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Chapter One
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The letter from Wyoming Territory came on the second Tuesday of August, and Annie Merrow read it standing at the parlor window with her brother’s wife watching her back.

It was one page, in a square firm hand. Come in September, if you can. Bring warm things. There is a table at the Finch House with a place laid. I will meet the stage myself. She read it through twice and then once more for the sentence about the table, and her eyes stung and she kept her face to the glass until it stopped.

“Well?” Lavinia said.

“She says I should come.”

“To Wyoming.” Lavinia said it flatly. She was a narrow, upright woman who wore her keys at her waist, and she had been counting the silver in this house since the week of the funeral. “Warren will be down in a minute. He’ll want to hear this from you.”

Annie folded the letter along its creases and put it in her pocket. The parlor was already half bare. The sofa her mother had slept on for ten years was gone, sold to a neighbor, and a pale rectangle on the wallpaper showed where the sampler had hung. The room smelled of camphor and floor wax. Under both she could still find the faint sweetish smell of the sickroom, and she knew it would never leave the plaster.

Warren came in from the porch with his hat in his hand. He was six years older than she was, heavy-shouldered, with their father’s mouth. He had left for Knoxville at nineteen and come back for the funeral with a gold watch chain.

“Lavinia says you’ve heard from the agency.”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“I’ll leave on the sixteenth. The stage connects at Rawlins, and there’s a train from Chattanooga that will take me most of the way.”

Warren looked at his wife. Lavinia looked at the floor. “The house is sold, Annie,” he said. “I told you that in June. Mr. Pettigrew takes possession on the first of October. I never said you’d be turned out. There’s a room at our house in Knoxville.”

“There’s a room off the pantry.”

“It’s a perfectly good room.”

“I’m sure it is.” She kept her voice level, the schoolroom voice she had used on a roomful of children for six years. “I nursed Mama for ten years, Warren. I taught school so there’d be money for the doctor, and I sat up at night. You paid for the funeral. I’m grateful. But I won’t spend the next twenty years being useful in your pantry room.”

He flushed to the collar. “No one said useful.”

“Lavinia did, in June.” She turned to the window again, because her hands had begun to shake. “I’m twenty-six. Going now, I can still choose something.”

“You’ll marry a stranger.”

“I’ll marry a man who has written an honest letter. I’ve had one or two of the other kind.”

The silence was long. Out in the yard a wagon passed and a dog barked at it until the sound faded. Warren cleared his throat. Annie didn’t turn around.

“Daniel Lacey was a long time ago,” he said, more gently.

“I know how long ago it was.” She had counted the years often enough. Seven since he had gone to Chattanooga for work, with a promise to send for her by spring. He had written every week for a year. Then a letter had come from his sister in a hand she didn’t know, and it had been short. “I’m not going because of him, Warren.”

“Then why?”

She thought about it. A wasp was crawling on the outside of the glass, up and then down, looking for a gap in the frame. She watched it find none.

“Because I’ve been patient for a very long time,” she said. “And I’m finished with it.”

She packed that night, in the room she had slept in since she was six years old.

There wasn’t much to pack. The trunk had been her father’s, a brass-cornered thing that smelled of cedar, and it stood open on the floor with the lamp beside it. She laid in her two good dresses and her flannels, and then the stack of copybooks she had kept since her first year of teaching. She packed four dictionaries. She wrapped her mother’s Bible in a shawl.

The globe was last. It stood on the dresser in its mahogany stand, as it had stood since her tenth birthday, when her father had carried it home from a shop in Knoxville and set it before her on the supper table and said, “There. Now you can go anywhere.” She had spun it that night until the continents blurred. She had spun it on every night of her mother’s illness, with the lamp turned low, to give her fingers something to do. She put her palm on the cool painted sphere and the whole world turned under it, slowly, blue and green.

At the bottom of the dresser drawer lay a bundle of letters tied with a faded ribbon. She hadn’t touched them in seven years. She took them out and sat on the edge of the bed, and the ribbon came apart in her hand.

She knew them without reading. My dearest Annie. I think of you at the window. Fifty-one of them, in a boy’s slanting hand, each one dated and numbered because she had numbered them herself.

She carried them down to the kitchen in her robe. The stove still held a little red. She opened the door and fed the letters in one at a time, and the paper curled and caught, and the room filled with a small leaping light. She watched the last one go. Her eyes didn’t sting. That surprised her. She had expected to feel something large.

