could sense far beyond the road, past Harmony Township and the great spreading forests of hemlocks and pines, that the night was livelier still. The northeast was afire, burning for God in all His variant forms. Emma knew their names. The Shakers and the Campbellites, the Methodists and Millers, the Second Advents and the Seventh-Days, the Disciples, the Friends, the myriad Churches of Christ. Some preachers called that place “burned over,” as if a roaring blaze of fervor had swept the countryside, scorching every live and fertile thing, leaving rural New York and Pennsylvania as used up as the rocky soil of Vermont.

			But in Vermont, Emma knew, the farmers dug boulders from their fields, and piled the stones in heaps, and generation after generation the heaps lengthened and became walls. The walls stretched like great pale snakes basking in the sun. And wherever the boulders were rolled away, the black earth yielded a fine and dogged crop.

			Even as a girl, she knew the country wasn’t burned over. The embers had been banked in lonely alcoves and forest dells. They glowed very hot indeed.

			“We’ve found nothing yet,” Joseph told her.

			It was the deep of winter, an afternoon when the light hung pale just above the tops of the trees. They were walking in the snow, aimless, pottering along the hunter’s path that wound from the rear of Hale House up among the hills. The snow lay in an icy crust, breaking and sliding beneath their feet, making their steps squeak faintly, as when one bites into a curd of new white cheese.

			Snow deadened all sound. The world in winter draws in upon itself, and it had contracted that day around Emma and Joseph. They were isolated, made intimate by so much white. Her toes were cold inside her leather boots, but she didn’t mind. It was pleasant to think of the warming up later, when she would sit in her room with her thoughts and her knitting basket. Then she would touch her bare feet to the copper warming pan, carefully, and think about Joseph’s hair—the color of a deer’s pelt—and imagine the tow-headed child he must have been. He walked with a limp so slight, it had taken Emma days to notice. She would think about that, too, later, when she was alone.

			“You’ve found nothing?” Emma paused, lifting the edge of her skirt. The hem was done up in age-yellowed lace. She had tatted the lace several summers ago as an ornament for her wedding dress—not that she’d had any intended fellow. She had simply felt a great change come upon her that year, a transformation of the soul, and she’d known her marriage was imminent. She had known the man whom God wished her to marry would soon arrive, riding up the long road from Harmony to seek a night’s lodging or taking her hand in the village street when she went for more sugar at the general store. But months had gone by, then years, and Emma had remained unmarried, and now the lace gathered little balls of ice which weighed down her skirt. She tried to shake the ice free. It remained stubbornly attached.

			Joseph dropped to one knee. With a little laugh of apology—for it was presumptuous, maybe even shocking—he took her hem in his hands. Gently, he freed an inch of lace, then another, talking while he worked his way around her skirt, and soon his fingers were red from the chill, but he didn’t stop until the last of the ice was gone.

			“When I’m at Mr. Stowell’s farm,” Joseph said, “I can see gold under the earth. Or sometimes it’s silver I see. But whenever we come close to the indicated place, the stone goes blank. I can see nothing at all. So our digging is in vain—all guesswork in the end.”

			“Why does your peep-stone stop working when you’re close to the treasure?”

			Joseph looked up, almost shy in that moment. “The enchantment on this place is too strong. It befuddles me, so I can’t see anything but the enchantment itself.”

			When he stood, the knees of his breeches were dark with melted snow and mud. Emma laughed—she couldn’t help it—and, grinning down at the stains, Joseph cut a caper on the trail, strutting as if that mud made him the finest gentleman in the valley.

			His dance stopped abruptly. “You’re pretty when you laugh.”

			Emma went sober then, and still.

			He said, “You’re pretty when you don’t laugh, too.”

			“You seem very certain of your peep-stone.” She moved past him, deeper into the forest.

			“Do you truly not believe, Miss Hale?”

			“You may call me Emma,” she said, impatient. “After all. You may.”

			“Thank you.”

			“It’s God I believe in. The Lord is my shepherd, not any spirit-stone or hex or doodlebug, all the things they claim are real out here in the valleys and dells.”

			“And I,” he said. “I believe in the Lord.”

			He said it with such quiet force that Emma stopped walking. She stared at him. His great hooked nose did nothing to diminish his handsomeness.

			“May I tell you a story?” he asked.

			“Is it a true story?”

