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  Dedication


For every reader who has stepped onto a hard road not knowing where it led and trusted that He did.

And for the quiet, steadfast ones — the makers and menders, the ones who love by showing up and building things to last, who say little and mean all of it. You are seen, and you are worth the waiting.

~Vivian~







 “For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you an expected end.”
 — Jeremiah 29:11 
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  Chapter 1


The stage had been climbing and dropping through the high Montana country since before noon, and Ava had given up trying to keep her hat straight an hour back. She sat by the window on the hard bench of the stagecoach and watched the land go by, and there was more of it than she knew what to do with. Mountains stood up on both sides of the wagon road, rising one behind another, dark with timber down low and bare gray rock along the tops. Between them the country ran open and green and half-wild. She’d never seen so much country with so few people. The grass stood tall and golden in the meadows; pine trees crowded down to the creeks, and the wheels of the stagecoach threw up a long red plume of road dust behind them. The same red dust had sifted in through the coach and lay fine over her gloves and her sleeves, and it was gritty on her lips when she wet them. 
Two and a half days outside of Livingston, and the end of her journey was near at last. Two and a half days folded onto a hard bench with the dust and the jolting ought to have worn her thin, and some of it had. But mostly she sat wide awake and took it all in. She’d been raised in Bozeman and was no stranger to mountains or to open range, yet she’d never once passed through country as wild and grand as this. The sheer size of it made her want to see all of it, every last mile. This was God’s country, plain and simple.
Then the timber fell back on the right-hand side, the valley opened out, and she leaned toward the window so as not to miss a thing. A river ran quick and bright below the road, close enough now that she could hear it over the stagecoach wheels. She turned to the window on her left and then back to the one on her right, unwilling to miss any of it. Then the road curved, and she caught her first sight of the town. 
It sat strung along one wide street down in the valley bottom, a line of raw board buildings with open country running out past them. It was smaller than she’d pictured. Rawer, too. The buildings stood pale against the afternoon sun, some of them finished and some barely framed, and for half a second she wanted to sit back from the window and not look at how little Providence Ridge actually was. 
“Dear Lord, You’ve led me all this way, and I know You had a good reason for it. My heart sank a moment at the sight of the place, small and rough as it is. Forgive me that and give me a willing heart in its stead. There’s a schoolhouse down there not quite finished yet, and children in this valley who’ve never once had a teacher, and You’ve seen fit to make me their first. Steady me while I learn a simpler way of living than the one I was raised in, and let me come to love it the way I believe I will. I thank You for the safe travels that have gotten me this far and for the family waiting at the end of it. Keep Your hand over me and show me how to be of use here. Amen.”
They crossed the Yellowstone River on a plank bridge that drummed under the wheels, and the road beyond it ran on into town. The first building they came to sat off on the east side of the road, and she knew it at once for the new schoolhouse, the one she’d come all this way to teach in. It wasn’t finished. The frame stood up in raw yellow studs, the rafters bare above them, no glass in the window holes yet, and canvas roped down over stacks of shingles against the weather. The knock of hammers reached her before the stage drew even with the site, a steady, ringing beat that sent a pulse of anticipation through her. Four men were at work on it. One of them, a big, rugged-built man, straightened from his work and looked up at the stage as it passed. 
Her school.
There’d be glass in those windows come September and children on benches inside. She’d taught before, four years of it in Bozeman. But she’d never had a school that was hers from the very first day, in a town that had never had a teacher at all. The thought sat with her the rest of the way down the street, steady and warm.
The stage slowed, the buildings crowding up on both sides now, a boardwalk running along their fronts, men, women, children, and wagons moving in the road between. As the stage rolled to a stop in front of a tall building with a wide porch on the west side of the road, the door opened, and a woman came out fast.
“It’s her!” the woman called back over her shoulder. “Webb, she’s here! Come on out of there!”
Ava was reaching for the door handle and laughing as her eyes stung with happy tears. Aunt Eunice, coming down the porch steps with both hands already stretched out in front of her.
Ava got herself down from the stage and into her aunt’s arms as quickly as she could and leaned into the embrace, thankful for a familiar face and a warm welcome.
Eunice held her out at arm’s length and looked her over the way she’d look over a bolt of cloth for moth holes.
“You’re thin,” Eunice said. “Doesn’t Bozeman feed its schoolteachers? Over two days on that road with nothing but dust to eat, I’ll wager. Webb, come look at her. We need to feed this child.”
“I see her.” Webb came down the steps behind his wife, slower, a lean man with a short white beard and his spectacles pushed up into his hair. He didn’t reach for Ava the way Eunice had. He set one hand on her shoulder and left it there a moment, and that was as good as an embrace from him. “We’re glad you’ve come, Ava. It’s been a long two years since we last saw you. God brought you to us safely, and for that I’m thankful.”
