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        O hushed October morning mild,

        Begin the hours of this day slow,

      
        Make the day seem to us less brief.

        —ROBERT FROST, “OCTOBER”
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      Darren caught the axe handle before the man beside him could raise it.

      The mill hand twisted against him, sawdust caught in his beard, both fists locked around the wood. Beyond his shoulder, a security man brought his rifle up again.

      “Let go,” the mill hand said.

      “Look where he’s pointing.”

      The barrel pointed through them toward the people crowding the bridge. Darren held the axe with his right hand. His bandaged left closed around the man’s wrist. Heat spread under the cloth, followed by a wetness he could feel between their hands.

      Near the hall steps, Mabel knelt in the road.

      “Mama.”

      Eli reached her as she said it again. He dropped beside Ruth, pulled off his coat, and gave it to Mabel. She folded it against her mother’s upper arm. From the bridge Darren could see the red spread through the pale sleeve before the coat covered it.

      “Ellison!” he shouted.

      Someone was already running.

      The mill hand’s arms slackened. Darren took the axe and laid it on the planks.

      “Go back to the mill doors. Keep the others there.”

      “She shot Ruth.”

      “I saw.”

      The man stared at him, then turned into the people behind them. Darren heard him telling someone else to stay where he was.

      Near the gate, the commander held the pistol beside her thigh. Her mouth hung open. She glanced from Ruth to the weapon. Darren wanted her to look back at Ruth and keep looking.

      Ada stepped in front of her.

      “Holster it.”

      The commander did not move.

      “Now.”

      The guard who had spoken to her after the shot came closer. He kept his rifle across his body, muzzle toward the ground.

      “Commander,” he said again.

      She put the pistol away. The flap caught beneath her thumb, and she had to try twice to fasten it.

      Darren turned to the raised rifle.

      “Lower that.”

      “Get your people back.”

      “There’s a doctor coming through.”

      Ellison came out of the infirmary without his coat, his bag open in one hand. The rifleman followed him with his eyes. People parted ahead of the doctor; someone caught his bag as it struck a hip and pushed it back into his grip.

      The other guard spoke quietly to the rifleman. After a moment the barrel went down.

      Wire scraped behind Darren.

      Travis had bent beneath the loose upper strands. One had caught the shoulder of his coat. He pulled against it, trying to reach an opening too narrow for him while the fallen post dragged sideways in the dirt.

      “Hold still,” Darren said.

      Travis pulled harder.

      “Travis. The chain.”

      He stopped. His eyes stayed on Ruth.

      Trapper stood several yards behind the gate, harness drawn tight, ears working. The mill chain ran from the wagon to the uprooted post. A broken hinge had left the frame leaning into the passage Travis was trying to force.

      Sarah was still on the seat. She held the reins low, speaking to the horse in a voice Darren could not quite hear. Trapper shifted one hind foot. The chain lifted from the road.

      “Keep him there a moment,” Darren told her.

      “Then get that thing off him.”

      Two mill men took the solid side of the gate and braced it against the remaining post. Darren unhooked the torn wire from Travis’s coat.

      “Back him half a step, Sarah.”

      She asked Trapper gently. He resisted the unfamiliar drag, tossed his head once, then moved as she wanted. The chain settled.

      Darren crouched to release the hook. His stiff fingers would not hold it. He changed hands, worked the link loose, and let the chain drop.

      Travis was through before Darren stood.

      The nearest guard reached for him.

      Darren put an arm between them.

      “He’s going to her.”

      Travis passed beneath the guard’s outstretched hand. His hat fell onto the bridge and stayed there.

      Wyatt waited beyond the wreckage, staring at the bow in the dust.

      “Leave it,” Darren said.

      “I wasn’t⁠—”

      “Come through.”

      Wyatt ducked under the lifted frame. He had to turn sideways where Travis had caught his coat, and one of the mill men reached down to steady him. Once inside, he looked back at the bow.

      The bow was one of the few things the boy had brought with him. The rifleman shifted when Wyatt glanced toward it again.

      “We’ll get it later.”

      Wyatt nodded. He had gone white around the mouth.