			Joseph smiled. There was a certain brittleness to it. Thinking of her thin prospects and the lace at her hem and Joseph’s ice-reddened fingers, she nodded before she could say something else cutting and ruin this prospect, too.

			He told her of his childhood: the dark hills of Vermont, his family’s toil in the rocky earth.

			Then how his family moved to New York, and how he had spent his idle hours watching the preachers rolling up and down the rutted roads in their wagons, with their throngs of followers grayed by dust. The air crackled around the revival tents, Joseph said, like the air before a lightning storm, and a smell of sweat permeated the clearing or the field, wherever the preachers set up their tents. Crowds came to listen to those men. The walls of their tents trembled with the force of their words. Which preacher is true, which is the path to God? Joseph asked himself that question more times than he could count. Which leader shall I follow? There were so many, a new preacher every week, and sometimes two or three. He didn’t know which was right or wrong, so he gave the question to God.

			He went alone to pray, walking in the woods far from the stamping and shouting in the tents.

			Among the drip of water from the treetops and the slow uncurling of ferns, Joseph fretted his still, small fears.

			“And God appeared,” he said quietly. “Even the Lord Himself.”

			He told the story so simply, with such innocent directness, that Emma clutched her black shawl tightly at her throat. She could feel again the stooping weight of God, His unblinking eye staring down. Her family had been simple Methodists, until Isaac lost his feeling for God. Then Emma’s mother, Elizabeth, had carried on teaching her children from the Bible. She had gone with her mother to church every Sunday and believed in the Lord as she believed in the ground beneath her feet, but she had never seen the holy presence with her eyes. Not as Joseph had seen.

			Joseph asked the Lord, in his farmboy manner, Which preacher has it right? Which church ought I to join?

			None, answered God. Not a one of them.

			Emma wrapped her arms around herself. She couldn’t look at her companion. Between the crunching of their hesitant steps, she could hear Joseph breathing in a calm, certain rhythm.

			“Do you want to see it?” he said. 

			“See what?”

			“My peep-stone.”

			Before she could tell him no, he pulled something from the pocket of his brown woolen coat.

			His fist opened. The stone was smooth, round, smaller than a hen’s egg. It was dark and veined all through with ochre-red. Emma stared with a clutch of fear. Joseph’s peace was too complete, without the unconscious signs of liars and frauds. The Lord truly had appeared before him. How could Emma doubt it? Why ought she to provoke God’s anger by doubting? And if Joseph had honestly seen the Lord, then his scrying, too, must be real.

			She couldn’t take her eyes from the stone. “You said you can’t see with it—not anymore.” 

			His hand closed. The moment the peep-stone was gone from her view, the spell was broken.

			Emma looked up at Joseph’s face and found him smiling.

			“I can’t,” he agreed. “The enchantment on this place is too strong.”

			The next morning, Emma decided, she would tell her father that she intended to marry Joseph Smith. Her mind was made up—or God’s mind was made up. Perhaps there had been no decision at all, no divine ordainment. Perhaps she only wished for the decision to be made, because she was twenty-one years old, and the lace at her hem had yellowed, and it was long past time.

			What is the nature of belief? From where does faith arise? You’d do well to ask yourself now, and decide upon an answer, for none of this history will seem plausible until you’ve settled the question.

			It didn’t begin with Joseph Smith kneeling in the snow, with Emma’s hem in his fingers. It didn’t begin in a gray November yard. All the flowers of Creation start as tiny seeds, but the seeds also come from somewhere. From the mother plants that made them, and the bee in the throat of the blossom, and a wind, just any stray gust, an unassuming wind shaking the petals and drifting the pollen and spreading it to a new, fertile bloom.

			They came from Vermont, the Smith family. At least, that was where Joseph Junior was born. Before that, they came from Connecticut by way of New Hampshire, and long before those days, from England. Joseph’s mother, Lucy, kept up the habits of her foremothers, the country-English ways: casting circles before the hearth to make her dough rise, lines of salt at the doors to drive back evil spirits. She hung above the kitchen window a four-pointed bundle of reeds. When she pricked her finger on a sewing needle, she hastened outside and let the drop of blood fall among her garden beds, and this was why the herbs always grew so green and strong for her; it was certain that nothing else grew so vigorously in the stony soil.

			She counted among her most treasured things the old handwritten books her ancestors had brought from England. The writing was so strange and faded, like spider’s webs upon the page, she could scarcely read the books her mother’s mother’s mothers had written. But even as a child she had traced the sigils of Saturn and Jupiter and the horned moon; she had felt the significance and power of those ancient markings, and watched her children trace them, too.

