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FOR TAYLOR


BOOK I


CHAPTER 1
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ELSPETH HOWELL WAS a sinner. The thought passed over her like a shadow as she washed her face or caught her reflection in a window or disembarked from a train after months away from home. Whenever she saw a church or her husband quoted verse or she touched the simple cross around her neck while she fetched her bags, her transgressions lay in the hollow of her chest, hard and heavy as stone. The multitude of her sins—anger, covetousness, thievery—created a tension in her body, and all that could ease the pressure was movement, finding something to occupy her wicked hands and her tempted mind, and so she churned her legs against snow that piled in drifts to her waist.

While the miles passed, the sky over Elspeth became nothing but a gray smudge and weighty clouds released their burden. She loosened the scarf from her face and the cold invaded her lungs. As soon as a drop of sweat slid out from under a glove or down a curl of hair, it turned to ice that flickered in the last of the light.

In her pocket, she kept a list of the children’s names and ages, the years crossed out two and three times, so that when she bought gifts, she forgot no one. She carried a fish scaler for Amos, fourteen, a goose caller for Caleb, twelve, a hunting knife for Jesse, ten, a fifty-inch broadcloth for Mary, fifteen, a length of purple ribbon for Emma, six, and a small vial of perfume for both girls to share. Wrapped with care against the elements, hidden at the bottom of the bag, were strawberry hard candies, gumdrops, and chewing gum. For her husband, she brought two boxes of ammunition and a new pair of sheep shears. Collectively these goods had cost her only a fraction of her four months’ midwife salary. The rest resided in the toes of her boots.

The valley stretched out behind her; the tracks she’d left were already erased. When she’d stepped off the train in Deerstand midmorning, the snow had been a lazy flurry, but the closer she got to home, the deeper the snow became, and the more furiously it fell. It was as if, she thought, God wanted to keep outsiders away as much as the Howells did. “We are an Ark unto ourselves, waiting for the floodwaters to rise,” her husband, Jorah, liked to say. She heard his calming voice in her ears, over the sighing wind and the whisper of wet snowflakes, and she missed him. She longed for his silken hair against her cheek at night, his soft footsteps as he left in the morning to milk, and his smell—of leaves, of smoke, of outdoor air.

She’d meant to come home in October. The baby had been born before the snow covered the earth, and she went by every day to check on its well-being, to touch each of its little fingers and their pearly nails. The child grew as October gave way to November and the calendar flirted with December. The city—any city—always had need for a midwife. Even that morning, looking out the window, warm by the fire, she couldn’t bring herself to leave, and failed to get on the train before dawn had broken, revealing a clear, bright day.

Still a ways from home, something nagged at the back of her head, threatening to push forward and topple her. She hurried, but the rush made for careless steps. The path shrank, and she passed between naked oaks and shivering pines. The light emanating from the snow turned the color of a new bruise as the day died, glowing just enough to mark her way. The terrain leveled again and she broke through the woods. Elspeth knew by the rolling of the ground that she crossed the cornfields; the dead stalks cracked beneath the ice and snow. She tromped alongside the creek that brought them their water, frozen at the surface but trickling below. It was then that the fear that had been tugging at her identified itself: It was nothing. No smell of a winter fire; no whoops from the boys rounding up the sheep or herding the cows; no welcoming light.

She crested the last rise. The house nestled in the bosom of the hill. The small plateau seemed made for them, chiseled by God for their security, to hold them like a perfect secret. She held her breath, hoping for some hint of life, and heard nothing but the far-off snap of a branch. Everything stood still. She could not make out the smoke from the chimney, and despite the late hour, no lamps shone in the windows. Elspeth began to run. She tripped, and her pack shoved her into the snow. Clawing with her hands, digging with her feet, she pushed herself upright and rushed toward home.

Closer, she noticed a hollow in the snow, next to the front door. A bear, she thought, a wolf, but nausea welled in her belly and said different. A glimpse of color spurred her on. The hole drew her toward it, and she feared that it would swallow her, as she’d once seen—from this very hilltop—a tornado envelop a hundred-foot oak and leave nothing but a ragged gap where the roots had been. The color flickered again, a small swatch of red reaching out from the darkness like the Devil’s forked tongue. The screen door clapped against the house as Elspeth pitched herself forward and fell to her knees. There, dressed in her nightgown, lay Emma, the youngest, her blond curls matted with blood. The red ribbon holding her hair waved in the wind, almost free. The snow had melted and then refrozen in an obsidian mass beneath her. A fine layer of powder had settled on her gown and face, and Elspeth removed her gloves to brush it away. Emma had been shot. The cold had puckered the skin around the clean bullet wound on her forehead, the blood there a thin red ring. Elspeth whimpered a small, ferocious noise, and rubbed her hands together before she dared to pull a few loose strands of hair from the wound and tuck them back behind the girl’s ear. If these images didn’t cause Elspeth instant revulsion, Emma might merely be sleeping. The snow gone, her hair in place, Emma looked more like herself, and that made Elspeth’s pain burn brighter. She wished to call out, to scream for someone to help, but their Ark had been chosen for its isolation; Deerstand was the nearest town, a six-hour walk that Elspeth had barely made in daylight. She looked to the barn, where Caleb slept, and saw no signs of life there, either. The cold that they warded off with their structures and their fires had won: No warmth lingered on the hill. Nothing could be done. No help could be summoned.

The screen creaked behind her as Elspeth pushed open the front door. The house, usually heated to bursting on an early winter’s night, offered no respite from the cold. The kerosene lamp stood unlit in the middle of the kitchen table, the matches beside it. She removed her pack, and shook the snow from her hat and shoulders, stalling. She didn’t want to see what the light would offer.