She felt clean, and rather hungry. She went to the pantry and cut herself a slice of cold cornbread, and ate it standing at the window, looking at the dark.

The schoolhouse stood at the end of Depot Street, a white frame building with a bell on the roof and a woodstove in the middle of the floor. Annie had a key to it and thirty-eight pupils on the rolls, seven more than the board had ever paid for. She went in on Friday afternoon after the children were gone and stood at the front with her palm flat on the teacher’s desk.

The room was warm still. Chalk dust lay along the tray of the blackboard, and someone had drawn a lopsided sun in the corner and put a face on it. The ink had dried in the wells. She had cleaned them herself on Monday mornings for six years, and she knew every desk by the carving on it. Here, J.T. + M.B. Here, a boy’s name scratched out and written over three times.

She had said her goodbyes at noon, in front of the whole school. The older girls had cried. Little Lewis Tate had given her a rock with a quartz vein in it, wrapped in a handkerchief, and told her very seriously that it was for the bad nights. She didn’t ask him how he knew about those. She had put the rock in her bag.

The board had already hired Miss Aldous from Jonesborough, who was nineteen and had a diploma from the normal school. Annie had written out her lesson plans for her in a clean hand, the whole of them, down to the reader the older boys liked least.

She sat at the desk and took the folded letter out of her pocket. In the quiet she could hear the stove tick as it cooled. She read the sentence about the table once more. Then she put her face down on her folded arms for as long as it took to count to sixty, which was her habit, and when she lifted it she was dry-eyed and calm.

She counted everything. She had since she was sixteen, when her mother took to her bed. Stairs, spoons of medicine. Sixty breaths. A hundred strokes of the hairbrush. It kept her hands from shaking and her mind from running ahead to the thing she couldn’t bear to think of. In the quiet of this room, with nothing else to count, she did it anyway.

Footsteps sounded on the porch. She straightened.

It was only the janitor, old Mr. Bascomb, come for the keys. He stood in the door with his cap in his hands and looked at her for a while.

“Miss Annie,” he said. “That fellow in Wyoming. Is he a decent man?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re going anyhow.”

“Yes.”

He nodded slowly, and she saw that he was satisfied. “Your mother would have said you were too sensible to go.” He turned the cap over. “Then she’d have packed your bag for you.”

Annie laughed, and the sound came out cracked. She gave him the keys.

On the fifteenth she walked out to the churchyard alone, in the hour after breakfast, when Lavinia would be at the butcher’s.

The grave lay on the north slope under a cedar. The stone hadn’t been cut yet, and a wooden marker stood in its place with her mother’s name burned into it by the sexton. Annie had been told the stone would come in the spring. She wouldn’t be here to see it set.

She had brought nothing with her, no flowers and no prayer. She stood with her hands in her pockets and found she had no speech ready, which was odd in a woman who had spent ten years composing small daily reports on appetite and pulse for the doctor. The grass had begun to creep over the mound. A jay scolded somewhere in the cedar.

“I’m going to Wyoming, Mama,” she said at last. It sounded foolish aloud, and she said the rest anyway. “I’m going to marry a man I haven’t met. You’d say it isn’t done by a Merrow. You’d be right, but I think someone has to begin.”

A wind moved the branches and brought a spray of needles down over the marker. She brushed them off with her sleeve, the way she had once brushed crumbs from the quilt, and her fingers knew the motion so well that they did it twice more before she stopped them.

She had expected to weep here. She had been saving it. What came instead was a feeling she hadn’t known in ten years, that nobody was waiting for her. No bell rang for her in the next room, and no one called her name in the night. She stood in that silence until it stopped frightening her and was only quiet.

“I’ll write,” she said.

She went home through the wet grass. The sexton passed her with a barrow and touched his cap and said nothing, for which she was grateful.

The train left Greeneville at ten minutes past six on the morning of the sixteenth, and the platform at that hour was gray and wet with dew. Warren had come after all. He stood with his hat on and his hands behind him, and carried her trunk to the baggage car himself. Lavinia had stayed at the house. She had sent a wrapped parcel with him that turned out to contain two pairs of wool stockings and a Bible, and a note in a stiff hand that said only, Write.

“It’s a long way,” Warren said.

“It is.”

“You could come back. Whatever the lady promised.”

“I know I could.” She took his hand. It was a big warm hand, the same size as their father’s, and it closed on hers quickly and let go. “Thank you for the trunk.”

“Annie.” He took off his hat, and put it on again. “I wasn’t a good brother. I know it.”