			On a little shelf in the humble parlor her Bible took pride of place, but alongside it, pressed against its cover, were The Magus and Cabala, the Book of Knowledge and The Art of Fortune-Telling Unveiled. There was little else to occupy one’s mind through a long dark winter in the hills. And there was no harm in it, for Lucy Smith knew—as all people knew in that time and place—that all goodness and all power proceeded from God. Any charm or hex or ritual of blood and smoke was righteous and Godly, so long as the power was never used for evil.

			When Joseph Senior won Lucy’s hand, she brought a fine egg for their nest. Her brother Stephen, whom God had blessed with great skill as a merchant, had fitted Lucy with a dowry of a thousand dollars—an astounding fortune. But her new husband had no head for money. Before many years, the thousand dollars had vanished, drained away by a dozen of Joseph’s schemes, none of which had ever returned the investment. Lucy imparted to all her children the same longing that haunted her the rest of her life: a fascination with gold and riches—a yearning to know what might have been if the Smiths hadn’t been forced to scrabble in the dirt for their living. She had felt herself only temporarily impoverished. She had known, as you know the beat of your own heart, that fortune would come again—and not only fortune, but renown. Whom the Lord loves, He also chastens. She bore His scourge with Christian patience.

			But it wasn’t Joseph Junior on whom Lucy had pinned her hopes—not at first. It was Alvin, second-born and the first to survive infancy, who had been Lucy’s golden child.

			Of ten living children, Alvin was best loved of them all, the jewel in the family’s crown. He had always been a good boy, obedient, hardworking. He grew into all the strength and potential his pleasing nature had promised. He was always kind to his little brothers and kissed his mother and blessed her every day. When Joseph Senior vexed the neighbors with his wild, haphazard ways, it was Alvin who made excuses and tipped his hat, Alvin who came over early to milk the cows, so his father was always forgiven. What little fertility the Vermont farm could claim was due to Alvin, too, for he bent his back to the plow with all the vigor his father lacked. When he took up water-witching and treasure-digging, using his mother’s old books for a guide, no one murmured or complained, for he did the work with quiet integrity, and every well he found was fresh and sweet and deep.

			When his father squandered the last dregs of their money on a shipment of ginseng bound for China, Alvin saved the family from penury. He apprenticed himself to a carpenter and diverted every cent of his wages back to his parents, for they had other children by then, plenty of children, and no good brother or son allows his family to go hungry. When Joseph Senior’s wild ideas caught up with him and the family was forced to leave Vermont in shame, it was Alvin who did the lion’s share of the work, building their new farm outside Manchester, New York.

			Yet, whom the Lord loveth . . . God Almighty gathered Alvin back into His arms before he could marry and start a family of his own. It was too much calomel that took him. He died in agony, which had seemed unjust for a man so young, and one who had been the very pattern of charity.

			At Alvin’s funeral, the minister—a Presbyterian—said that Alvin would burn for eternity because he hadn’t been a Presbyterian himself. Despite his good works, his valiant heart, the care he’d lavished on his family, Alvin was bound for Hell, and there was nothing any Smith could do about it. Joseph Senior shook his fist and shouted down the minister, but it only turned the town against him. In mockery of the Smith habit of treasure-digging, and of their fondness for books of magic, rumor held that someone had dug up Alvin’s corpse and cut it into pieces, and used those parts in some obscure ritual, the nature of which was never detailed. Joseph Senior was tormented by the stories. He couldn’t sleep, for fear they were true. He repaired to the grave with a few of his friends—the small handful of men who still trusted him—and exhumed his son’s body himself. A spade splitting the roof of a coffin, so the smell of corruption comes up from within. And prying back the lid to find the body still arranged, still dressed in its final suit, but the flesh gone to rot and the good shirt stained, the face you had known as the face of your beloved son a slack horror, a ruin of flagrant mortality.

			Enough about poor Alvin—enough. It doesn’t do to think of it, much less to tell the tale.

			With Alvin gone, Lucy was obliged to choose another champion who would carry the family’s hopes into the future and restore her fate.

			When her third son, Joseph Junior, was a child of seven years—while Alvin had yet lived—typhoid fever ran unchecked through the farmlands of Vermont. One after another, the Smiths fell ill, but it was little Joseph who suffered the worst. The infection gripped him for weeks, then months, swelling his skin with fever blisters, sinking the disease deep into his marrow. He couldn’t walk without a stick to lean on, without crying piteously in pain. His parents despaired, knowing he couldn’t survive.