In the darkness she grasped the coatrack Jesse had built. Jackets hung on every hook. They were cold. She bent down and touched the neat alignment of shoes and boots beneath the windowsill next to the door and found no puddle of melted snow beneath them. She left her own buttons fastened and her laces tied tight.

She struck a match and touched it to the soaked wick of the lamp, the brightness causing her to turn away. She adjusted the flame and let her vision acclimate. Not three feet from her, Mary sprawled across the stovetop. Elspeth recognized the pattern of the dress Mary wore, a gift from an earlier trip. She, too, had been shot, but from behind. The stitching of her dress—tidy and taut from the girl’s own hand—kept her off the floor, the fabric tangling in the hardware of the stove front. As Elspeth backed away from the body, lowering the lamp, she made out Amos on the ground, four steps from his older sister. He must have been helping with the meal. He’d cut his hair since she’d last seen him, when it had hung down like a girl’s, almost to his shoulders, and he’d developed a tic to keep it from his face, a sudden flick of the neck. Elspeth squatted to touch the bristly hair and wondered if the tic had remained after the hair was gone, the same way her father had sometimes fallen in the morning getting out of bed, forgetting he’d lost his leg to the millstones. She thought that Amos’s eyes had been stolen, or shot out, but when the lamplight struck his face, she saw that two large brass buttons, the type found on overalls, obscured his blank gaze. She fell back onto her hands. She couldn’t tell if her heartbeat had slowed to normal or stopped altogether. Like an insect, she crept backward, away from the bodies, until she hit the wall. They’d been babies once, swaddled and cradled in her arms. The crowns of their heads had smelled so sweet. How she’d held them. How she’d nuzzled and kissed them.

In the silence, she heard a low whistle and froze. It continued. Then she felt it, on her bare hand, the outside forcing its way through the bullet holes that dotted the house. They announced themselves to her, ten, twenty, countless large bullet holes, then dozens, maybe hundreds more from the pellets of a shotgun. The room contracted and she bent over and clasped her hands to her knees. When she recovered, she moved to the living area, a rectangular space that ran the length of the building, and discovered Jesse facedown in front of his parents’ door, both arms extended above his head, as if he’d been shot diving into a stream. Elspeth had to step around him, her foot leaving a patch of snow in the crook between his arm and his body.

She opened the door, but shut her eyes before the lamp confirmed her fears. She inhaled. The bedroom smelled how she remembered it, of Jorah sleeping, his breath filling the air. She lifted her eyelids, their weight palpable. Upon seeing her husband, she moaned and pressed her fists to her temples like she could hold her thoughts together with pure force. Jorah lay in bed, his face frozen in a grimace of anger, his eyebrows knotted and teeth clenched. His bare torso bore his wounds. One soil-stained foot touched the floor and she allowed herself to think of his soft padding steps trying not to wake her in the morning. The wind insisted, drowning out her reverie, rasping a ghostly noise through their bedroom. The bed itself was stained black. She kicked dozens of shotgun shells and rifle casings that littered the floor and they chimed against one another. She could not bring herself to touch her husband’s gray skin. Usually, when she’d returned from one of her trips, Jorah would be sleeping on the same sheets that had been on the bed when she’d left. She could place a fresh set on the dresser, and in her absence it would do nothing but gather dust. Weeks later, when she came back, the sheets Jorah had been content to lie upon would be stiff with dirt: from the barn, from the fields, and from his own sweat. The springs squeaked beneath her when she knelt on the bed to pull the linens from under his weight. Jorah’s joints had locked; she hefted his legs onto the mattress and fought to straighten them, but still would not touch his skin. She stripped the thickened sheets as she’d learned with bedridden pregnant women, gently rolling him onto his side when she needed. Once she freed them, she pressed the bunched linen to her face, and breathed in the odor of her husband. The blood didn’t bother her; it was, after all, his. There, on the dresser, sat the clean sheets she’d left for him. She snapped them open, the only sound in a house normally so filled with noise that Elspeth used to retreat into the fields to think or to pray or to worry over the growing thrum of temptation in her body. The new sheets glowed like snow, reflecting the lamplight. She drew them taut under Jorah, pulling as gently as possible, because every time his body moved with the motion of the sheets, it was just that—a body. Not a man, not her husband. When she’d finished, she lifted Jorah’s head, replaced the pillowcase, fluffed the down again, raised his head once more, feeling the back of his neck, formerly soft and warm, now cold and firm. She shook her hand as if the sensation would slide from her fingers like drops of water. He’d never looked so small, her protector. To her, he’d loomed over everyone and everything, blanketing them with all the safety and the comfort he could muster.

She extinguished the lamp and lay beside him as the wind erupted and swept through the house. Outside it pushed the clouds south, and the moon rose, casting silver light onto the floorboards, the boots Jorah set beside the bed each night, and the empty shotgun shells.

ELSPETH THOUGHT AGAIN of Caleb. She pictured him at first small and bundled in a yellow blanket, his skin against it a harsh red, mouth toothless and wailing. But twelve years had passed—he walked and talked, he had hair the color of fertile soil that flopped down to his eyebrows, and he’d lost his last baby tooth the previous autumn. He was a solitary boy, and spent most of his time in the barn, sleeping among the animals, talking to them when he got lonely. One spring morning, she’d gone to see why he had yet to bring the milk and she came upon him leaning against the fence surrounding the pen with his chin rested on his folded hands, telling the sheep that the cows were not being cooperative. When Elspeth brought it up to her husband, he said he’d seen it as well, that the boy talked more to the animals than to his own family. Jorah reserved a special tone for Caleb, a sensitive timbre, as if the boy would frighten easily, like a skittish horse.