      Sarah climbed down and took Trapper by the cheek strap. With the chain free, she brought him a few paces toward the mill yard, away from the rifles. The horse lowered his head to her shoulder. She stood with him for a moment before leading him on.

      The gate came down flat at the edge of the road. Darren retrieved Travis’s hat, brushing grit from the brim with his sleeve. A boot had trodden on it. He pushed the crown back out and left it on the hall step.

      Ellison knelt beside Ruth. Mabel had both hands over the folded coat. Her mother’s eyes were open, but they did not follow Darren when he came near.

      “Keep holding there,” Ellison told Mabel.

      Travis was on Ruth’s other side. He had taken her uninjured hand between his own. Dirt streaked his cheek where he had brushed it against his sleeve.

      “Ruth. It’s Travis.”

      She moved her mouth.

      He bent closer.

      “Mabel?”

      “I’m here.” Mabel leaned forward without lifting her hands. “I’m right here.”

      Ruth found her daughter’s face. Her lips parted, but her eyelids were already lowering. Ellison spoke sharply.

      “Stay with us, Ruth.”

      Eli was crouched beside Mabel. He glanced at Darren, then down at the oilcloth lying near her knee. One corner had unfolded. Dust clung to the dark cloth, and the edge of the paper showed inside it.

      Eli picked it up, folded the corner over, and put it inside his shirt.

      Behind them the commander said, “That document remains district property.”

      Darren turned.

      She had followed him off the bridge. Two of her security men came with her, keeping a little distance from the townspeople.

      Ada reached her before she took another step.

      “Go back.”

      “The scene must be secured.”

      “Ellison has a patient on the ground.”

      The commander looked past Ada at Eli.

      Darren blocked her view of Eli. A fleck of ash clung to her collar. He could smell the smoke in her coat, the same smoke that lay in his sister’s curtains and the children’s hair. He could reach her before either guard reached him.

      His right hand curled.

      “Darren,” Ada said.

      He opened it.

      Ellison looked up. “I need the stretcher. Beside the infirmary door. And clear the path.”

      “I’ll get it,” Wyatt said.

      He was already moving when Darren looked around. A mill hand went with him.

      People pressed closer behind the commander’s guards. One guard turned sideways, trying to watch Eli and the crowd at once. A woman carrying water shouldered past him. He let her through.

      “Bring your men back to the bridge,” Ada said. “Give the doctor room.”

      One of the guards glanced toward the commander. He was waiting for her to tell him what to do.

      She drew a breath.

      “Withdraw to the south approach.”

      The order came out louder than it needed to. The guards obeyed at once. They backed a few paces before turning, and the commander went with them.

      Darren watched until they reached the planks. Then he knelt beside Ellison.

      “What do you need?”

      “Your hand is bleeding.”

      “It can wait.”

      Ellison gave the bandage one quick look. “Use the other one. Take the foot end when I tell you.”

      The stretcher arrived with Marie behind it, carrying clean cloths and a blanket. Ellison placed his hand against Mabel’s over the folded coat.

      “I’ve got the pressure. Let me take it.”

      Mabel’s shoulders tightened. Ellison put his free hand against her forearm until she raised her eyes.

      “You’ve done what I needed. Now help me turn her.”

      Mabel lifted her hands. Blood had run between her fingers and dried around a ring of dust on one wrist. She stared at them for less than a breath before doing what he asked.

      Ellison kept pressure on Ruth’s arm as he directed the lift. Travis and Eli took her shoulders and hip while Marie guided the stretcher beneath her. Ruth made a low sound. Travis stopped.

      “Keep coming,” Ellison said. “A little more.”

      They settled her, covered her, and lifted again.

      Darren and Wyatt took the foot end. The boy breathed hard through his nose, both hands clenched around the handle. Ruth’s shoes lay together beneath the blanket; one heel knocked softly against the canvas at every step.

      “Easy at the sill,” Darren said.

      The infirmary door had been propped with a wooden block. Ruth kept it beside the door to hold it open when she wanted air through the room. Darren nearly struck it with his boot and shortened his step.