			Alvin rode for the doctor in Lebanon, New Hampshire—a surgeon whose reputation for curing typhoid was unmatched. But when he finally arrived at the humble farmstead and saw the child moaning and suffering in his bed, even that skilled physician thought it unlikely Joseph would live. Certainly, the boy wouldn’t survive unless the surgeon amputated his leg, for by that time the bone had become so hideously infected that Joseph could no longer stand.

			Joseph refused to have his leg taken off. “Only cut into the bone,” the unlearned farmboy said. “Cut into the bone and remove the part that has gone bad. Let me keep my leg; it will heal.”

			The doctor was amazed, for there was a new procedure that worked as the boy described. How had this rustic child known? With luck and prayer, the surgery might spare his life and limb.

			The doctor’s grisly instruments were readied for their work, but Joseph wouldn’t be tied to his bed. Nor would he take any spirits to dull his wits or deaden the pain. “Only let my father hold me,” he said, “and send my mother away so she won’t hear if I scream.”

			He did scream. He shrieked in his father’s arms and tried to twist away until the pain carried him to a place beyond weeping, a place where his bladder loosed, and his vision went red and he seemed to himself nothing more than one great tongue of fire. But when it was over, the fever blisters abated. The bone knit itself, and shards the surgeon had chipped away worked to the surface of his skin while Joseph lay for months in his bed, thinking, dreaming, reading his mother’s books, living in a land of fancy whose borders reached far beyond suffering.

			The ordeal left Joseph with a limp and a few scars, and in his family’s estimation, a value far beyond what even the fondest parent could imagine. In rising whole from his bed, Joseph became the miracle of the Smith family. In Alvin’s absence, he became their hope. And now, there was nothing the Smiths believed Joseph couldn’t do, and nothing Joseph doubted in himself.

			Was it faith, then, that led to this marriage? Did Emma see in Joseph the same fine qualities Lucy Smith saw—resilience, courage, a clever mind trained or at least accustomed to long and complex thought? Did she believe Joseph when he told her he’d had a vision of the Lord and Jesus Christ in a silent, lonely wood?

			Ask her now or ask her then, her answer would be the same. She couldn’t have told you what she believed. Belief to her wasn’t a matter of a singing heart or a sudden flash of knowing, the conviction that can only come, they say, from God. Emma’s faith was a shy retreat. She was like a fawn that curls in a thicket and lies still for hours, hoping it will never be seen. For she always felt a black rush of something coming up behind, something vast and primal: God’s judgment reaching like a hand to seize her. There were moments when she felt light-headed and the world around her spun, because she had suddenly remembered the ever present threat of Hell. She was a sinner, made of sin, as were all women and men. Her heels rocked endlessly on the edge of a pit. There were days when she felt certain the sin of her father’s doubt would be visited upon her—that no matter how righteously she held herself, she would pay the price for Isaac’s unbelief. God would not be merciful.

			When she thought of Joseph’s vision in the woods—when she tried to picture the two figures he described—she couldn’t do it. She could imagine a vague outline of two masculine forms—white flowing robes, an aura of light—but her mind would proceed no further. Her mouth filled with water and her eyes with tears.

			One detail she could imagine, but only one, and that with fantastical clarity: The feet of the Lord and Jesus Christ, suspended above the loam. Hanging in midair, just above the boy who shrank back, afraid, with a hand shielding his eyes. The feet were limp, pointing down toward the earth. The wounds in Christ’s flesh were beaded with blood.

			There was a line, she thought—there must be—between faith and fear. She didn’t know where it ran. And in her own heart, Emma suspected, it had always been hair thin.

			So what was it that led her to marry Joseph Smith? Fear of what might befall her if she failed to believe, or simply the fatigue of waiting? She was twenty-one when she met him. And then she was twenty-two, still unwed, closing in on twenty-three.

			The treasure dig near Hale House produced nothing. The men all went away, discouraged, with Isaac’s curses ringing in their ears. But Joseph stayed on at Josiah Stowell’s farm, working as a hand. Josiah liked the young man, and still believed in the power of his scrying. He hadn’t given up hope of gold. Over the course of those two years they ventured out together many times, Joseph and Josiah, with pickaxes and peep-stone, but neither grew any richer.