Caleb’s body wasn’t in the house. She hadn’t been able to think—her head pulsed and thudded with her heartbeat—but gaining some clarity in the familiar itch to move, to do something, she rushed to find him, skidding on the shells, catching herself on the doorframe. In the moonlight, the bodies of her children existed only as shadows. She picked her way across the living room and the kitchen and out into the cold again. Through the howling of a wind that burned her face and a falling blanket of snow she called Caleb’s name. The barn crouched in the dark, somewhere under the pines. Without the full glow of a lively home to guide her, she wasn’t sure of finding her way there, much less back. The moon had been lost to the storm. She walked as far as she dared, one foot in front of the other, until her legs finally gave out and she slipped and called his name again. Had Caleb survived, she thought, the barn would be lit; the bodies wouldn’t be in such a state.

She shut herself inside, out of habit hanging her jacket with the others, and stopped to listen, as if the house itself might tell her what had happened. With the multiple weapons used, the sheer volume of shells and cases, and the fact that Jorah hadn’t even risen from their bed, it was apparent more than one murderer had stolen into their home. She imagined an army of them, crawling over the house like spiders. No one had ever followed her on the long journey from Deerstand; she would have seen them, heard them, sensed them behind her. A man would have to travel far out of his way to stumble upon the Howell farm, set as it was on what most would consider the wrong side of the hill for farming in an expanse of northern New York so vast and empty that even those looking for the house would have had difficulty finding it. No one lived close enough to know them, as they’d wanted, as had been necessary. Of course, Elspeth had her enemies, and her sins were tied with the Devil’s strings to those she’d wronged.

Sickened, she cracked the ice that covered the surface of the drinking bowl and sipped some water from the ladle. In the main room, three logs stood on end against the wall, next to the large woodstove, and she opened the grille and saw that Jorah had left the fire ready for the morning. Perhaps that explained his presence in the bedroom—Jorah often went back for a short nap between his morning chores and the first blush in the sky, and she would pretend to be asleep as his weight reshaped the bed beside her and she, too, drifted off, listening to the sounds of his breathing.

She retrieved the matches, stepping over Jesse’s body once again. Seeing her children sprawled in the kitchen affected her more now that the shock had worn off, and her whole body began to quiver. She stood there, shaking, sweating, not certain where to start. Her numb fingers went to work trying to untangle Mary’s dress from the range, and she stopped to breathe into her cupped hands to warm them. Mary shook like a doll with her efforts, but it was no use. Elspeth would have to cut her loose tomorrow. How Mary would have cried at that thought, after the many hours she’d spent in the yard clutching her dress in her arms to keep it from the dust. Even the chickens seemed to understand her concern, and did not nip at her toes or flutter at her feet as they did the rest of the Howells. But everything would have to wait for tomorrow and the light of day. She would place the bodies out in the barn with their brother Caleb. Once the house heated, the smell would be too much to take. Burial was out of the question this time of year. Even Jorah would not have been able to dig deep enough to safely keep the bodies.

As she straightened Mary’s dress, she heard a scratching in the pantry, and it relieved Elspeth to have company, if only a mouse. Her voice almost leapt from her throat to call the boys, who loved to catch the mice and keep them in homes they built from scrap wood. She approached the door gingerly, afraid of frightening the animal. The floor creaked. A bright flash and she was thrown into the air. She landed on the kitchen table, nostrils and throat full of a burning smell, her body rent. It felt as though she had fallen apart.

THE PANTRY SMELLED of gunpowder. The acrid smoke swirled and then disappeared, sucked through the hole in the wall created by the elbow of Caleb Howell and the kick of his gun—his prized possession—a twelve-gauge Ithaca shotgun. The thirty-inch barrel ran most of the width of the pantry, leaving no room for recoil. Six more paper shot shells sat in the mass of blankets between his legs. He cleared the spent rounds, still smoking, and awkwardly loaded two more before pressing his face to the pantry door and looking through the hole created by the shot. It was warm on his cheek. He’d heard the grunt as the pellets hit and the scraping of the table legs as the murderer’s body dragged it across the kitchen floor.

Through the smoldering gap in the wood, he saw one hand draped over the side of the table, blood dripping from the index and middle fingers. The steady tap helped him keep time. He waited for twenty, then another set of twenty. Caleb couldn’t count higher than that.

Moments before, it had been comforting in his delirium to hear sounds again other than the fabrications of his terror and the incessant moan of the wind through the bullet holes and the scratching of the elm against the roof.

He had been asleep when the men had come last. The first shot had sent him scrambling to the edge of the hayloft door. The sun threatened to rise. His sister, who’d been coming to fetch him for breakfast as she did most mornings, lay in the snow. When the men stepped into the doorway and over the threshold, Caleb caught only a few details: the long beard of the first; the gangly, unsteady legs of the second—like a newborn calf; and the way the third moved like water. Each carried a gun. Each wore a red scarf: the bearded one dangled loose about his shoulders, the gangly one wrapped around his neck and the third tied his long hair back with his. Caleb heard another shot and moved into the darkness of the loft. The crack of gunfire kept coming and he willed himself to press his eye to a knot in the rough wood. They emerged from the house, the three of them, and the gangly one glanced toward the barn. Caleb’s pants grew wet and he backed up, wriggling down into the hay, covering himself, his hands clenching at the straw.

Sometime later, maybe minutes, maybe hours, he thought he heard voices, and then nothing.