“You were a brother who left at nineteen.” She picked up her bag. “I’d have gone too, if anyone had let me.”

The conductor called the boarding. She climbed the iron steps with her skirts gathered in one fist, and found a seat on the left side by a window with a crack in it. The coach smelled of coal smoke and the sweet staleness of other people’s lunches. The train gave a long shudder. Through the cracked glass she watched Warren standing with his hat in his hand, growing smaller until he was one dark mark among the others on the platform, and then the platform too slid out of sight behind a warehouse wall.

She sat straight, with her bag on her knees, and counted the telegraph poles. She got to ninety-one before her breathing settled.

Then she did a thing she hadn’t done in seven years. She took her hand out of her glove and looked at the bare third finger of it, where a ring had once sat on a cold afternoon for the length of one spring. The skin was pale and a little narrower there still, a faint line you’d have to know to see.

Nearly two thousand miles lay between her and a man she had never seen, who had written that he had two children and a sawmill, and that he would be honest about everything.

She put the glove back on and turned her face toward the window and the west.

The train stood forty minutes at the Knoxville depot, and she didn’t get down.

From her window she could see roofs climbing a hill, brick and slate and smoke, and somewhere among them a house with a room off the pantry. Warren would be at his desk by now. Lavinia would be in the kitchen, perhaps, turning a spoon in her fingers and saying that it was no more than anyone had expected. Annie looked at the hill until a porter came down the platform ringing a handbell, and then she looked at her gloves.

“You’re a long way from home, dear, by the look of that tag.”

The woman across the aisle was stout and rosy, in a traveling cloak of mustard-colored wool, with a covered hamper on her knees. She had been asleep since Greeneville. Her eyes were small and bright and entirely unembarrassed.

“Rawlins, Wyoming Territory,” the woman read, leaning over. “My sister’s boy went to Kansas. Is it a husband or a position?”

“Both, I believe.”

“Ah.” The woman nodded, plainly hearing the usual answer. She lifted a cloth from the hamper and drew out a ginger cake the size of a saucer, and broke it in two and held out the larger half. “Take it. A girl shouldn’t cross a country on a train breakfast.”

Annie took it. It was dense and dark and still faintly warm from the hamper, and it tasted of molasses.

“I’ll tell you the only thing I know about men,” the woman said, settling back. “Whatever he’s like, find out where he keeps his Sunday boots and his good knife. You’ll know all there’s to know about him from the pair.”

Annie laughed before she could stop herself, a real laugh, the first she had given in weeks. The woman looked pleased with herself and went back to sleep. Annie ate the ginger cake to the last crumb, watching the hill slide away as the train pulled out, and didn’t count anything for almost an hour.

Chattanooga came at dusk. The train stood in the yards for forty minutes while the engine was changed, and the conductor said passengers might get down and stretch their legs if they kept near the platform.

She had meant to stay in her seat. Instead she found herself on the cinders with her bag in her hand and her heart going hard against her stays. The station was a long brick building hung with lamps. A porter pushed a cart of mail sacks past her elbow, and a boy was selling peaches from a basket. The air smelled of coal and frying fat. Somewhere in this town, behind one of those lit windows, a man she had once promised to marry was eating his supper with a wife.

She hadn’t planned to think of it. She had planned to think of nothing at all.

“Daniel!”

The shout came from the far end of the platform, a woman’s voice, high and cross. Annie went still. Her fingers locked on the handle of the bag. A tall man in a gray coat turned his head, forty feet off, with his back to the lamp so that she couldn’t see his face. He lifted a hand to the woman. Then he walked toward her, and the lamplight caught his jaw, and his hair, which was red.

Daniel Lacey had been dark.

The man bent to take a child from the woman’s arms and carried it away down the platform, and Annie let out the breath she had been holding. Her knees were weak. Her palms were wet inside her gloves. She had been ready to be angry, or to go to him and say something cold and finished. She hadn’t been ready to feel nothing at all except a faint embarrassment.

She stood there another moment to be sure of it. A man brushed past with a carpetbag and murmured an apology, which she didn’t hear.

Then the whistle blew, two long blasts. She climbed the steps of the westbound coach with her skirt in her fist and found her window seat. The peach boy was still crying his wares on the platform. She bought one through the cracked glass for a nickel and ate it slowly as the lamps slid away, the juice running down her wrist.

It was the sweetest thing she had tasted in years.
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Chapter Two
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Eli Garrity had the head saw stopped by half past five, and the mill went quiet all at once.