			In March, Joseph was called before a judge, accused of being a disorderly person, of glass-looking and vexing young women wherever he found them. Josiah testified on Joseph’s behalf. He staked his reputation, insisting Joseph was a good man, and never looked into any glass. By the letter, Josiah’s testimony was true. It was a little brown stone Joseph used for his divinations, not a mirror.

			When he was cleared of the charges, Joseph came back to Hale House again and again, whenever he could be sure Isaac wouldn’t catch him (for Isaac had told him off, swearing he would never marry Emma, layabout and liar that he was). But they did manage a strange sort of courtship. Joseph was pleasant to look at and radiant in his enthusiasm, so Emma convinced herself she felt love enough—and anyway, she was almost twenty-three. If not this treasure-digger from New York, then who?

			On a January night, when the moon cast a frigid blue sheen on fresh snow, Emma waited beside a window on the first floor of Hale House, watching the road to Harmony. The snowfall was a day old, and no one had come to board for some time, so the road was perfectly smooth, an undisturbed blanket of moonglow cutting through the forest like a slow, wide stream.

			Her mother stirred in the kitchen. Emma could hear the scrape of a broom against the hearth. She turned just enough to see her mother from the corner of her eye. Elizabeth Hale brimmed with a restless, sad energy, as if she would like to hum a tune but didn’t dare intrude on Emma’s pensive silence. She put her broom aside, folded lengths of clean linen towel and stacked them on the butcher-board. She picked up the broom again, stared into the hearth for a long moment, silent and sober.

			“Mother,” Emma said.

			Elizabeth came to the window. She parted Emma’s curls, rested a warm hand on the back of her neck. “All will be well,” Elizabeth said. But even her kindly voice was thick with disappointment.

			Emma felt it all the time now, her mother’s worry. What would Elizabeth do if no one would marry her youngest daughter? Emma, the best and brightest of her children, would be forever condemned to a life of lonesome waste.

			From the road there came a rhythmic jingling—a bright, buoyant sound. Emma and her mother peered out through the frosted glass. A smart cutter, black with shining runners, came whisking up the lane. It skimmed over the icy crust, throwing up rooster tails of snow.

			“Mr. Stowell’s come,” Elizabeth mused. “I wonder what for.”

			“It’s not Mr. Stowell, but Joseph Smith.” Emma turned away, so her mother couldn’t see the blush of shame and triumph creeping up her cheeks. She busied herself with her coat.

			“Your father told you off, miss: you’re not to see that young man anymore.”

			“It’s only a supper party at the Stowell place.”

			“Do you want to bring down your father’s anger? You know how he feels about Joseph Smith.”

			“Several people will be there, Mother—all sorts of young women and men from around the valley. It’s only natural for the season. What else are we to do for amusement on winter nights? Anyhow, it’s not as if Joseph has come courting. He’s only brought the sleigh to fetch me. I can’t make it out to the Stowell place on foot in this snow.”

			Her hand was already on the door. She glanced back at her mother. The sudden flash of fear in Elizabeth’s eyes made Emma hesitate. She rushed back and caught her mother in her arms—the familiar warmth of those soft, rounded shoulders, and against her cheek, the neatly arranged hair going coarse and gray.

			“Your father and I only want what’s best for you, Emma dear. Can’t you see that?”

			“I can,” she promised. “I’ll be back before midnight. Don’t let Father wait up.”

			Joseph helped Emma into the sleigh. Her heart quickened at the feel of his hand in her own. He presented her with a fine fox-fur rug, which he must have borrowed from Mrs. Stowell for the ride. He never could have afforded such extravagance himself. Emma bundled the fur around her legs and soon, between Joseph’s smile and the ringing of the harness bells, she was warm.

			The forest slid by. Breath trailed in plumes from the horse’s nostrils. They reached the Stowell house, all its whitewashed clapboard muted to blue by the moonlight. The barn beyond had been shut up tight; the snow around the Stowell place was almost as undisturbed as at Hale House, with no tracks to show where any sleigh had come or gone, except the one in which Emma rode. She looked at Joseph, speechless with surprise.

			“It’s not a supper party tonight,” Joseph admitted. “Not exactly.”

			Dazed and quiet with caution, Emma took his hand again and walked by his side up the small rise to the Stowells’ door. The two dark pines in the yard dropped crystals of ice from their branches. In the silence, the ice chimed faintly as it fell.

