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The Dust of Oakhill

The stagecoach door swung wide, and the heat rolled in like the breath off a smith’s forge.

Elizabeth Monte gathered her skirts in both gloved hands, set her worn boot to the iron step, and lowered herself into a country that did not care one whit whether she lived or died. Dust came up around her ankles in a pale cloud and coated her tongue with grit before she had let go of the door. Charleston had been all salt and lilac and the green damp of the low country, a place that wrapped itself soft around a body. This place smelled of horse and sun-bleached timber and something sharp she could not name, like a storm that gathered and gathered and never broke.

She stood a moment on the boardwalk and let the world stop spinning. Nineteen days of rattling misery lay behind her: cinders in her hair, strangers’ elbows in her ribs, nights spent sleeping upright with her carpetbag clutched to her breast. The new rails ran all the way into Oakhill now, but they would not carry passengers until the fall, so she had come the last forty miles from the railhead jolting in a stagecoach. Her bones felt loose in their sockets. Her good blue gown, dyed black for a mourning she could not afford to lift, hung grey with road dust to the knee.

She pressed her hand flat to her bodice, where the letter lay folded against her stays. Five years that paper had waited, kept dry and creased soft as worn cloth. She had read it so often the ink had begun to ghost away beneath her thumb. A man of means seeks a good and capable wife, that together they might build a life and a lasting legacy upon honest Texas land. She had clung to those words across the long miles west the way a drowning woman clings to a floating spar.

A wealthy man. A cheerful man. A man who would not blink at the cost of two train tickets for two small girls.

The thought of her sisters straightened her spine where the journey had bowed it.

“Beg pardon,” she said to the stationmaster, a stooped fellow chewing a matchstick in the awning’s thin shade. Her voice came out cracked from the road. She swallowed and tried again. “I am looking for a Mr. William Alvin. I was given to understand he might be found in Oakhill.”

The matchstick stopped its slow travel across his teeth. Something moved behind the old man’s eyes, there and gone like a fish under murky water. He looked at her a beat longer than was polite, then tipped his grizzled chin toward the far end of the street.

“Yonder,” he said around the wood. “Loadin’ up at the mercantile, last I marked him.”

“Thank you kindly.”

She turned, lifting a hand against a glare that seemed to come up off the ground as much as down from the sky.

Down the rutted street, past a hitching rail and a water trough green with scum, a man heaved a sack of feed onto the bed of a wagon as though it weighed no more than a goose-down pillow. He was tall, broad enough through the shoulder to strain the worn seams of his shirt, his sleeves shoved up over forearms burned the brown of saddle leather. There was no cheer anywhere in the set of him. He worked head down, hauling and stacking with the grim economy of a man who labored only because stopping was worse than going on.

Surely not, she thought, and her heart gave an uneasy thump. Surely the old man has pointed me wrong.

She crossed the street regardless, picking her way over the ruts and the leavings of horses, her dust-greyed hem dragging. With every step her heart climbed higher, until it beat at the base of her throat like a trapped bird.

“Mr. Alvin?”

He straightened and turned, and his eyes caught her like a hook drawn through cloth. Pale blue, the exact cold color of river ice in January, and near as unforgiving. A rough dark beard shadowed a jaw that had not seen a razor in some days. He took her in: the fussy, out-of-place mourning gown, the gloved hands clutched white-knuckled at her waist. Wariness moved across his weathered features, the look of a man who had learned to expect a blow from any new thing the world sent his way.

“That’s my name,” he said. The voice was low, all gravel and dust, scraped raw at the bottom. “What’s your business with me, ma’am?”

She drew a breath that tasted of the street and her own fear, and made it hold steady. Her whole life had narrowed to the next words.

“My name is Elizabeth Monte. Of Charleston, South Carolina.” Her chin came up of its own accord. “I have come a very great distance, sir, and I will not waste your time nor mine in dressing it up. I am your bride.”

For a long moment he only looked at her, and the bustle of the little town seemed to fall away. A wagon creaked somewhere behind her. A dog barked twice and thought better of it. The wind worried at a loose shingle on the mercantile roof.

Confusion came first, the slow drawing-together of his dark brows, the tilt of his head as though he had misheard. Then it shifted into something worse, a grim, dawning understanding that drained the warmth from his face and left it grey beneath the burn.

“No,” he said, very quiet. There was no anger in it. It sounded nearer to grief, and that frightened her more than shouting would have. “No, ma’am. There has been a mistake somewhere along the line.”

“There is no mistake.” Her gloved fingers found the shape of the letter through her bodice and pressed it. “You placed an advertisement, sir. You signed a contract in your own hand. I have it on my person this moment. I have your name and your word.”

He scrubbed a broad palm down his face, over the rough beard, and the hand was shaking ever so faintly, though his voice held level.

“That letter,” he said, “is five years gone. More.”

“I am well aware of how long the road has been.” The panic was a hot thing now, licking up under her ribs to match the noon heat. “My father’s fortunes were already failing the spring I answered your advertisement, sir. I signed your contract and I meant every word of it. Then the fever came through Charleston that same summer and took my mother and my father inside of a single week, and left me two little sisters, seven and five years old, and a mountain of debt. I wrote to you. I told you all of it, and I begged you to wait until the girls were old enough to be left or brought along.” She swallowed. “I wrote twice more last year to warn you of my coming, but those letters were returned to me unopened, and I had no coin left to waste on further stamps. When my aunt finally turned me out, I had only my own fare and your given word. I am not a woman given to crossing countries on a whim.”

“You don’t understand me.” His gaze flicked away from her face, down the street, toward the brown hills, anywhere but at her. His throat worked. “No such letter ever reached me. A whole year I waited on word from you, and none came, and I took it you had thought better of the bargain. Whatever you sent me lately, the postmaster turned away, for I told him long since I wanted nothing more from the east. And I married. A woman of this very town, a good woman.”

He stopped. Started again, harder. “And I laid her in the ground two years gone this spring. I am a widower, Miss Monte. I have got a child up at the house who has not spoke one word since.”

The street tilted under her boots.

A widower. A child. No wealthy young bachelor, then, but a hollowed-out man stacking feed in the killing heat, his grief riding his shoulders like a yoke he could not set down.

Elizabeth thought of Ida and Emily, half a country away in the cold front parlor of an aunt who counted every mouthful they ate and resented each one. She thought of the train fare she did not have and the warm home she had promised them in letter after hopeful letter. The whole towering load of it came down on her at once, and still she did not let a tear fall, because tears were a luxury and she had sold off every luxury years ago.

“I am sorry for your loss,” she said, and was distantly astonished at how level it came out. “Truly I am, sir. I know something of grief myself.”

But she did not pick up her carpetbag and start back toward the waiting stagecoach.

She stood her ground in the churned dust of Oakhill, the letter pressed flat to her hammering heart, while the hard-jawed stranger looked at her as though she were a debt come due, one he had spent five long years praying he would never have to pay.
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