      Mabel stayed beside the stretcher. At the doorway she had to fall back, and Eli reached for her elbow. She shook him off, then caught his sleeve when Ruth disappeared inside.

      “I’m coming,” she told her mother.

      They lowered the stretcher beside the bed. Ellison directed another short lift, and Darren stepped away as soon as Ruth was safely on the mattress. Travis stayed close to her head. He had taken her uninjured hand again.

      Marie opened a cupboard. Mabel moved where Ellison told her, reaching for what he needed before he had finished asking.

      The room had become too small. His hip caught a chair as Marie tried to pass with a basin. He moved it aside and backed toward the door.

      Ellison caught his eye. “Keep people out.”

      “How bad?”

      “I need to examine her.”

      Darren nodded and went outside.

      Sarah waited under the eave. She had left Trapper with a mill hand in the yard. She had caught one wrist with her other hand. Both were shaking.

      “She spoke,” Darren said.

      Sarah looked through the open doorway.

      “What did she say?”

      “She asked for Mabel.”

      His sister put the back of her hand against her mouth. When she lowered it, she glanced toward the hall.

      Miss Abbott was bringing the children off the porch. Caleb walked beside her with Rook close against his leg. Toby had June by the hand. Darren’s mother came down the steps behind them, moving carefully, one hand on the rail.

      Sarah went to them.

      June kept asking whether they could go home. Sarah knelt in front of her. Toby peered past them toward the bridge, and Darren stepped between him and the guards.

      Miss Abbott stopped beside him.

      “Can we use the schoolhouse?”

      He looked up at the ridge. The white observation light had returned to the bridge and lay across the men assembling on the southern bank. The schoolhouse was farther from the road, its lower room protected by the earth behind it.

      “Take them there. I’ll send someone to stay outside.”

      “Send someone you can spare.”

      He nodded.

      Her eyes stopped at his bloodied bandage, then came back to his face.

      “They all heard it.”

      “I know.”

      “Tell us when Ellison knows something.”

      “I will.”

      “Darren. As soon as you hear.”

      He nodded again, and she went back to the children.

      Ada had brought two women to the infirmary steps and was telling them to turn away anyone who came to ask questions. Farther down the road, the mill men gathered their tools. The orchards beyond them were full of ladders with nobody on them.

      Eli came out of the infirmary.

      “Marie’s staying,” he said. He touched his shirt where he had put the packet. “I need somewhere dry.”

      “With Ada.”

      Eli crossed to her. She listened, looked once toward the bridge, and walked with him to the hall.

      Darren started after them. Wyatt stood beside the empty stretcher, gripping its handles, though there was nowhere left to carry it.

      “Stay here a minute,” Darren told him.

      Wyatt faced him quickly.

      “Ellison wants people kept out. Ask those women what they need carried. If they send you for something, come back.”

      “I will.”

      Darren left him beside the steps.

      At the bridge, the commander stood with a handset to her ear. Her nearest guard had moved between her and the town. Another man pulled the loose wire off the road while the remaining security detail formed along the southern approach.

      They had enough men to close it without a gate.

      Hollis appeared in the hall doorway.

      “Darren.”

      He had the receiver turned low when Darren reached the bench. Ada stood beside Eli at the long table. The oilcloth lay open between them, held at its corners with two cups. Eli had not tried to smooth the paper yet.

      “Listen,” Hollis said.

      The commander’s voice came out of the speaker.

      “—organized breach of the control point. Officers were surrounded by residents carrying axes and other weapons. The assessed parties remain inside the settlement.”

      Hollis moved the pencil in his hand.

      The dispatcher asked her to repeat the casualty report.

      “One civilian injured. Local personnel have removed her from the scene. Condition unconfirmed.”

      Ada leaned toward the bench.

      “North site,” the dispatcher said, “confirm whether firearms were discharged.”

      There was a short pause. Through the window Darren could see the commander standing beyond the bridge, the handset still against her face.

      “Affirmative.”

      “By district personnel?”

      She shifted the handset.

      “Our officers came under attack during the breach. A shot was fired from within the crowd. I returned fire.”

      Eli put a hand flat on the table.