			The door opened before Emma and Joseph had reached the first step. Josiah nodded a polite but nervous welcome. He took Emma’s coat and woolen scarf, and Joseph—grinning now, cocksure—ushered her into the kitchen.

			An old man waited beside the table with one hand on his Holy Bible. His shoulders were draped in the silk of a Methodist minister.

			Emma took a long, deep breath.

			“I figure,” Joseph said, squeezing her hand, “we’re both old enough to make up our minds.” 

			She turned away. She gazed out the nearest window at the fields. Somewhere past the thick line of forest she could feel Hale House waiting—her home. Her narrow bedroom, its window glazed in bubbled glass, the kitchen with its smell of toasting bread and soft butter. Her mother was filling a warming pan with embers. In the barn, her favorite mare blew into the darkness, remembering a nighttime ride and the tall grass of summer.

			Her father wouldn’t wait up—not that night. And Joseph was still holding her hand. In a few months, she would be twenty-three.

			Emma turned back to the minister. “Yes, all right,” she said, and simple as that, it was done.

		

	
					II

			Treasure in the Earth

			1827

			Emma went walking once in a valley. Which valley doesn’t matter, for they’re all the same—a green valley somewhere in New York or Pennsylvania or perhaps it was Ohio. All along its floor there were farmsteads and clapboard houses, and furrows in the soil, and a smell of woodsmoke and under that, faintly, a smell of onions simmering over homely fires. She walked past cultivated fields and split-rail fences, and cattle in their pastures, and everything was flat and tame, the world was a world she could recognize, throwing open arms in welcome.

			By and by, she left the valley and wandered beyond the fence line of the farthest settlement, where plowed ground gave way to open meadow. There were no cattle or sheep anymore, but there were deer bursting from thickets at the sound of her approach, bounding high with white tails erect. And there were ravens croaking in a sly line of woodland, and blue smoke rising from the trees. Twilight was well on its way. There was a certain smell hanging all around her, a damp suggestion of wild things, wolves or bears. The farther she went from human habitation, the faster it receded. The wilderness crowded around. It was only a matter of a few paces, a few minutes’ walk in any direction, and she was cut off entirely from the Christian world. She never knew how short God’s reach was until she found herself suddenly beyond it, in the wild places, in the shadow and thrash of unsettled land.

			The most disturbing thing about the place beyond the fence line was not the isolation or the speed with which the great arrogant edifice of human habitation fell away. Rather it was the certainty that gripped her there. For she knew she wasn’t the first human to listen for the laughter of crows in the black pines.

			She knew because of the mounds. They were everywhere—everywhere white men hadn’t dug into the earth, and in a good many places where they had. No hill God made was ever so regular in shape. Emma found them everywhere, whenever she was foolish enough to go wandering. Sometimes the mounds were small, little taller than a man and only as wide as a modest house. Sometimes they were practically mountains, rising abruptly from the edge of a forest, taller than the canopy. Some were rounded like a turtle’s shell or flattened on top, as if trimmed by some gigantic knife. Whatever their dimensions, whatever their shape, she couldn’t help but feel a cold, instinctive dread when she stood in their presence. Sometimes the mounds stretched for miles, long grass-covered serpentine curves. They lay along the earth like the stone walls of Vermont, with no discernible meaning unless one could view them from the sky, like the ravens, like a curious, inscrutable God.

			Who made the mounds, and why? There wasn’t a soul in the Burned-Over District but longed to know. The bravest and boldest men ventured up those eerie, even slopes with pickaxes and spades. They dug into the earth and brought up mysteries: ornaments of beaten copper, necklaces of gold, breastplates, spear tips, human bones.

			Emma woke early in the farmhouse’s upper story, in a small room under the eaves. A pale red wash of early-morning light crept across the room’s only windowsill. Outside, beyond the walls of the Smith family farmhouse, the fields lay rounded with snow, and beyond the fields, ranks of dark hills cradled the valley—wooded hills, black with winter wherever a canopy of ice had fissured. A fir-dark, New York valley.

			The Smith farm stood somewhere between the townships of Manchester and Palmyra. It felt very far indeed from Harmony—a distance too great to be measured in miles. A chasm yawned between the life she had known and the unknown territory where she found herself now. Marriage had changed her forever. She had changed herself, transformed by the sacred rite, no longer her father’s daughter, no more her mother’s child.