When he finally rose and picked the hay from his clothing, the house was dark. Emma’s body was only a small shadow. He climbed down from the loft and fetched his gun from the rack at the rear of the barn. Ithaca in hand, he sprinted across the yard, head swiveling, certain he saw red scarves behind every tree. He paused, and—with a careful touch—brushed the snow from Emma’s face. Once inside, he passed through each room as quickly as he could, running past the horror so he could not fully take it in, shoving open his parents’ door, the smell of gunpowder strong, his father’s rifle untouched in the corner. On his way back through the house, searching for any remnant of life—a groan, a twitch—he was met with stillness beyond his imagination. It made so little sense to him that he pressed his hand to his mouth until his jaw hurt, for he feared he would laugh, his throat and stomach dancing with the possibility. When that subsided, he grabbed his wrist with his hand and hugged himself hard. He couldn’t leave the bodies, didn’t want to be so alone, and he hid in the pantry, where he felt safe, confined. The moaning of the wind accompanied his sobbing while he awaited the return of three men. In the depths of night, he emerged to stretch, check for signs of intruders, and wipe Emma’s face and body clean from the snow that never seemed to stop falling, then crept back into the pantry, where he waited with the loaded gun.

He’d been asleep, again. But this time he woke and did not wait, did not let his hand prove unsteady or his legs grow wet. This time he had been brave. This time he had done what his father had been unable to: He’d protected them.

Once he felt certain no one else lurked in the shadows, he emerged from the pantry, his knees cracking, his legs cramping at being bent so long. He shifted his Ithaca to the crook of his shoulder. From the doorway, he saw the boots. He knew them. He let loose a scream from his rusted vocal chords. The lamp glow—diffused by the cracked chimney—lit the face of his mother. Her slate gray eyes were shut. He removed her hat, and her black hair unfurled onto the table. The scarf around her neck staunched some of the bleeding, so he left it. To see her not moving seemed impossible; in his twelve years he’d never so much as seen her sleep.

He prayed—not for himself, because he’d long ago lost the place in his heart for God—but for his mother, who believed. His prayers were half answered by the rise and fall of Elspeth’s chest, infrequent and unsteady as it was. Most of the shot had missed her, peppering the wall and the cupboard containing their dishes and cups. One or two had cracked the chimney of the lamp. The rest, however, had lodged in her chest, her shoulder, and her neck. Caleb opened his father’s whiskey—Jorah wasn’t much of a drinker, only a sip for Christ’s days: Easter and Christmas, the day before Ash Wednesday and Epiphany—and he poured the brown liquid over his mother’s clothes, soaking the wounds like he’d seen his father do when he’d nicked his own leg with the ax or when Amos had stepped on a nail. Unlike Amos, who’d screamed so ferociously that Caleb had felt it move up his feet and into his core, rattling his rib cage, his mother made no noise. He was certain she would die and that he’d killed her. The thought made him numb.

All he could do was busy himself. To keep warm he pulled his nest of blankets from the bottom of the pantry and wrapped two around his shoulders. As he did every night, he traded the wide berth of his Ithaca shotgun for the distance and precision of his father’s rifle. He laid two blankets over his mother’s feet, and one under her head. The rest he draped across the kitchen chairs to air out. He lit the small stove at the foot of his mother and father’s bed, and resolved again to move Jesse. When he stepped over him he tried to concentrate on the reflection of the lamp in his mother’s wet footprint rather than his brother’s tousled hair and the curve of his ear. He would move Amos, too, and Mary and Emma, and bring them all to rest. The fire would soon make the bodies rot—the cold had been their preservation—and Caleb had lit nothing more than twigs since the three men had killed his family. Nothing would make him careful now. He didn’t care who saw the smoke or smelled the burning wood; everyone he knew in this world had moved on to the next. The lengths he’d gone to over the past five days—or was it six?—would no longer be necessary. With his mother’s presence came a strange sense of freedom: They were all home, and he had nothing left to wait for, nothing to fear, but his mother’s last breath.

His feet wrapped in old pillowcases to keep them warm and silent, he shuffled into the living room and stared out into the snow. He saw his mother’s tracks extending out toward the barn. Once more he heard the solid thud of her body hitting the kitchen table and the screeching of the legs gouging jagged lines across the floor. He thought there must be some elemental knowledge stuck deep in his blood that should have prevented him from pulling the trigger. Shouldn’t he have been able to tell, even in the darkness of the pantry, even through the wood and the roar of the wind, that the person on the other side was his mother? He checked on her again—sat beside her, crying—and once he’d seen her chest rise and fall twenty times, he composed himself, wiped his tears until his face turned raw, and dragged a chair to the window in the living room to wait out the night.

The exposure of sitting in plain view unnerved him. To soothe himself, he shouldered Jorah’s rifle and took shaky aim at the landmarks he could pick out in the dark: the dead pine that held their swing in its scraggly grasp; the boulder that marked the start of the stream; the farthest fence post of the sheep pen; and the stump where he, Jesse, and Amos played Chief. If anyone had followed his mother, if anyone waited for them, if anyone smelled the fire or saw the lights, he hoped he would be ready.

It wasn’t difficult to keep from sleeping. Everything was painted in the shades of the killers—a face in profile, an outline of a body, the long legs and the beard and the greasy hair. Before hiding, he’d taken in the weapons slung over their shoulders, their vivid scarves. He remembered their gaits, how they hunched against the cold and walked gingerly over the thin coat of ice that covered the snow, careful not to slip. In the kitchen his mother coughed and he double-checked the rifle to be sure it remained loaded and patted his pockets, where the bullets clicked reassuringly.