“I’ve missed you both so much .” Her voice didn’t come out as steady as she’d meant it to. “You both look well. You look just the same as if no time has passed.”
“Don’t tell him that,” Eunice said. “He’ll believe you.”
Several other people had come out onto the porch behind them, and Ava straightened and put her travel-worn self back in order as best she could.
“Miss Lang, welcome to our humble town. I’m Amos Pemberton.” He had a settled, prosperous look to him, and a store apron over his clothes. He tipped his head toward a wagon in front of the stage. “I run the mercantile, and I brought the rig round for your trunks.” He glanced at the trunks still roped on behind the coach. “And I’m glad I did; you haven’t traveled light.”
“That would be my fault entirely,” Ava said. “I found it impossible to pack light. It’s quite a thing, packing up your whole life to move across the territory—there was so much I couldn’t bring myself to part with. An entire trunk of books, for one.”
“A teacher who won’t leave her books behind. That’s no fault I’ve ever held against a soul.”
A woman came down the steps next and took both of Ava’s hands in hers, warm and unhurried, looking at her with a close, kind attention Ava felt clear through.
“Margaret Pemberton,” she said. “Amos’s wife. We’ve written back and forth so long I feel I’ve had you at my own dinner table a dozen times already.” She pressed Ava’s hands and then let them go. “You must be tired. That wagon road out of Livingston would tire anyone, and don’t you let Eunice tell you ought to be made of sterner stuff.”
“I heard that,” Eunice said.
“You were meant to.”
The last of them came to the top of the porch steps and stopped there, a sturdy woman with iron-gray hair pinned back hard and a clean apron. She looked Ava over from the step above without any particular hurry.
“So you’re the schoolteacher,” she said. “You’re every bit as lovely as I imagined from Eunice’s description of you. We’ve all been anticipating your arrival… in fact, the whole town’s been furnishing your new home for you for about a month now.” She came down the steps. “I’m Leora Hanscombe, and this is my boardinghouse we’re standing in front of. You’re welcome to eat at my table as often as you like. I serve three hot meals a day. Or if you feel the need for a friendly face and some good conversation, you can stop by anytime you feel the need.”
“Much appreciated. I look forward to dining at your table, and I’ll surely take you up on the conversation as well,” Ava said, and meant it.
Behind them the driver had climbed up to unrope the trunks, and Amos went back to help him. They got the first two down easily enough and set them in the bed of Amo’s wagon. The third, the one with her books in it, nearly put them both on the ground. “This’ll be the one,” Amos said with a laugh, getting a better grip on it. “Heaviest freight to come down the Livingston road all summer, I don’t doubt.” They wrestled it up into the wagon. Ava reached inside the stagecoach and retrieved her carpetbag. Everything she had packed for her new life had come down off that stage in three trunks and the bag she now held, and it gave her an odd, light feeling, seeing how little she truly had brought with her.
“Now,” Eunice said, turning to her. “We were all having coffee when you arrived, and there’s plenty in the pot yet. You can come inside and sit and have a cup with us and rest your feet, or we can take you to your home first, whichever you’d like better. Don’t be polite about it, just tell me the truth; it won’t hurt my feelings a bit.”
“Could I see the house first?” Ava asked. “I’d dearly enjoy that cup of coffee, but I’d love a few moments to freshen up and a little time to get my bearings, if nobody minds.”
“Nobody minds a bit,” Margaret said. “Amos will take the wagon round by the lane and meet us there. We’ll walk you over to your house if that’s all right with you; it’s not far at all, just behind these buildings.”
“A walk would be welcome,” Ava said. “I’ve been folded up on a bench for over two days. I welcome the chance to remember I have legs under me.”
Amos and Webb rode off in the wagon down the street, and the rest of them walked Ava between the boardinghouse and the building beside it, down a packed-dirt path just wide enough to go two by two. The heat came up off the ground as they walked, and somewhere down the street, she caught the tang of hot iron from a smithy, where a hammer rang on an anvil in a slow, steady beat. They came out from between the buildings onto a back lane, and the country opened up a little again, the mountains standing off in the distance past the roofs of a row of small homes ahead of them.
“That’s the well there,” Margaret said, and she nodded at a stone wellhead set back off the lane. “The row houses share it with the shops along the back here. You’ll not have far to go for your water, which is more than a good many folks in this town can say.”
“How was the road down?” Eunice asked. “Truthfully, now. Did they feed you at all at the stage stops?”
“Honestly, it was a long journey,” Ava said and laughed. “And the food was decent enough, I suppose; nothing fancy, just simple fare. But the countryside that I saw was so beautiful. I hadn’t expected it to be so wild… so vivid… so immense. I found myself quite in awe the further we traveled. Aunt Eunice, it was all just as pretty as a picture. Simply beyond words.”