			Sleep had relieved some of the pain that had followed her from Pennsylvania—an ache of loss and shame, for Emma was almost as frightened of her father’s anger as she was of God’s. Isaac Hale would be furious over her audacity. Never in her life had she openly defied her father, but done was done. She must trust to God and face her future with clear, open eyes.

			She lay still in the attic-room bed, watching the window and what lay beyond. The dawn was pale as a goose’s wing. Dust on the windowpane and a strip of crocheted curtain softened the sunrise, so there was no harshness to its sideways slant, no glare. Light filled the room in a gradual, unobtrusive way, swelling softly, laying a hand on Joseph’s face so every plane and angle of him could be seen.

			Emma watched him as he slept. She could hear every breath he took, the long, slow rhythm. This man breathing beside her. This husband. Joseph was peaceful when he slept, as he never was when awake—his face relaxed into a slackness that made him seem almost dull-witted. She touched his hair, very gently, and then his cheek. Even so light a touch was enough to wake him.

			“Good morning,” he said. A pause. He added, “My wife. Are you well rested?”

			All the neutrality of sleep was gone in an instant. That question—simple words, but the way he’d asked: he had a peculiar habit, a way of being solicitous that drew people to him. That morning and every morning to follow, all the rest of her life, Emma would never decide whether Joseph did it with purpose, to bind others to him with loyalty and affection, or whether it was simply his nature. He may have been, for all she knew, as unaware of his charm as a bird was unaware of its song. Joseph had worked his curious spell on Josiah Stowell and his wife. And on the Stowell children, inducing the boys to steal molasses taffy from their mother’s kitchen and bring it to Joseph in the farmhand’s shack. He had worked this quiet magic on Uncle William during the treasure-digging days, which seemed now to Emma like an episode from someone else’s past.

			“I slept well,” Emma said. “Did you?”

			They had arrived at the Smith farm late in the night, long after the family had gone to their beds. Joseph had led her quietly through the front door, into a dim interior, which had smelled of new-split lumber, dry sap, and carded wool. Hand in hand, without any candle, they’d crept up the stairs and found their bed. Her whole body had shivered with the effort of silence, and with the delight of their secret arrival. She had shivered, too, at his body so close beside her own in their bed. The feather tick had smelled faintly of mildew, but it was soft and deep, and on that first night home, she had drifted into sleep with Joseph’s arm heavy across her body.

			“Guess it’s time we got up,” he said. “I can hear the little girls downstairs, chirping away. Come on; a man likes to introduce his pretty wife. It’s one of a few pleasures in a dreary world.”

			She wanted to ask, Do you really think I’m pretty? But it was a foolish question, weak and womanish, so Emma held her tongue.

			They turned away from one another while they dressed, and contended with the pitch of the roof, elbows and foreheads bumping against the sloped ceiling. His feet tangled in the legs of his breeches; he fell across the unmade bed with a burst of rough laughter. By accident, she saw him—shirttail sliding up over bare skin, the long, lean strength of a pale thigh. They were making enough racket to wake the household.

			When Emma’s hair was as neat as she could manage without a mirror, Joseph led her down to breakfast. The sun had risen higher over the fields. All the world seemed to dance with a glitter of light on snow, and the distant trees stood with palms raised like white-garbed women at revival.

			In the kitchen, Joseph’s mother, Lucy, worked over the stove. The strapping Smith boys loaded their plates with ham, for even in midwinter there was work to be done on a farm of eighty acres, and men must have their strength. A little girl perched on a stool beside the fire, braiding the hair of another, who sat on a bright rag rug, wincing, knees pulled up under a felted skirt. The eldest sister of the Smith family, only a few years younger than Emma, sang while she buttered the bread. She was hollow-cheeked and plain, but her voice was lovely.

			“Oh,” the singing girl said, looking up, “it’s Joseph. Look, Mother; Joseph has come home.”

			With a little cry of gladness, Lucy hurried to her boy and kissed him on his cheek. Joseph’s smile was tense, faintly embarrassed. He squeezed his mother’s hands.

			The old woman turned to Emma. Her expression was warm enough, but there was a spark in her eye, almost amusement. “You’ve found what you sought, at last.”

			Joseph introduced her: Emma, my wife. It was the first time he had called her wife in anyone else’s hearing. She blushed, for the word carried a certain implication, an acknowledgment of an act she hadn’t yet grown used to. But in another moment, she cast aside the foolish thought. Past time she was about a woman’s business—long past time.