THE NEXT MORNING, Caleb found his mother’s sweat cold, her breathing shallow. He didn’t know what to do. He wished to crawl back into the pantry, where the days had been lost to him, a collection of hours spent listening intently and shivering and sleeping until time bled together. He knew he had to ignore this impulse and left her, set the Ithaca and the rifle against the dresser in his parents’ room, and lay down on the floor in front of the stove, the warmth and give in the boards amending his pantry-bent posture and relaxing his muscles. Perhaps an hour later, he went to the kitchen, taking a path he’d memorized to keep from seeing the faces of his brothers and sisters, first looking at the window, then the mantel, the scratch on the doorframe, the crocheted quote Mary had made—AND IF IT SEEM EVIL UNTO YOU TO SERVE THE LORD, CHOOSE YOU THIS DAY WHOM YE WILL SERVE; WHETHER THE GODS WHICH YOUR FATHERS SERVED THAT WERE ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE FLOOD, OR THE GODS OF THE AMORITES, IN WHOSE LAND YE DWELL: BUT AS FOR ME AND MY HOUSE, WE WILL SERVE THE LORD. This way he stepped around Amos, Jesse, and Mary. He tried to pretend the bodies were no longer his siblings, but pieces of furniture.

Caleb sat on the chair by the door, the tidy row of boots beside him. He’d been wearing Amos’s old pair, which were worn thin and much too large; his father had stuffed the toes with scoured wool, but this made his feet itch and didn’t stop his heels from chafing on the leather. Jesse’s boots were snug but comforting. He laced them tight and prepared himself to visit the barn. The animals had not been fed in almost a week, and he wondered how many of them would be dead or dying, or missing, or eaten by another. The cold air made him cough. The sun stung his eyes. To block it out he held up hands stained with his mother’s blood, and slowly, through his fingers, he could see more than the blazing white of the landscape. Emma lay at his feet and he stooped to clean the snow from her face for the first time in daylight.

It took great effort to reach the barn. When he did, his body had turned to a confusion of sweat and chill, pain and numbness. He’d grown weak from eating nothing but the preserves and pickled beets left in the pantry. The bread had run out on the first day. Mary would have baked more once breakfast was finished, and he recalled the sound of her pounding the dough. The snow had blown against the grand doors, and, his small store of energy sapped, Caleb could not fight them open. He tried to climb the woodpile to reach the window, but his hands refused to grip the sill. He stood a log on end and tried to pull the doors from the top, but they wouldn’t yield. Beaten, he finally allowed himself to break open, weeping and kicking at the snow.

When he was empty and calm again, he tapped on the wall of the barn and pressed his ear to a small gap in the boards. He heard rustling inside, but not the usual collection of snorts and huffs that met any intrusion. He gave the side of the barn one last pat and steeled himself for the trip to the house.

WITHOUT THE FEAR of killing his mother or injuring her any worse—he was certain she was going to die no matter what he did—he heated his father’s butchering knife over the kerosene lamp. He rolled Elspeth onto one side and spread a blanket underneath her, then rolled her onto her other side and pulled the wool taut. She made no sound. The hand that had been hanging, bleeding onto the floor, had swollen fat and purple when Caleb placed it in her lap. He plucked the necklace from the blood on her chest and wiped it clean with his thumb. A pellet had dented one of the arms of the cross, imprinting a small half-sphere in the silver. Worried about damaging it further, he turned it to lie next to her head. When he slid off her boots, something fell to the heel, and he reached inside and found a wad of damp papers. He thought of the wool scratching his feet and he pressed the papers back into the toe. He slit her dress up the middle and it dropped away, baring her flesh. Caleb averted his gaze, each glance bringing him more of her. His mother kept her body private. She never washed in front of them or swam in the stream in summer, rarely exposing even her arms. Caleb knew that there was no time for modesty. Over each small puncture wound he poured a few drops of whiskey. He pressed the tip of the knife in until he felt scraping or heard the small clink of metal. If the pliers did not fit in the opening, he wiggled the knife around so they would. Blood drained into the new space, spilling over and trickling down her hot skin. Most of the shot concentrated in her right breast, and Caleb took less and less care of where he placed his hands. The thick and unwieldy pliers took two or three tries to fish each ball of lead from her, especially where they’d lodged in her muscles, which were taut and difficult for him to maneuver. He dropped the pellets in a tin coffee cup; each landed with a satisfying clink. As he dug the stray shot out of her neck, she stirred. Caleb yanked the pliers out and stepped back from his makeshift operating table. A trickle of blood seeped out of her neck and then stopped. Her eyes fluttered open. She moaned loudly.

“God,” she said.

“It’s me, Mama, it’s just me,” he said. “Caleb. Your boy.”

With that, she turned and coughed up a small gob of blood, her body racked with the effort, and she went limp with a loud sigh. Caleb waited, hugging himself in defense, until she took one long breath, and then another—shorter—and another.


CHAPTER 2

[image: image]

THE FEVER BOILED away the excess, burned off the fuzzy edges of her memory. Elspeth felt she’d risen from great depths to bring her head above water, and everything that had been obscured by guilt and sin was once again made clear.

She remembered her father’s moustache, how he would wax and comb it last thing before heading out the door to work for the van Tessels, tending their gardens. Mr. van Tessel would give the last of his tin to her father, who would dutifully scrape out the remnants. She remembered the stomp of his wooden leg and the small sigh that escaped him whenever he bent down. She remembered the scar on her mother’s cheek where she’d been bitten by a sheepdog as a child, and how in summertime it turned silver when the sun tanned her skin. She remembered running in bare feet, the heat of the dirt on her toes, and the grass sharp on her soles in August when God starved the land.

The burning in her chest—for certain the first flames of her eternal damnation—brought about thoughts of Mary. She saw her face as it had been in infancy, the cherubic cheeks, her mouth without teeth but always smiling, and the hairless head that bounced and bobbed with each of her uncoordinated movements.