“It won’t be, come November,” Eunice said. “Enjoy the scenery now while it’s showing off.”
The row houses stood in a line along a dirt lane, seven of them, all built to the same plain shape, story-and-a-half frames with little front porches and gray weathered boards. Children’s voices carried from behind one of them. A dog lay in the shade of the first porch and thumped its tail at them without troubling to get up.
“Now, you’ll want to know your neighbors,” Margaret said, “so I’ll point them out as we pass. That first house is my son Wade’s. He’s got his brother Jeremiah boarding with him and his little girl Annie. Annie’ll be one of your students come September. She turns six in October, and she’s got more questions in her than any child that age I’ve ever seen.”
“And that dog’s hers as much as anybody’s now,” Leora said. “She named him Scout. He wandered into Providence Ridge this past spring and never had the sense to leave.”
“The next house is Edith Aldridge’s,” Leora went on. “She’s my dearest friend and the gentlest soul you’ll ever meet. She reads more than anybody in the valley, and she’ll lend you any book from her library without blinking an eye. You’ll be glad to have her as a neighbor.”
“The third one’s yours,” Eunice said.
“And the fourth is my niece Hattie’s,” Margaret said. “Hattie Williams. She’s got a boy, Timmy, near Annie’s age, and he’ll be one of your students as well. Hattie takes in sewing, and there’s no finer needle in the valley, so the first time you tear a hem, you’ll know just where to go.” She smiled. “You’re surrounded by good folks, Miss Lang, and I’m sure you’ll feel right at home soon enough.”
Eunice climbed the porch step to Ava’s new home, pushed the door open, and stood back to let her go in first.
It was one room on the main floor, with a steep staircase climbing to what Ava took to be the bedrooms above. Downstairs was all one open space, though someone had made it into parts as well as the room allowed: a kitchen, a table for eating in the middle, and a sitting area under the two front windows.
A black cookstove stood against the near wall, polished until it shone. Beside it, a plain worktable did the duty of a counter, and above that ran open shelves of dishes. No two of them matched. A stack of new white plates sat next to an older set ringed in blue, and a good china cup with a hairline chip in it kept company with three plain ones that had none. Against the wall stood a pie safe, its doors punched through with a pattern of little stars. A kerosene lamp waited at either end of the room, each with its wick trimmed and its chimney wiped clean.
The dining table had four chairs, and none of them matched. Two different spindle backs, a plain kitchen chair, and one with a rush seat that somebody had mended with care.
A small settee stood in the sitting area, its cushion gone a little soft and faded at the arms but sound under her hand. A rocker was drawn up near one of the front windows, angled just so, as though it had waited in that spot for years. There was a small writing desk and a braided rag rug worn smooth down its middle. On the windowsill sat a stoneware vase with nothing in it yet. The windows were bare of any curtains.
“It’s lovely,” Ava said. “It’s truly lovely. I’m so appreciative that it’s furnished. It would have been quite costly to furnish my first home on my own. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”
“The whole town joined together, more or less, to help make you feel at home right away. It’s our way of showing you we’re happy you’ve chosen to come live here and teach our children,” Margaret said. “Folks donated what they could spare. A plate here, a chair there. Eunice even put one of her quilts on your bed upstairs.”
“That quilt was just waiting for the perfect person to gift it to, and here she is,” Eunice said. “Amos and Margaret ordered in whatever else was needed, Ava. Margaret wouldn’t hear of you starting out with bare rooms. She made sure you have everything you need and then some.”
“A house oughtn’t be cold when a body first walks into it,” Margaret said, as though that settled the matter, and to her it plainly did. “The room at the top of the stairs is made up for you. A bed and a dresser, and a little washstand. The other bedroom is bare yet, for whatever you’d care to make of it.”
“And there’s a root cellar out the back door, for your butter and your eggs and anything that needs keeping cool,” Eunice added. “Many that live along this row lower their milk bottles down the well in a bucket. That way you have ice-cold milk.”
Ava put her hand on the back of one of the mismatched chairs. She hadn’t looked for any of this. She’d thought only as far as the house itself being provided and no further. She hadn’t once imagined strangers donating things to fill it up for her before they’d ever laid eyes on her. The thought sat heavier and warmer than she knew what to do with.
“Thank you,” was all she found to say. “All of you. Thank you.”
The wagon came up the lane outside, and Amos called the team to a stop in front. He and Webb carried the trunks between them, one at a time, setting them along the wall where Ava pointed.
“Now,” Eunice said, rolling one sleeve back like a woman fixing to get to work, “I can have those trunks emptied and every stitch of it put away in a jiffy. You point, and I’ll put everything where you tell me to.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” Ava said. “You’ve all done more than enough for me, truly. Let me do the unpacking myself.”