			The family crowded around. The little girls kissed Emma and called her sister; the boys lined up and took turns punching Joseph’s arm. Lucy Smith pressed Emma’s hand. The old woman’s skin felt thin and cold. Her fingers trembled. She told Emma she was beautiful, so very beautiful, which wasn’t true, and at that moment the front door opened, and a man called “Hello!”

			“Hyrum,” the eldest sister answered. Her name was Sophronia, Emma had learned, though the little girls called her Sophie. “Come and see what Joseph has: a wife!”

			The eldest surviving son of the family, and married almost two years, Hyrum lived with his wife in a log house at the far end of the field. But it was the family’s custom to take their breakfast together, the whole clan gathering under one roof, so each morning Hyrum led his wife, Jerusha, across the fields to his parents’ home. Hyrum was a match for Joseph in almost every respect—tall, broad, well suited to hard work; the Roman nose; a fondness for boyish pranks and for his mother’s raisin porridge.

			Jerusha trailed into the kitchen. She was meek and tiny, chestnut-haired, with wide-set eyes that were keen and piercing when she lifted her face long enough to look at anyone directly. She looked at Emma only once. Jerusha’s eyes held an unmistakable desperation. The honesty of her stare was the first indication Emma had that something was amiss among the Smiths.

			The family came to the long table in a bustle of conversation—all except Jerusha, who took her place in silence. The patriarch, Joseph Senior, had gone away, seeing to some business in another county—business about which the family wouldn’t speak, smoothly abandoning any questions Emma asked, turning instead to subjects they found more cheerful.

			In his father’s absence, Hyrum led the morning prayer—and after, it was he who guided the conversation. He beamed down the length of the table at Joseph, at Emma beside him. She felt suddenly, absurdly embarrassed to be sitting so close to her husband, conscious of the warmth of his body while some other man assessed her and grinned.

			Hyrum didn’t mean to be audacious. By nature he was coarse as a handful of gravel, and perhaps he was just as bright. But he meant no offense with his leering grin. Emma told herself that, several times over. After all, what had she to be ashamed of? She was a married woman now, wedded by a preacher before the eyes of God. She had done nothing shameful with her husband.

			“At last.” Hyrum folded his buttered bread. “At last Joseph has a wife.”

			Emma’s hands went very still in her lap. Those words plucked at her.

			Joseph has a wife. As if there had been some urgency in the matter. As if any wife would do.

			Lucy’s hands joined as if in prayer. Her fingers were lean and hard as hen’s toes, the knuckles thick and rheumatic. “I knew this day would come. Praise God, amen and amen.”

			“You all seem so very pleased,” Emma said.

			She was about to add, I am the one who is pleased to join such a welcoming family. But Lucy spoke again: “Now our Joseph can go and fetch the plates!”

			Down the length of the table, porridge steamed on a dozen plates of good, simple yellowware. No one had been left without his breakfast. Lucy seemed young for it, but perhaps she had already begun to lose her wits. It happened sometimes to women her age, especially if they’d borne many children. Emma looked to Hyrum, then to Sophronia, finally to Jerusha, who met her eyes with that same grim intensity, the subtle look of warning.

			Emma said, “I don’t understand. Which plates do you need? Shall I fetch them for you?”

			Lucy smiled—soft around the edges, her eyes not quite focused, a woman lost in a pleasant dream. “Joseph had a vision, you know.”

			“Yes,” Emma said. “He told me.”

			Joseph laid a hand on her wrist. She glanced at her husband and found him pale.

			“He saw an angel,” Lucy said.

			The children swayed on their benches, rising to the lure of a story they knew as well as they knew the Nativity. Jerusha alone remained detached. She lifted a spoonful of porridge and ate resolutely.

			“Joseph saw an angel of the Lord,” Lucy said, “who showed him the place on a high hill where a marvelous treasure is buried.”

			“Amen,” Sophronia burst out with sudden passion.

			Across the table from where Emma sat, Don Carlos cut a solemn look at Joseph and his new bride. He was perhaps thirteen years old, but despite his obvious youth, he lacked all the mischief of his elder brothers. He seemed a man already. Don Carlos excused himself from the table, abandoning the raisins half-unearthed in his porridge.

			“What sort of treasure?” Emma demanded.

			Hyrum answered. She could feel him crackling with enthusiasm. “A Bible, Emma, written on plates of gold.”

			“Why,” Emma said, “should anyone put the Holy Bible on
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