He stood on the sawdust floor with the leather gauntlets still on his hands and listened to the creek. The wheel was still turning, slow, with nothing to drive. Water ran off the buckets in thin ropes. The air was thick with the smell of cut pine and wet bark, and it clung to his shirt and the inside of his nose as it had every day for eleven years.

“That’s the last of the Union Pacific order,” said Abel Tull, his sawyer, from behind the carriage. Tull was a bald man of fifty who had lost two fingers of his left hand, and he spoke every sentence flatly. “Four hundred ties. They’ll want a hundred more by Thursday.”

“They’ll have them by Wednesday.”

“There’s talk the Eastern banks are failing.”

“There’s always talk.”

“That one’s got newspapers behind it.” Tull pulled a rag from his belt and wiped the arbor. “Jay Cooke, Eli. Mr. Cooke’s gone under. The railroad can follow him, and then who pays you for four hundred ties?”

Eli took off the gauntlets and slapped them against his thigh. A cloud of dust rose and hung in the lantern light. “Then I’ll sell them to the ranchers for fence posts.”

“At what price?”

“At a lower one.” He went to the door. Outside the sky had gone from black to the color of slate, and a line of pale gold showed above the ridge to the east. Frost had come in the night and lay along the log decks and the edges of the millpond. His breath stood in front of him. “We’ll talk about it Monday, Abel. I’ve somewhere to be.”

Tull’s eyes went to him. He said nothing. Then he said it anyway. “She comes today, then.”

“The stage is due at two.”

“And you’ll go and fetch her.”

“I’ll go and meet her. Mrs. Vane’s already said she’ll bring her to the Finch House.” He rubbed at the back of his neck, where the skin had begun to heat. “Annie. Her name’s Annie.”

“Pretty name.”

“It’s a name.”

Tull grunted and went back to the arbor, and Eli stood another moment with the cold on his face. Tull had one more thing to say. He waited until Eli’s back was turned to say it.

“Crowell’s bought your paper.”

Eli stopped.

“Fenwick at the Rawlins bank told my cousin. In August. The boiler note, the whole of it.” Tull rubbed the arbor with his rag and didn’t look up. “I thought you’d have heard.”

“I heard.”

“And you wrote that letter to the agency anyhow.”

“I wrote it in April. I didn’t know in April.” He kept his voice low. “He’s not called it, Abel. It’s due on demand and he hasn’t demanded. A man like that doesn’t buy a debt to leave it sleeping.”

“No.”

“Then there’s nothing to do till he wakes it.”

“Does she know?”

“She’ll know when I tell her.”

“When’s that?”

Eli didn’t answer. He stood in the door with the cold on his face.

His left forearm ached where the old burn ran from wrist to elbow, as it did whenever the weather turned. He pushed his sleeve down over it.

He had written the letter in April, at the kitchen table, after the children were in bed. It had taken him four nights. He had put in what was true and left out everything else, because he thought a woman who was going to cross a continent was owed at least that, and because he hadn’t trusted himself to put in anything more. He had said he couldn’t promise love. He had meant it. Margaret had come into his house as a bride, and gone out of it on a January night with her hands cold, and he had been the one to close her eyes.

He asked for a woman who would be kind to Hannah and patient with Will, and who could bear a quiet house. That was a lot to ask. He had thought about it a good while, in the dark, and decided to ask anyway.

The house stood on the bench above the mill, a long log building with a porch across the front, and a rain barrel at the corner that Margaret had painted green. The paint had mostly gone. He had never been able to bring himself to scrape what remained.

Hannah was at the table in her nightgown when he came in, with a biscuit in each fist and her dark hair standing up. She was five. She talked from the moment she woke until the moment she slept, and as often as not in her sleep as well. Mrs. Bell was at the stove, a stout white-haired widow from down the creek who had kept the children since the winter Margaret died and who disliked being thanked.

“Papa, Mrs. Bell says the lady’s coming and she won’t let me wear the blue ribbon.”

“I said it was a little fancy for a Saturday morning,” Mrs. Bell said.

“It’s the only ribbon I’ve got.”

“Then it’s the one you’ll wear to supper, and not to the privy.” Mrs. Bell set a plate in front of Eli without looking at him. “Eat. You’ve been up since three.”

“Four.”

“Eat.”

He sat. The eggs were hot and the coffee was black and strong. Hannah leaned against his arm and said between mouthfuls, “Is she pretty?”

“I don’t know.”

“Does she like children?”

“She teaches them. That’s her work.”