“Let her be, Eunice. Give the child some room to breathe and set her home up the way she sees fit,” Webb said.
Eunice looked for half a second as if she might roll the other sleeve up, regardless. “Have it your way, then. If you need help with anything, just come find me.”
“I will, Aunt Eunice, but I’ll be fine. Thank you for offering, though.”
“Come to the boarding house at six,” Margaret said. “We’ll all have supper together, and you can ask us every question you’ve got, and there’ll be a great many, I expect. Nobody moves to a new town without a hundred of them.”
“Six o’clock,” Ava said. “I’ll be there. Thank you again for everything you’ve all done for me.”
They went out one by one. Eunice stopped in the doorway to tell her to be sure and eat a little something before six so she didn’t come to supper faint and to latch the back window at night, and one or two more things Ava lost track of. Webb only touched her shoulder again on his way past and said he was glad she’d come. Leora paused and cast an eye at the bare windows before she left.
“We’ll see about some curtains for you,” she said. “No proper home should be without a pretty set of curtains.”
Margaret was the last one . She took Ava’s hand at the door and held it. “You made a good choice coming here. Good things are coming for us all, I’m sure of it,” she said. “Six o’clock, dinner at the boarding house; don’t forget.” And then she was gone too, down the steps after the others, their voices carrying away up the lane.
She closed the door and let the quiet settle over her as she moved through her home slowly, touching things as she went. The cool iron of the stove, the scrubbed top of the table, the mismatched dishes on their shelf, the soft arm of the little settee. Every one of them was somebody’s small gift, given before she’d done a thing to earn it. Her three trunks sat along the wall, dusty from the road. They were the only things in the room that had been hers to begin with. Everything else within these four walls had been brought here by people who wanted her to feel welcome and at home.
She crossed to one of the front windows and worked it open, and the warm afternoon air came in, and with it, faint and far off up the street, the knock of hammers on the schoolhouse building. The same sound she’d heard riding in. She listened for a moment, her school going up board by board while she stood in her house that a whole town had furnished for her.
It was small house. Quaint and plain and not even a quarter the size of the house she’d grown up in. She looked around it once more and smiled.
She’d been right to come. She’d known it on the stage, and she knew it standing here. This suited her. It was everything she’d hoped for on the long ride out, and a good deal she hadn’t once thought to consider at all.






  
  Chapter 2


The sun stood square over the schoolhouse by early afternoon, and there wasn’t a scrap of shade to be had up in the rafters. That was where Wade Pemberton had spent the better part of the day. He sat astride the ridgepole with his hammer in his fist and a nail held between his teeth, sighting down the last rafter he’d set to see if it was true. It was. He’d cut it himself that morning, and he’d yet to hang a rafter that wandered on him. 
Below him the frame of the schoolhouse stood open to the sky, raw yellow studs and bare rafters, the smell of fresh-cut pine rising off all of it in the heat. Soon there’d be a roof over this, and glass in the window holes, and a swept floor with children on the benches. For now, it was framing and sawdust and the long afternoon light coming straight through where the walls would be.
He set the nail and drove it in. Three blows and done. The sound of it carried out over the town.
From up here, Wade could see the whole of Providence Ridge laid out below. Main Street ran off to the south, the boardinghouse and the mercantile facing each other across it, folks and wagons moving between them small as toys. Behind the west-side stores sat the row of houses on their back lane, his own being the first of them. Two doors down from his stood the home many women from the community had made ready for the new teacher. Past the north end of town, the Yellowstone ran low and bright over its stones, and the mountains stood up beyond it, range behind range, into a sky without a cloud in it. He’d been born in this valley. He’d gone off to Livingston at the age of eighteen and stayed for just over seven years. He’d come home this past spring to build the schoolhouse and the church that would follow it.
“Are you fixing to nest up there?” Jeremiah, his brother, called from below. “Or are you coming down sometime today?”
Down on the ground, Eben Shale was bent over the sawhorses with the tip of his tongue at the corner of his mouth, cutting boards to the lengths Wade had called down to him. Eben was eighteen, built like a colt that hadn’t grown into its legs, all red hair and knuckles, and he’d been on the crew since June and meant to learn the trade or die trying. He measured twice, sometimes three times over, and he still cut them wrong nearly as often as he cut them right.
Wade came down off the ridgepole onto the ladder, and Eben handed him up the next board for the sheathing. Wade laid it against the rafters. It came up shy of a good three inches.
“This one’s short,” Wade said.
“It can’t be,” Eben climbed a rung to see for himself. “I marked it right off the last one.”