      Darren leaned over Hollis’s shoulder to see what he had written. The pencil had stopped after the first sentence. Hollis looked up at him.

      “Finish it,” Darren said. “Put down what she said.”

      Hollis bent to the paper again.

      Darren could still hear the shot. One flat crack, then Mabel’s voice. He waited for the dispatcher to challenge the commander, to ask where the first bullet had struck or who had fired it.

      The dispatcher called the next post.

      Outside, Wyatt came running from the infirmary for more clean cloth.
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      Wyatt brought the cloth in both arms, piled high enough to hide his chin.

      “On the chair,” Mabel told him. “Keep it off the floor.”

      She covered the chair seat with a clean sheet. Wyatt laid down his armful, and Marie sent him back for water. Mabel sorted the cloth by size. The basin belonged below the bed, the lamp on the other side. She had done this for Ellison so often that she could find what he needed while looking somewhere else.

      Ruth lay with her left arm supported beside her. Ellison had cut the sleeve away. The rest of her dress was covered, but a narrow strip of blood-darkened fabric still showed beneath her shoulder.

      Mabel folded another cloth.

      She had sewn that sleeve back onto its cuff in the spring. Ruth caught it on things and pulled herself free instead of stopping to unhook it. They had argued over the mending. Her mother had wanted the dress back before Mabel finished, had stood beside her with an arm held out, impatient to put it on. The last inch of stitching was still crooked.

      “Mabel.”

      She looked up.

      “The lamp. This side.”

      She moved it where Ellison pointed. There was daylight at the window, but his own body blocked it when he leaned over the bed.

      Travis sat near Ruth’s head, holding her right hand. His torn coat was still on. Mabel could see the hole high on his shoulder and a loose length of thread moving whenever he breathed.

      “Ruth,” Ellison said. “Can you feel this?”

      Her eyes opened partway.

      “Yes.”

      “And here?”

      Her chin moved impatiently. Mabel felt a smile start and could not bear it.

      Ellison looked at the hand, felt at the wrist again, then asked her to move her fingers. She did, though not much.

      “All right.”

      “Is it through?” Mabel asked.

      “There’s a wound on the other side. Help me keep the arm supported.”

      She put her hand where he showed her. Ruth’s skin was cool beneath her fingers. Too cool for a room that had grown close with so many bodies in it.

      Marie brought another blanket. Ellison glanced toward her and nodded.

      Ellison leaned closer. Mabel brought the lamp round, then shifted the basin with her foot. His hands gave hers something to do. The dress beneath Ruth’s shoulder had stiffened; the smell of blood rose when Marie folded it back.

      Then Ruth cried out.

      Mabel caught Ellison’s wrist.

      “Wait.”

      He stopped. The room went quiet except for Ruth’s breathing.

      Mabel’s fingers were closed hard around him. She could feel the tendons under his skin.

      “Let go,” he said.

      She did at once.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Marie, take her place.”

      Mabel moved far enough for Marie to reach the bed. The place where she had gripped his wrist was white. She watched the color return to it.

      Ellison looked at her.

      “Sit down a minute.”

      “I can⁠—”

      “I know you can. Sit down.”

      She turned toward the chair she had piled with cloth. There was nowhere to sit. She stared at her own neat stacks until her father rose.

      “Here.”

      He passed Ruth’s right hand into hers.

      Mabel sat. Her mother’s fingers lay across her palm, the nails cut short, one with a split near the edge. A mark from a hot pan had faded to a pale oval below the thumb. That hand had measured medicine into spoons, cuffed flour from Mabel’s hair, turned her palm upward to inspect a cut. Once, when Mabel was small, she had traced the veins with one finger until her mother asked whether she meant to wear them out.

      She bent close to Ruth’s ear.

      “It’s me, Mama.”

      Ruth’s fingers stirred.

      Mabel stayed there while Ellison and Marie worked. When her mother made another sound, she held the hand and let them.

      By the time Ellison straightened, the gold at the window had begun to fade.

      “Has it stopped?” Mabel asked.

      “For now.” He glanced at the dressing. “She’s lost blood. We’ll need to stay with her tonight.”