“Does she like cats?”

“I expect she’s never been asked.”

Hannah thought about that with enormous seriousness. A crumb fell from her chin onto his sleeve. “I’ll ask her,” she said.

He brushed the crumb away and found he was smiling, a little, at the top of her head. It was a thing the child could do and he couldn’t, ask the question straight out and wait for the answer without fear. He envied her the waiting. Hannah had no idea yet that some answers cost a person something, and he hoped, with a force that surprised him, that she wouldn’t find out this week.

The back door opened and shut. Eli didn’t need to look up to know who had come in. The boy’s boots were the only ones in the house that dragged on the sill. Will stood just inside with a pail of milk in one hand, nine years old and long-legged, his face closed up as it had been since the winter Margaret died. He had her eyes, wide-set and green-gray. He didn’t have her laugh. He hadn’t laughed in nearly two years.

“Morning, Will.”

The boy set the pail on the dry sink. He took a biscuit from the plate and ate it standing, looking at the wall.

“The new teacher’s coming on the stage,” Eli said. “Today.”

Nothing.

“She’ll keep the school, and she’ll be at the cottage by the schoolhouse. She’ll want to meet you.”

“I’m not going to the school.”

“You’re going.”

“Miss Calloway is the teacher.” His voice was flat. “She went to be married. She said she’d write.”

“She did write. I read you the letter.” Eli kept his own voice level. “Will, look at me.”

The boy turned his head. His jaw was set hard. Neither of them moved. Eli watched the boy close himself off, carefully, and couldn’t follow.

“I’m not calling her Mother,” Will said.

“No one’s asked you to.”

“Mrs. Bell says you’re getting a wife.”

“Mrs. Bell talks too much,” said Mrs. Bell, from the stove, not turning.

Eli let out a slow breath. He wanted to cross the kitchen and take the boy by the shoulders. He wanted to say, Your mother would have wanted this, which he didn’t know to be true and wouldn’t say in any case. Instead he said, “I’m getting a teacher. We’ll see after that.”

Will went out. The door closed softly behind him, which was worse than a slam.

He found the boy in the barn.

Will was in the end stall with the bay mare, working a currycomb along her flank in long strokes, though she had been groomed on Thursday and had nothing left to give up. Mister, the one with no tail, sat on the grain bin and watched. Eli took the stiff brush from its nail and went into the next stall, and for a time the only sounds were the rasp of bristles and the mare shifting her weight.

Over twenty months he had learned that the boy would talk in a barn when he wouldn’t in a kitchen. He didn’t know why. Perhaps it was easier with a horse in between, and nobody having to look at anyone.

“Does she have to live with us?” Will said at last, to the mare’s shoulder.

“No. She’ll have the cottage by the school.”

“Then why’d she come all that way?”

It was a fair question. Eli worked the brush down a foreleg. “To teach, for one thing. And to see whether she and I might suit.”

“You and her.”

“Yes.”

“You don’t even know her.”

“No. I don’t.”

The comb stopped. “Mother came a long way.”

“She did.”

“Was she afraid?”

Eli straightened. The boy wasn’t looking at him. He was looking at the comb, turning it over in his fingers. “She never said,” Eli answered slowly. “She was good at not saying.”

Will considered this. Then he hung the comb on its nail, exactly where it belonged, and said to the stall wall, “I’m not going to like her.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Good.”

He went out through the side door with his shoulders square. Eli stayed where he was with the brush in his hand, and after a while the cat came down off the bin and wound once around his boot and sat on it.

By noon he had shaved and put on the good gray shirt Margaret had made him, which still fit across the shoulders, and the black coat he wore to funerals and weddings. At Jack Rourke’s wedding he had stood at the back of the Finch House dining room with his hat in his hands and thought he would never feel easy in a room full of people again.

The shaving glass hung on a nail by the back door, and the razor had caught him under the jaw. He stood pressing a twist of paper to it. Hannah watched from the stairs with her chin on her knees.

“It looks like a little flag.”

“Does it show?”

“Only if you look.” She thought. “Will people look?”

“Hannah Garrity,” said Mrs. Bell, “everyone looks at a man who’s gone to the trouble.”

“I haven’t gone to any trouble.”

“You’ve gone to a clean collar,” said Mrs. Bell, “which at this house is the same thing.”