Mary had been her first. It was September, but an Indian summer had flared across the Northeast, bringing death by heat and humidity. Aboard the train in Rochester, as the compartments filled with harried men and women, everyone sweating in the oppressiveness of the motionless cars, she panicked at the thought of the child perishing before ever reaching its new home, before she and Jorah could even present it with a name and baptize it in the creek that seemed so perfect when they’d stumbled upon the clearing that would hold their house. When she’d left, the building was new enough that the walls smelled strongly of cedar, the pine furniture sweated sap, and the floorboards creaked in the afternoons from the drop in temperature.

Elspeth hurried down the train’s thin corridor, people not even giving way to a woman carrying a child, everyone rushing, the temperature unbearable. The passageway emptied; people had settled in their compartments and at each Elspeth was met with the snap of a shade drawn in her face or the angry cries of a full car. Toward the back of the train, she saw through the dusty window one empty, plush red bench. She opened the door slowly, afraid of what it might reveal. A woman lay on her stomach, her face hanging off the edge of the embroidered cushions. Elspeth thought the old woman might be dead but was too exhausted to care. She dropped her bags on the floor as quietly as possible, and crumpled into the seat opposite her. Elspeth exhaled and looked out the window. Rochester had been her home for eight months, yet she knew she could never return. As if powered by this thought, the train began to move.

“Hello,” the woman said and sat up with tremendous difficulty, her eyes shining with tears as she propped both of the pillows high up on her back. The face had been lost to Elspeth over time, but in her fever it appeared before her with clarity: The stitching of the cushions left red impressions on the woman’s sallow cheeks, and her green eyes sank into her skull until it seemed they peered out from caves. Her gaunt face stood in sharp contrast to the thickness of her ankles, so swollen they dwarfed her calves.

“The compartment wasn’t full,” Elspeth said, “but we can move.”

“No, please,” she said, and smiled through a wince of pain. “I’ll enjoy the company.” Elspeth nodded, unsure of what to say. “My brother lives in Syracuse,” the old woman continued, “and I’ve been sent to stay with him there. Sent.” She sniffed and ran her hand along the latch of the window. “Like a parcel, shipped off.”

The baby was hot on Elspeth’s shoulder and she moved her to the other. Thinking of the word of the Lord, but unable to contain herself, she asked, “What’s the matter? It’s best to know, for my child.” The mere phrase “my child” made Elspeth tingle.

“Oh, no need to worry,” the woman said. “But you’re right to, of course, for the child’s sake. Bright’s disease.” She explained to Elspeth the swelling of her kidneys, and how the blood that used to course safely through her veins was escaping, leaking into her flesh and threatening to kill her. Would kill her. Each heartbeat, in fact, brought her closer to death. The train’s wheels clacked with exacting rhythm, and the woman cocked her head to the side. “Listen,” she said, “that’s the sound of my heart.”

The woman smiled at the baby. She reached out a shaking hand and slid her fingers over its near-bald head. Elspeth, too, had come to know the delight of the warm skin and the hints of downy hair. The woman withdrew quickly. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have.” Elspeth told her she understood.

A vague whiteness at the corners of her lips showed when she opened her mouth to speak. She swallowed. Then she began again. “If I may,” she said, and then—despite the great pain that made her teeth gnash together and her breath hiss between them—she stood on her bulbous ankles and adjusted the infant, placing it across Elspeth’s arm, with its head at her left biceps and its torso supported by her right. The tension that Elspeth hadn’t realized she’d carried in her shoulders disappeared. The baby stirred, then eased back into sleep, the pink skin of her eyelids adorned with purple veins.

The woman stroked the child’s tiny ear with the back of her finger, and Elspeth would have sworn to her Savior that the old woman’s cheeks filled and flushed, and the crevices and shadows on her forehead dissolved, everything about her beaming. After a time, she collapsed back onto her seat. The cushions were thrown into disarray behind her. “She’s young to travel,” she said, and glanced out the window, her skin sagging.

Elspeth rocked back and forth in time with the swaying of the train as it barreled down the tracks, the trees and hillsides merely a blur. “We’ve no choice.”

IN THE KITCHEN, Caleb crouched beneath the coatrack. The sleeves of his father’s jacket tickled his head, and he shoved them aside. From his vantage point, all he could see of his mother was a few strands of black hair that spilled into space, and—when she took one of her rare breaths—her chest. But he could hear the noise, an unholy groan that she produced deep within her, and he plugged his ears against it, the sound deadening into a bass hum. He waited for her chest to rise, and held his breath until he saw it again. Soon he felt light-headed.

As he drew close to her, he removed one finger from his ear but replaced it immediately. She sounded like death: as if her life was being pulled from her body forcibly. He imagined her spirit like a wisp of smoke, but one with talons and teeth that it dug into her insides and the groan was those nails and teeth being dragged across her ribs, her throat, and her lungs as it fought to keep its place. He cried and cursed himself and uncovered his ears and let the noise tunnel through.