      “How much?”

      “More than I like.”

      “But her hand⁠—”

      “I’m watching that too.”

      He pulled the blanket higher over Ruth’s chest. Mabel had given those answers herself. She hated each one from the chair.

      Her father was standing at the foot of the bed. He had not left when she took his place.

      “Will you sit here?” she asked him.

      “Of course.”

      She waited until his hand was under Ruth’s before letting go.

      Outside, a woman pointed her toward a washbasin on the bench. Mabel went where she was sent.

      The first water ran pink. She poured it away and washed again, working the soap between her fingers. There was blood along the side of her thumb that would not come off until she noticed a small break in her own skin.

      She had no memory of cutting it.

      Eli came up the path while she was drying her hands.

      “Where’s the paper?” she asked.

      “In the hall. Ada’s with it.”

      “It was in the road.”

      “I picked it up.”

      “The corner was open.”

      “A little damp along the fold. We laid it flat.”

      Mabel looked past him toward the bridge. From here she could see part of the southern approach, two men standing where the gate had been, another sitting with his rifle across his knees.

      “Someone needs to stay with it. After it dries, too.”

      “Ada has it, Mabel.”

      “You keep saying that.”

      He went still. She heard how she had spoken to him and wanted to call the words back. Instead she rubbed the towel over the place on her thumb that had begun to bleed again.

      “I can go and see,” he said.

      “No. Stay.”

      “How is she?” he asked.

      Mabel told him what Ellison had said. The words sounded thinner when she repeated them.

      Eli looked at the open door. Then he took the towel from her and laid it on the bench.

      “Caleb’s at the schoolhouse with Sarah’s two. Miss Abbott has them in the lower room. He asked me to tell you Rook’s with him.”

      Mabel pictured Caleb holding Rook close in the unfamiliar schoolroom, deciding that this, at least, was something he could tell her.

      “Tell him I’m glad.”

      “I will.”

      “Has he eaten?”

      “They’re taking food over.”

      She put a hand beneath her stomach. The baby had been moving while she sat beside Ruth, small shifts that she had hardly noticed until she stood.

      Eli followed the movement with his eyes.

      “And you?”

      “In a minute.”

      He did not argue. He went to the kitchen and came back with a piece of bread wrapped around cheese. Mabel ate beside the basin. The cheese tasted of salt and the cloth around it smelled faintly of Eli’s coat.

      Ada arrived carrying her father’s hat.

      “Darren left this on the hall step.” She looked toward the infirmary. “Is Travis inside?”

      Mabel nodded.

      “Tell him I’ve arranged the watch. He can stay as long as Ellison needs him.”

      “He’ll want to know who’s at the mill.”

      “I’ll tell him myself.”

      Ada went in, spoke quietly with Travis near the door, and gave him the hat. He held it by the brim while he listened. Before she left, she put a hand against the torn shoulder of his coat and pressed there briefly.

      Mabel could not hear what they said. She saw her father nod.

      Ada stopped beside her on the way out.

      “When you’re ready, I need to know what you saw.”

      “You were there.”

      “On the bridge. You were by the hall.”

      Eli stopped folding the towel.

      “What happened?” Mabel asked.

      Ada waited for a man carrying a bucket to pass them.

      “The commander reported that someone in our crowd fired first.”

      Mabel stared at her.

      “She said she returned fire,” Ada said.

      “At me.”

      Eli moved closer, but did not touch her.

      “She pointed it at me.”

      “I know,” Ada said.

      Mabel looked through the doorway. Ellison was bent over Ruth again, two fingers at her wrist. Her father stood on the other side of the bed with the hat still in his hands.

      “She can’t say that.”

      Ada said nothing.

      Mabel waited. Ada could stop work, send a runner, open the hall, find beds for a dozen people before supper. Surely she could do something about a lie spoken while Ruth lay bleeding within earshot.

      Ada folded the cloth around the crumbs.

      “Hollis wrote down her words. We’ll keep those too.”

      “I need to go back in.”

      “Then go.”

      Ruth was awake when Mabel returned. Her eyes moved toward her, then to the chair.

      “Sit, dove.”