He drove the wagon into Juniper Ridge with the children on the seat beside him. Hannah wore the blue ribbon and swung her feet. Will sat rigid at the far end with his arms folded. The road ran along the creek, between aspens that had begun to turn, patches of yellow in the dark green, and the wheels crunched on frost that hadn’t yet melted in the shade. A hawk circled above the bench. The air smelled of dust and woodsmoke.

The town was busier than it had been in June. A freight wagon stood outside the mercantile and a knot of men was gathered in front of the telegraph office, reading a paper aloud. Eli caught the words Northern Pacific and failed and didn’t slow down. At the Finch House the porch was swept, and a woman he had known for ten years was beating a rug over the rail.

“Eli Garrity,” Dora Finch said. She was a square woman of fifty-five with gray hair and strong forearms. She looked him up and down. “Well. You’ve scraped the sawdust off. I hardly knew you.”

“Dora.”

“She’s not in yet. Stage is late, Ned says, a broken trace at Sulphur Springs.” She leaned the rug against the rail. “Hannah, child, come here and let me look at that ribbon. It’s the same blue as the sky. Come in and have a cookie.”

“Do I have to wait?” Hannah asked.

“Everyone’s waiting,” said Dora. “That’s the whole of the day.”

Hannah went in with her. Will, after a look at the door, went in after Hannah. Eli stood on the porch a minute, and then he crossed the street to Voigt’s store, because he couldn’t stand still and because the lamp chimneys at home were down to two.

Voigt was behind the counter with the newspaper spread flat under his hands, a plump pale man with a watch chain that rose and fell across his vest. He folded the paper when the bell over the door rang, in the manner of a man who has been caught at it.

“Garrity. You’re dressed.”

“I need two lamp chimneys.”

“Number two or number three?”

“The ones I had before.”

Voigt sighed and went to the shelf. “Number twos. Terrible business back East,” he said over his shoulder. “I don’t suppose it’ll reach us.” He set the chimneys down in a nest of straw. “I hear we’re to have a new teacher.”

“Today.”

“So I hear. A Tennessee lady.” Voigt’s eyes went to the black coat and the shaved jaw and the twist of paper, which Eli had forgotten. “Miss Calloway was well liked.”

“She was.”

“I only mean a town gets used to things.” He wrapped the chimneys in brown paper, slowly. “Anything else?”

Eli looked along the counter. There was a glass jar of peppermint sticks beside the scale, and he bought two, for no reason he cared to give. He saw himself in the glass of the case as he paid, a tall man in his funeral coat, standing stiff, and he looked away from the reflection and put the coins down.

When he came out onto the walk the dust on the road hadn’t yet changed, and he stood in the sun holding a paper of peppermint. Dora’s voice carried from the Finch House kitchen, saying something to Hannah about crumbs. The sound steadied him. It was an ordinary sound, a woman talking to a child over a plate, and it was the kind of thing a house ought to hold.

He went back across the street and stood on the porch. The sun had come around the corner of the building, and he stood in it with the cold off his skin and found that he was holding the brim of his hat hard enough to bend it.

Dora came out with a cup of coffee and put it into his other hand without a word. She leaned on the rail beside him and looked down the road where nothing was yet to be seen.

“Constance says she’s a sensible one,” she said.

“Sensible is what I asked for.”

“So you did.” Dora’s mouth twisted. “I’ve fed a great many stage passengers in this house, Eli, and I’ll tell you what I know. Sensible is a good start. It’s more than most of us get. Drink that. You look like a man on his way to the gallows.”

She went in. He drank the coffee, which was scalding, and was glad of it.

He thought about the dust on the road. He thought about Margaret standing in this same yard in a straw bonnet, the summer she was carrying Will, laughing at some remark of his that he could no longer recall. He tried to remember the remark. It wouldn’t come. That was the thing nobody had told him about grief, that it took the small things first, the jokes and the sound of a footstep on the stair, and left him with only the large ones.

Far down the road, a line of dust rose against the ridge.

His heart gave one slow, heavy beat, and then another. He put his hat on his head and took it off again.

Behind him, Will’s voice came quietly from the door. “Is that it?”

“I think so.”

“Do I have to talk to her?”

Eli didn’t turn. He watched the dust come on, a gray plume with a dark shape at the head of it, growing. He heard the faint jingle of harness, and under it, a long way off, the driver’s whistle.

“You don’t have to do anything,” he said. “Stand here by me.”

The boy came and stood at his elbow. The stage rolled around the bend by the livery, Ned Tolliver on the box with the reins gathered in one fist, and it came on up the street in a great slow cloud and drew up in front of the porch with a groan of leather.

The door swung open.
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