“Well, you marked it wrong somehow,” Jeremiah said, not looking up from the window opening he was squaring below. He was two years younger than Wade and a good deal freer with his opinions. “Set it on the pile. It’ll do for blocking.”
Eben took the board back down, red to the tops of his ears. “Waste of a good board,” he said.
“Measure twice, cut once,” said Hugh Jessup, from where he stood handing Wade his nails. “The board doesn’t grow back, son.”
Hugh said it kindly enough. He was near forty, older than the rest of them by a long stretch, a big bearded man with little to his name. He had a way of going still that made the younger men mind him without raising his voice. He’d had a hard road behind him. A man could see it on him, though he never spoke of it, and very few had the poor sense to ask. He could outwork many men in this valley, and Wade thanked the good Lord for the day Hugh had walked up looking for work.
“It was close,” Eben said.
“Close builds a crooked shed,” Wade said. “Not a schoolhouse.”
Jeremiah laughed at that. Eben shook his head as he bent to measure out another board. Before long he was humming under his breath the way he often did while working. It was “Shall We Gather at the River,” low and not quite in tune.
Wade wiped his face on his sleeve and looked the schoolhouse frame over. They had the frame nearly finished. Once they got it sheathed and the shingles laid, they’d be closed in tight against the weather. There was still no bell. The town had ordered it out of Livingston back in the spring, and it hadn’t come in yet. It would turn up when it turned up. They’d hang it last of all, up on the peak, when the rest was finished.
“We’ll have her open by mid-September, I expect,” he said. “Earlier, if the weather holds.”
“You’ve said the same thing every week since June,” Jeremiah said.
“And every week it’s been truer than the week before.”
He was reaching for another nail when he caught sight of two figures walking their way up Main Street. His sister Mercy held something covered in a dish towel, held in both hands. Beside her came his daughter Annie, breaking into a run, then remembering herself and slowing, then forgetting again and running. Behind the pair of them, Scout trotted.
Wade stayed where he was a moment and watched his daughter. She had on the pinafore she’d left the house in that morning, and even from up on the frame he could tell it was no longer clean.
Wade had moved back home that spring and picked up odd jobs here and there until the weather turned fit to start on the schoolhouse. Since then, his days had found a familiar rhythm. He worked, and his mother and his sisters kept Annie. They fed her and minded her and let her run underfoot in the store all day long. Not one of them had ever made her feel like a parcel passed from hand to hand. Mercy alone had already given the better part of four and a half years of her life to his child, back in Livingston. When Sally had passed and left him with a baby girl and no notion of how to raise her, she’d dropped everything and come to him. Mercy had never once complained. She and Jeremiah had been with him through the hardest stretch of his life, and he would always feel indebted to them both. 
He set his hammer in his belt and swung down off the frame just as Annie hit the edge of the site at a dead run.
“Daddy!”
Wade crouched and caught her up under the arms, swinging her onto his hip. She weighed next to nothing. There was flour on her cheek and a dusting of it caught in her hair. Her whole face was lit with whatever she’d come up to tell him.
“We made cookies,” she said. “Me and Auntie Mercy. I did the rolling out.”
“So I see. You’ve got half of it still on you.” He rubbed his thumb across her cheek and took most of the flour with it. “Did you leave any for us? Or did you eat the whole batch coming up the road?”
“I only ate two.” She held up two fingers to prove it. “Auntie Mercy said I could have two.”
“That sounds fair to me.”
Wade set her back down on her feet, and Scout leaned his full weight against her legs the way he always did, thumping his tail in the dirt. Annie dropped to her knees and took the dog’s head in both hands, telling him what a good boy he was for following along.
Mercy came up the last of the rise a little winded and set her covered dish on the stack of siding.
“I’d have been up sooner,” she said, “but somebody had to lick the bowl clean first.” She folded the towel back on sugar cookies gone gold at the edges. The men were already drifting over. “Go on, there’s plenty. We made a double batch.”
Jeremiah got there first, a grin on his face. Eben hung back until Mercy told him twice, and then he took three. Hugh took one and said, “Thank you, Miss Mercy,” and carried a few off to eat in the shade.
“You’ll never guess who came on the stage today,” Mercy said. She had the look she always got with a piece of news she’d been carrying, a twinkle in her eye and near to bursting to be rid of it.
Wade took a cookie off the dish. “The teacher.”
Mercy’s face came down an inch. “You knew already?”
“Saw the stage come in.” He’d caught it earlier from up on the frame. He’d watched the stage cross the plank bridge, come down the street, and pull up in front of Leora’s. Then he’d gone back to his work and thought no more of it.
“Her name’s Miss Lang,” Annie said, down in the dirt with Scout. “Auntie Mercy told me she’s going to be my teacher.” She looked up at Wade and caught her lip between her teeth for a moment, the way she did when she was thinking through something. “Auntie Mercy says she’s gonna live right by us. Is that right, Daddy?”