She frightened him, always had, even before he’d moved to the barn, but never as much as she did with her blood seeping from her body and that noise clawing its way out. Soon, he thought, she would be empty. His surgery seemed to be speeding the process: His sloppy digging and cutting had made the wounds worse. Her hair, flecked with rogue strands of gray, had become matted and tangled. He patted her bare arm. The heat had been replaced by a cold clamminess. He wasn’t sure he’d ever touched her before he’d shot her. During her long absences he remembered her immense strength—greater than that of any of the boys. Her shoulders were sloped with muscle, and her knotted arms were thicker than Amos’s. He pushed up one of her eyelids and saw nothing but white streaked with blood. She would not survive, he thought again. He picked the pillow up off the floor, where he’d dropped it the last time, before he went scooting like a mouse beneath the coatrack. Some of the goose feathers scattered on the floor and stuck in the wide puddle of blood that had accumulated beneath the table. He raised the pillow over her head, and plumped it between his hands. He clutched the fabric. Every time the courage built within him to crush the material down on her face, stopping forever the spasms and the terrible sound, she would cough or murmur and turn back into his mother. He held his position until his arms shook. A droplet of sweat formed at her widow’s peak. As it traced the curve above her eyebrow, she squeezed her eyes tightly, and he recalled her making the same expression when he and Jesse had come tromping into the kitchen one night. She’d held her eyes shut for long enough that the boys knew to retreat back the way they’d come. This had stayed with him, because the next morning, she’d left and they wouldn’t see her again for six months. He threw the pillow across the kitchen, where it collided with an empty jug that used to hold their sugar. The pillow landed on the floor, while the sugar container spun on the shelf, rattling around on its base before it got too close to the edge and tumbled. It landed, however, directly in the center of the goose down. This small piece of fortune made Caleb smile, and he brushed his mother’s hair from her face and the sound ceased. The calm was worse to him, and when she recommenced, he pulled a chair to the table and laid his head on it, next to his mother’s hip, where he felt every raw breath reverberate through the wood.

WITH DARKNESS, THE fits ceased. The fever dulled. But her memories continued to unfurl before her, and uncovered events she had worked hard to forget—arguments, trespasses, lies—and she relived the aftermath of the first time she’d spoken to Jorah, who was known then as Lothute.

“A savage,” her father said in a whisper—all of their conversations whispered so as not to disturb the van Tessels. Their nook of the building had always been the servants’ quarters, and as such, did not hold noise as well as the house proper, the boards not as tight, the corners not as square, the walls and floors unadorned. Worried even about his steps, her father removed his shoes, placed the tired leather next to her mother’s boots, and straightened the two thick, woolen socks that muffled the thump of his wooden leg. “You’ve embarrassed the family over a savage. We must assume Mr. van Tessel has been told.”

“All I did was say hello,” Elspeth said and her father’s hand snapped her head back. Her lip throbbed but did not split. She’d only heard Lothute speak that morning, never before, and his voice had surprised her, light and airy where she expected gravel crunched underfoot. She’d pretended to shake a rock from her shoe in the cool of the barn while he mended a horse’s saddle. Elspeth had been warned to keep away from him, but she saw them as paired in their silence—neither was spoken to, neither was expected to speak. Besides his darker complexion, he looked the same as they did, wore the same clothes, ate the same food. He did not run around with a tomahawk and a belt full of scalps like the Indians in her books. His eyes were kind.

“The van Tessels deserve to see better of us,” her father said with crimson cheeks and straining neck muscles, his anger loosed but his volume contained. As if summoned by the mention of his name, or by the harshness of their whispers, the shadows of Mr. van Tessel’s fine shoes appeared at the crack beneath their door.

Her mother wept, and Elspeth knew better than to look to her for support and instead glanced around the room, her home—the bed her parents shared, the straw mattress at their feet where she slept, her small trove of books that the van Tessel girls had grown out of, her mirror, another van Tessel castoff because it had been warped somehow and stretched one’s appearance at the edges of the gilded frame—and she knew, even before she heard the slither of her father’s belt being drawn from his pants, that she would not see any of it again.

She squirmed to get away, but her father grasped both of her wrists in one strong hand and brought the leather down upon her back and her head. He struck her again and again, and she cried out. Her blood dotted the floor as it flew from the buckle. She screamed for him to stop, and the two shadows shifted beneath the door and then disappeared. The beating ended. Her father wrapped the belt around his hand like a bandage. He even seemed to whisper his ragged breathing. When Elspeth pushed herself onto her feet, he leaned against the dresser on his fists.

“It’s time you go, child,” her mother said. “Here.” She opened a drawer and presented Elspeth with a neatly folded pillowcase, pressed between her two palms. “For your things.” When Elspeth reached for the linen, her mother retracted her hands, as if she’d be scalded by her touch.

Less than a mile from the van Tessel estate, Lothute caught up to her and matched the rhythm of her careless steps. He handed her a cloth, and she held it to her head. “Is this my fault?” he asked her.

She stood there, shocked and crying, her few possessions in the pillowcase—yet another van Tessel hand-me-down, already torn—wondering what this man would do to her mother and father if she told him the truth.

“I don’t know where I’ll go,” she said, the echoes of the lashes racking her body.

“I’ll protect you,” he said. She looked out at him from between eyelashes caked with blood. He took the cloth from her and dabbed at her injuries, swabbed the clots from her face, then examined the wounds, his face inches from hers. “All shall heal in time. I promise.” He smiled. She smelled his sweat. He nodded to her belongings. “I’ll return with my things.”

He walked through the woods, and she followed his white shirt flitting among the trees until she could find no trace of him. Only after he’d left did she consider the beating—or worse—that awaited him at the van Tessels, and she prayed for his survival and tried to reassemble the day through the miasma of her shock. She’d only wanted to say hello. But after this, they had no choice. After this, he was hers, and she was his. And so she sat down to wait.

CALEB SPENT TWO days listening at his mother’s hip, thinking each wretched breath might not be followed by another. From the shelf in the living area he’d fetched one of their Bibles, and though he could not read it, not well, he set it next to her limp hand, thinking it might comfort her, wherever she was. The pillow he’d tucked beneath her head. He couldn’t bring himself to end her pain and leave himself alone in the world.