      Mabel sat before she could be told twice.

      Ellison drew the blanket back a little to look at the dressing. Ruth shut her eyes while he did it.

      “I’m just looking,” he said.

      Mabel kept her hands in her lap.

      Her father put his hat on a hook by the door and came back. He set a second chair close enough that his knee touched hers when he sat.

      They waited together.

      Marie changed the basin. Someone brought fresh lamp oil. Ellison went to the cupboard, returned to the bed, and checked the same things again. Ruth slept, woke briefly, and slept some more. Mabel watched each return of her chest beneath the blanket until she could not tell whether she was breathing along with her or waiting between her own breaths.

      “You can lean back,” her father said.

      She did, and found how much her neck hurt.

      “Did you see it?” she asked him.

      He looked at her.

      “The shot.”

      “I was outside the wire.”

      “But did you see?”

      “I saw Ruth go down.”

      Mabel looked at the place where the blanket rose over her mother’s injured arm.

      “She turned me around. I was looking toward the hall.”

      Travis lowered his head.

      “Her hands were on my shoulders. I thought she wanted me to keep walking.”

      “She did.”

      Mabel pressed her lips together.

      Her father reached over and put his hand on her forearm. They sat until Ellison asked him to fetch something from the other room.

      After dark, Eli came back with a cup of soup for Mabel and a message from the schoolhouse. Caleb had asked whether he could come in the morning. Miss Abbott had settled the children, but he wanted to know before he lay down.

      “Tell him I’ll come to the door if he comes with you,” Mabel said.

      Eli nodded.

      “Is he frightened?”

      “Yes.”

      She looked down at the cup. “So am I.”

      “I know.”

      He sat with her while she ate. She finished half, then held the cup between her palms.

      From the doorway, Marie asked him whether the bridge had opened.

      “No.”

      “What are they waiting for?”

      Eli shook his head. “Hollis heard the evening report. They’re calling it a violent breach now. One resident injured.”

      “One resident,” Mabel repeated.

      Mabel set her cup down so hard that soup touched the rim.

      The stain on Ruth’s dressing had stopped at Ellison’s mark. Mabel had watched it through the long fading of the light. Each time her mother breathed she checked the edge again. The lamp wick crackled. Her father reached across the bed to turn it down.

      “Could you bring me paper?” she asked Eli.

      “For Ada?”

      “For me first.”

      He returned with several sheets, a pencil, and a book to write against. Mabel rested them on her knees.

      She wrote her name. Beneath it she wrote that she had been walking toward the hall, carrying the original authorization.

      Then she stopped.

      The commander had called her name before ordering her to stop. Mabel had kept walking at first. She crossed out the sentence and began again, putting it in the order she remembered.

      Eli waited beside her.

      “I turned,” she said. “When she told me to stop. That’s when I saw the pistol.”

      She wrote that down.

      “My mother took hold of my shoulders.”

      Her pencil pressed through the top sheet. She eased her grip, turned the page over to check it, and went on.

      She wrote where Ruth had stood. She wrote that she had heard wood crack and then a shot, and that her mother had fallen against her. She could not make herself describe how heavy Ruth had been, or the instant when she had stepped away because she did not understand what was happening. She left a space, went back, and put it in.

      At the bottom she wrote that she had heard one shot.

      “I didn’t see her fire,” she told Eli. “Mama had turned me away.”

      Her pencil hovered over the page. She could hear the commander’s words from the road, the force of that order to stop. Yet the instant everyone would ask about was behind her mother’s shoulder.

      She set the pencil down.

      The account filled less than a page. Beneath it lay a whole unused sheet.

      “Will you ask Ada to have the others do this?” she said. “Where they stood. What they saw themselves. Tonight, if they can.”

      “Before we’ve all heard it told too many times,” she added.

      Eli waited for her signature, then carried the sheet to Ada. At the door he turned back, but Mabel had already reached for her mother’s hand.

      Mabel laid the unused paper on the sill. Across the room Ellison shifted his chair closer to the bed and turned the lamp down a little.

      “Should I wake her?” she asked.

      “No. I’m here.”