“That’s right. Two doors down from us, in the house past Miss Edith’s.”
“Can I meet her?”
“Soon enough, honey. She’s only just now got here.”
“What’s she like?” Eben asked around a mouthful of cookie.
“I couldn’t tell you. I’ve not met her myself yet.” Mercy settled onto the stack of siding. “But I saw her come in, Priscilla and me both, out the front window of the store. She’s young. Younger than I expected, near my own age, I’d say. She’s a petite little thing. Pretty, too… really pretty, with dark hair done up all neat and fancy. And you ought to have seen the dress on her. Two and a half days on that rutted-out road from Livingston, and she stepped down off that stage looking for all the world like she’d walked out of a shop window. I’d have been covered in road dust if it had been me, yet she looked as if she hadn’t a speck of dust on her.”
“She’s from Bozeman… right?” Jeremiah asked. “Or was it Helena?”
“Bozeman. She’s Reverend Hale’s niece. We’re so blessed she’s come all this way to teach our young ones.”
“A city woman,” Hugh said from the shade. “We’ll see how she takes to a Montana winter here in the wilderness come soon enough.”
“Now, Hugh, you don’t know the first thing about her… give her a little grace,” Mercy said.
Wade ate his cookie and had nothing to add. He held no opinion on the new teacher one way or the other. She’d teach Annie her letters and numbers and how to read. She’d be his neighbor two doors down. That was as much as it had to do with him.
“Is she married?” Eben asked.
Jeremiah nearly choked on his cookie. “Eben.”
“I only wondered!” Eben’s face flushed to nearly match the color of his hair. “A teacher’s allowed to be married… well, some of them are, so I’ve heard.”
“Not this one,” Mercy said, taking pity on him. “She’s not married. But I’d set my sights elsewhere if I were you. I hear she’s particular.” She caught Jeremiah’s eye when Eben wasn’t looking, and Jeremiah bit down on a grin.
“Priscilla’s already lost her whole head over her,” Mercy went on. “She was meant to be minding the counter when the stage pulled in, and instead she left poor Paul Higgins standing there with his money out while she ran to the window to look. Now she’s saying Miss Lang looks exactly like the lady on the front of that story she’s been reading. You know the one; she’s read it through twice. She’s decided the two of them will be dearest friends, and she’s not said the first word to her yet.” Mercy shook her head, laughing. “She’ll have the whole friendship laid out before that poor woman’s got her trunks unpacked.”
“God help Miss Lang,” Jeremiah said.
Wade came near to smiling at that.
“Anyway, there’s something else I walked up here to tell you.” Mercy said. “Mother’s asked Miss Lang to supper at the boardinghouse tonight to welcome her properly. Six o’clock. Father and Priscilla and I are all going, and Mother said to tell the both of you that you’re wanted as well.” She looked between her brothers, then over at the other two. “Eben, Hugh. You’re welcome to come along too, the both of you.”
“That’s kind of you, Miss Mercy,” Hugh said, “but I’ll get on home. I’m poor company at a welcome supper.”
“I ought to get on home myself when the workday’s through,” Eben said. “My folks’ll be expecting me for dinner.”
Jeremiah had no such difficulty. “A hot supper at Leora’s table? I’ll be scrubbed and sitting down before the blessing’s half done.”
Wade could feel Mercy’s eyes on him, waiting patiently for him to respond. Instead, he took the hammer back out of his belt and had begun picking at a splinter lifting off the handle.
Annie had taken in every word his sister had spoken, and she was up off the ground now, Scout forgotten behind her.
“Can we go, Daddy?” She came and got hold of two of his fingers in her whole hand. “I want to meet my teacher. Can we go?”
Wade crouched down to her. “I don’t know about that, honey. Miss Lang’s had a hard couple of days on the road. Now here’s the whole town wanting to shake her hand all at once. It might be she’d like a little room to get her feet under her first.” He tucked a loose piece of hair back off her face. “I’ll tell you what. You and me’ll stay home tonight, and I’ll fry you up a mess of flapjacks for your supper. You can flip them yourself, standing up on the stool.”
Annie loved flapjacks about as well as anything in the world, yet this time the offer didn’t sway her.
“I wanna go to the supper,” she said. “I wanna meet Miss Lang.”
“If you’re worn out, Wade, let her come along with me,” Mercy said. “I’ll keep her right by my side the entire evening and walk her home afterward. You go on to your house after work and put your feet up. You’ve earned a quiet night.”
It was the way out he’d been feeling for, near enough. Annie could go and be minded and meet her teacher. He could have his house to himself and a good cup of coffee with no interruptions.