Once he grabbed her hand but it was so feverish and wet that it felt like no hand at all. She hadn’t improved, nor had she gotten worse. Caleb opened the house to the outdoors and let the cold and the light flood the kitchen. The wind dried his tears. He hoped the fresh air would dispel the odor of his brothers’ and sisters’ deterioration, but by dusk he had to tie a handkerchief around his face to fight the smell. Yet the snow gave way to ice and the ice to frozen ground and the frozen ground to a land strewn with slate and limestone, and in an hour with the pick he hadn’t made a grave fit for a chicken.

ELSPETH HAD BORNE Mary up the hill, the path at that time unfamiliar and unworn. Several times she had to turn around to try to find an easier route. Small trickles of water made footholds treacherous, and she would brace herself to stay on her feet. Her clothes became soaked in mud and torn by small branches. The baby, strapped to her chest, gurgled with each bounce.

In the yard, freshly shorn sheep chased one another around their makeshift enclosure. Jorah stood on the porch, as if he expected her, his black hair blown across his face, while Elspeth forged through the mud, the smell of animals and urine thick in her nostrils. He squinted at the bundle in her arms. As she drew closer, his expression broke into one of pure joy, something she’d never before witnessed, and he leapt from the porch and ran to her, his unshod feet sliding in the mud and the turned earth of the field. She said, “It’s a girl. Our girl.”

“Our girl,” Jorah repeated and lifted Elspeth into the air and spun them around until they tumbled to the damp soil, dizzy, clutching at each other, and when they were through laughing, Elspeth’s cheek touched the vulnerable spot on top of the child’s skull where—in their excitement—the hat had fallen from it. She ran her fingers across the crease where Mary’s impossibly tiny head met her even more unlikely neck, where the tufts of infant hair grew long and softer than anything in her imagination.

CALEB WENT BACK outside and placed Jesse on top of Emma and Mary and Amos, who lay in a pile atop the chairs from the living room, which he’d broken with Jesse’s boots and the butt of his Ithaca. Splinters of wood and useless nails surrounded them, all of it startling against the previously uninterrupted snow and ice. Amos’s bulk had been enough to force Caleb to reconsider where he’d lain Emma, and he brought her to her older brother and placed her on top of him, twenty steps from the house—he counted them as he brought the others. His father he could not budge from the bed. Caleb would wait for his mother to pass, and then let them lie together.

As a child, Caleb hadn’t known of death. He saw cows, sheep, and pigs butchered, but he and his family—people—were different. When his father read the stories of the Bible, Caleb assumed those men and women were still walking the earth somewhere. But two years prior—his tenth birthday less than a month past—he had gone late at night to check on the sheep, guided by the moonlight and his perfect memory of each stone and root in the path. He’d watched as a man crossed the fields below, the grass waist high. The man stepped with great deliberation, and Caleb knew enough not to move. He carried a gun; Caleb saw the moon reflect off the steel. A shot rang out, and Caleb ducked and waited for the sting of the bullet. It was the man, however, who jerked backward and disappeared from view. Caleb’s father—he recognized his upright walk—emerged from a stand of trees at the foot of the hill, waded through the grass to where the man had dropped, stood over the depression in the grass, and leveled his gun. A second report chased the man’s small cry out into the world. At that time, Caleb had lived in the house and slept in the same bed as his brother, and for months after that, when they were both woken by his nightmares, Jesse would cover Caleb’s mouth with his hand and hug him, muffling his screams, squeezing Caleb back into himself.

Water plinked all around him, falling from the branches and the roof. He stopped and listened. He stood beneath the elm tree that hung over their house, and found himself in the path of one of the steady drips, each as cold and finite as a bullet. This would be the last time he would ever see them; he’d been careful to hide their injuries. Mary—her dress in tatters, cut away to untangle her from the stove—stared out from beneath Emma. Mary looked whole, and he thought of her standing in the barn, waiting for him to show himself. She would fold her arms and stand there sternly, until his giggling would turn to laughing and the chaff would sift down through the gaps in the floorboards, falling like dun snow, and he would lean his face over the edge of the loft. “Father needs you,” she’d say. “Father needs you for something.” He heard these words with such clarity that he became angry with her for not speaking or getting up, for lying there like an old cow on a rainy day.

The easiest to move, weighing no more than a lamb, had been Emma, the one who understood him least, who asked him questions the others didn’t. Why did he live in the barn? Why didn’t he like to talk or sing? Why did he sit at dinner only after their father had already said the prayer? Caleb would lean down, look her in the eye, and muss her hair. Somehow that placated her.

Underneath her, facedown, was Amos, the eldest boy, who could silence them all with the same look their father gave, who one morning after milking had gotten his hair caught in the latch to the barn door and no amount of tugging or twisting could free him. Caleb had been forced to cut him loose, leaving thick, sandy locks of hair waving at them. Their father had made Amos wait two weeks before he’d let Mary even it out, a large gap in the bangs that he flicked and pushed from his eyes. “Oh, ye sons of men,” their father quoted, “how long shall my glory be turned into dishonor? How long will ye love vanity, and seek after falsehood?” Caleb thought they were praying, and paused on the steps, hat in hand, the scent of stew readying his stomach. No one dared smile at Amos’s crooked haircut. Even in death, he held sway with that expression, and Caleb had cut the brass buttons from a pair of overalls his father would never wear again and had placed them over Amos’s eyes.

And Jesse. Jesse had been the only one to know him at all. They would sit on hot summer days in the tall grass, far enough away not to be able to see each other through the shifting stalks, close enough to hear the occasional sigh or hiccup, together but apart, waiting for the fog to roll over them and the moisture to collect on the blades before they’d lie down, their bare
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