      She looked at him, then back at her mother.

      Ruth’s right hand had slipped clear of the blanket. Mabel covered it with her own. This time she left her fingers loose enough that Ruth could move them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            the gate and the gun

          

        

      

    

    
      Toby brushed the same patch of Trapper’s shoulder until Sarah put her hand over his.

      “You’ll wear a hole in him.”

      The boy stopped. Trapper turned his head, looking for whatever they might have brought him, and breathed against Sarah’s sleeve.

      “Other side,” she said.

      Toby went around in front of the horse, keeping a hand on him as Darren had taught him. He had asked to come to the mill yard before breakfast. June was still asleep beside their grandmother in the schoolhouse. Sarah had brought Toby out for work he knew, hoping he might talk.

      So far he had spoken only to the horse.

      Sarah checked where the collar had rested. There was no broken skin. She had cleaned and hung the harness the night before, after the children settled, and had come back twice to be certain Trapper had water. On her second visit, the man on watch had found her sitting beside the water bucket. She could not remember how long she had been there.

      “Is he sore?” Toby asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      He brushed lower, following the lie of the hair.

      “Was it when he pulled?”

      Sarah looked across the horse’s back.

      “When the gun went off?”

      He nodded.

      “Yes.”

      The brush stopped again.

      “Did he make her do it?”

      Sarah came around to him. He had pressed his free hand flat against Trapper’s side, as if someone were already reaching for the horse.

      “It wasn’t Trapper’s fault,” she said. “I asked him to pull the wagon. He did what I asked.”

      “But the gate fell.”

      “It broke. That’s what we were trying to do.”

      “And it was loud.”

      “Yes.”

      Toby looked at the brush. Hair had collected between its bristles, bay and black together. He began picking it free.

      “The commander brought the gun,” Sarah said. “She was holding it. Trapper couldn’t know about any of that.”

      “Will they take him?”

      She glanced toward the gap between the buildings, where the road showed beyond the yard.

      “I won’t hand him over for doing his work.”

      “Uncle Darren could hide him.”

      “Then we’d have to find Uncle Darren every time we needed the wagon.”

      “Uncle Darren would tell me.”

      “He probably would. Then I’d have to find you both.”

      Toby picked a last tuft of hair from the brush. His mouth had eased.

      Trapper nosed at his pocket. The boy moved his elbow to protect it, too late to pretend there was nothing inside.

      “What have you got?” Sarah asked.

      “Apple.”

      “From last night?”

      “I saved him one.”

      He brought out a small, bruised apple and looked at it.

      Sarah took her knife from her pocket, cut away the bad place, and divided what remained. She gave one piece to Toby and laid the other on his open palm.

      “Eat yours too.”

      He did, watching Trapper take his share.

      At the schoolhouse, Miss Abbott had the younger children washing at a bucket near the door. Sarah left Toby with them and went downstairs to see her mother. June was awake now, sitting cross-legged on the blankets with the little wooden deer in her lap.

      “Did you bring Trapper?” she asked.

      “He wouldn’t fit through the door.”

      “Outside, Mama.”

      “He’s at the mill. Toby’s been brushing him.”

      Her mother caught Sarah’s hand as she stood.

      “Eat something before Ada finds work for you.”

      “Ada already has.”

      “Then eat while you do it.”

      There was bread in the hall. Sarah took a piece and sat at the far end of the long table, away from the radio bench. Ada brought her a sheet of paper.

      “How is Ruth?” Sarah asked.

      “She got through the night. Ellison’s still keeping everyone out.”

      Sarah broke the bread in two and left both pieces beside her.

      “And Mabel?”

      “At the infirmary. Eli took Caleb over to see her at the door.”

      Ada set a pencil beside the paper. Several written sheets lay facedown near her elbow.

      “We got accounts from five people last night. I left yours until you could settle the children.”

      Sarah pulled the paper toward her.

      She wrote where she had brought the wagon, which way Trapper faced, and who had attached the chain. She wrote that Ada had told her to pull the gate down.

      Ada bent over the line.

      “That was my order,” she said. “Leave my name in.”

      Sarah wrote the
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