Annie let go of his fingers and laid her hand flat along his jaw, turning his face to hers the way she did when she meant to be heard. She looked at him with her mother’s own earnestness out of hazel eyes that were the same as his.
“Please, Daddy.” Her voice had gone small. “I wanna meet my teacher. And I want you to come too.”
Wade looked at her. He was done for, the same as he always was with her.
“All right,” he said.
Annie flung both arms around his neck. Over the top of her head, Wade looked at his sister.
“Take her on with you,” he said. “I’ll go home and clean up and meet you all there. No sense in her waiting on me to wash the day off.”
“Six o’clock,” Mercy said. “Don’t be late, or Mother will send Priscilla to fetch you, and you can just imagine what a tizzy that will put her mood in.”
Mercy gathered her towel and her empty dish and took Annie by the hand. Annie went with her, skipping to keep pace now that she’d got her way, her hand swinging in Mercy’s, Scout falling in at her heel. Wade watched them go back down the road toward the mercantile.
Jeremiah came and stood at his shoulder, wiping his hands on a rag, watching them too. After a moment, his mouth twitched.
“Big as a barn door, Wade,” he said, “and felled clean by a little girl. That child could bargain a man out of his last biscuit.”
“Get back to work,” Wade said.
Jeremiah went grinning.
Wade stood where he was a while longer and watched his daughter, her hand swinging in Mercy’s, the dog weaving along behind them. He never could manage to tell her no, and he doubted he’d take up the habit anytime soon. It was only a supper. He’d wash up, put on a clean shirt, and go be pleasant. He’d shake the new teacher’s hand, eat his fill, and be home and in bed by dark.
He nodded his head to no one in particular and went back to work.






  
  Chapter 3


“There she is.” Eunice was out of her chair before Ava had both feet through the boardinghouse door. “Come in, come in.” 
The dining room opened off to her left, and it was nearly full. Two long tables ran the width of the room. At the far one, a scattering of folks sat with their supper. A pair of freighters with their sleeves rolled up , a mill-hand, and a drummer with his sample case propped against his chair leg. The nearest table was hers, and every face at it was already turning her way.
“Join us.” Eunice took her by the arm and turned her toward the rest. “There’s more talk at this table than any ten souls have a right to. You’ll fit right in.”
Leora had come from the kitchen doorway, wiping her hands down her apron. “Sit anywhere that suits you. We don’t stand on ceremony here, as you’ll have gathered.”
Margaret rose from her place partway down the table and came around to Ava’s side. “You’ve not met the young ones yet. Let me put names to them before Priscilla comes clean out of her chair.” She set her hand on the shoulder of the young woman nearest her, brown-haired and easy-faced, near Ava’s own age. “This is my daughter, Mercy.”
“I’m glad to meet you.” Mercy had a comfortable way about her, like a person it would be no trouble to get to know. “Welcome to Providence Ridge. Priscilla and I both saw your stage arrive earlier; I hope your travels here were pleasant.”
Priscilla was already on her feet and around the end of the table. She stopped in front of Ava with her hands clasped and her eyes gone wide, taking her in from head to hem.
“You’re even prettier up close. And that dress. I’ve never seen the likes of one so fine in all my life.” She said it in a rush, as if her words had been bottled up inside her. “I’ve been counting the hours until I could formally meet you. Is it true? Have you been to real balls? With an orchestra and dancing?”
“Priscilla,” Margaret said.
“I’m curious, Mother. I can’t help myself.”
Ava laughed. “Thank you for the compliment; you are so kind. And I have been to  several balls. They’re every bit as fine as you’re imagining. The music, the dresses, all of it. I find they’re not really my cup of tea, though.” Then she smiled. “I was more fond of church suppers than fancy dances. I’ve served more pie at a benefit table than I ever danced.”
Priscilla smiled and returned to her seat.
Something drew Ava’s eye downward. A small girl had slipped off her chair and come to stand nearby, watching her, one lip caught between her teeth. Her hair was working loose from its braid, and there was a smudge of something on her pinafore. Ava knew her before Margaret said a word.
“And you,” Ava said, bending down a little to meet her, “must be Annie.”
The girl’s whole face lit up. “You know my name?”
“I do. Your grandmother told me this afternoon when she walked me to my house. You live in the first house on our row, with your father and your uncle Jeremiah.” Ava tipped her head. “And you’re the one who named the dog I noticed on your porch.”
“Scout. I named him Scout,” Annie looked up at Margaret, then back at Ava, as if she could hardly believe it. “You’re going to be my teacher.”
“I am. Come September, when our new school’s all finished.”
They’d saved her a chair along the near side, between Eunice and Mercy, and she took it. A young woman came from the kitchen with a coffeepot and filled her cup without being asked.
“Welcome to our town; I’m Winnie.” She had a quick, friendly way about her. “I work here at the boardinghouse and spend most of my time in the kitchen. Just holler if you need anything.”
“How are you finding the house?” Margaret asked once Winnie had gone back to the kitchen. “Did you get your trunks squared away?”
“I did, most of them.” Ava wrapped both hands around the warm cup. “It’s lovely, truly. I keep finding little kindnesses tucked around the house. Somebody left me a sweet note of welcome in my bedroom. There’s the prettiest vase someone placed in the sitting area, and I can’t wait to get out and pick a few wildflowers to fill it.” She glanced around at them. “Though I’ll make a confession, if you won’t hold it against me. That cookstove has bested me already. I built it up too high this afternoon and nearly smoked myself out of my own kitchen trying to heat a kettle of water to enjoy a cup of tea. I had to throw open every window.”
That got a laugh around the table. Eunice patted her arm.
“I’ll come by in the morning and show you a trick or two; those older stoves can be a bit of a fuss at times.”
“I’d be grateful. I stood there arguing with it like it could hear me.”
The door opened, and two men came in from the street.
Ava recognized the second of them at once, though it took her a moment to place from where. The first through the door was young and quick-moving, with an easy grin already set for the room, stamping his boots clean on the mat as he came. The second had to duck his head under the top of the doorframe. He was big and broad through the shoulders and chest. He’d combed his dark hair down wet and put on a fresh shirt.
Annie was off her chair and across the floor before either of them had the door shut. “Daddy!”
The taller man caught her up without seeming to think about it, one big hand around her, swinging her onto his hip as if she weighed nothing whatsoever. He said something to the girl too low for her to hear, and Annie laughed and pointed across the room at Ava.
“Beg pardon, we’re late,” the younger one said to the room at large. “I’d have had the big guy here on time, but a man who’s spent all day up on a roof takes some scrubbing to make him fit for a lady’s supper.”
The big man walked toward the table with Annie still on his hip and dipped his head to Ava.
“Ma’am. Sorry to keep you waiting.”
“You didn’t at all,” Ava said. “I’ve only just sat down myself.”
Amos set down his coffee cup. “Miss Lang, these are my sons. Jeremiah, whom you’ll learn rather quickly is the one who does the most talking between the two of them.” Jeremiah swept her a little bow from where he stood. “And Wade. He’s the one to thank for that schoolhouse of yours. He designed it, and he’s leading the crew that’s putting it up. Wade’s put in plenty of extra hours after he’s sent the boys home for the day.”
“Nice to meet you both,” she said. “I think I saw you this afternoon, Wade. When my stage came in, you were up on the roof. You watched us pass.”
“Expect I did.” He set Annie down and took the chair on her far side. “Not much comes down that road that we don’t stop and look at. We don’t get a stagecoach that often, maybe twice a month at most.”
Ava half expected him to ask her something out of politeness. How had her travels been, or her thoughts about the town, the way every soul she’d met that day had done? Instead, he reached for the cup of coffee Leora had just placed before him and left it at that.
Leora, who’d been standing by with her hands on the back of a chair, straightened.
“Now that we’re all here at last, we can eat. It’s roast chicken tonight, with all the fixings. Potatoes, greens, biscuits, and pie to follow for anyone that still has room.” She started towards the kitchen. “Let me go tell the girls we’re ready.”
The food came out on the arms of Winnie and another girl. Platters of chicken cooked to a golden brown and crackling, a bowl of potatoes with the butter melting down into them, greens cooked soft with bits of bacon, a basket of biscuits under a folded cloth. When it was all set down and the girls had gone back for the gravy, Amos looked across to Webb.
“Webb. Will you ask the blessing?”
The table went still. Webb bowed his head, and the others followed.
“Lord, we thank You for this food and for the hands that fixed it. We thank You for carrying Ava safely down that long road to us and for setting her at our table tonight. Bless the work going on at the north end of town and the little ones who’ll fill our future schoolhouse come the fall. Make us grateful. Amen.”
For a few minutes there was more eating than talking. The chicken was every bit as good as it looked. Then Priscilla, who’d held herself in check about as long as she was able, leaned in over her plate.
“Is Bozeman a large town? I’ve heard it’s a fine place to live. I’ve never been farther than Livingston in my entire life. Eunice mentioned that the home you grew up in was grand and lovely.”
“Bozeman is a good deal bigger than here and Livingston as well; I’ll grant that.” Ava split a biscuit as she spoke. “I was raised in a lovely home, yes, I will not deny it. My father started out with a single freight wagon years ago, hauling supplies up to the camps and the ranches. He built it into something year after year. I grew up around sawdust and mud and freight ledgers as much as anything else. He’s a bit more into banking nowadays,” she glanced down the table. “He never could abide any of us turning up
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