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			For Abigail—

			grace, wisdom, and beauty

			are her crown.

		

	
		
		

		
			Prologue

		

		
			SPRING IN MONTANA was always late to arrive, but that year it came with an abruptness that left everyone giddy and unprepared. The crusted snow at the edge of the timber dissolved in sheets, baring brown stubble, and the creek beside the new cabin ran high, cloudy with silt.

			It was 1922. Thirty-year-old Bo Lyons had moved his wife, Maybelle, into the place not three weeks before, proud as a man could be. He had cut the pine logs himself, notched them with hand tools, rolled and muscled them into place with help from the itinerants who wintered over on his ranch. The chinking was still white as paste, the inside so fresh it stung the nose. Bo used to sit in the corner after supper and just breathe it in, some animal part of him satisfied by the nest he had made.

			It started with a cough, sharp and dry, waking him in the dark. He rolled to his elbows, blinking at the lantern glow. Maybelle sat up in bed, shoulders shivering under her nightgown, hand pressed to her breastbone.

			“Cold?” he asked. She shook her head and he saw it was something deeper—a look he’d seen in cattle that had been spooked, as if her own body was foreign.

			She would not be comforted. By sunrise she burned with fever, her skin blotched and shiny as lacquer, lips parched, hair pasted in whorls against her cheeks. He kept the stove stoked, then opened the window when she asked for air, then shut it again when she moaned with chills. At first he thought it was just a spring cold, a thing that would break and pass like all the others.

			He tended to her hour by hour, the way his mother had taught him. He wrung out cloths in creek water, laid them over her brow, spooned broth into her mouth and held her up to drink. She spat most of it back, or turned her head, and sometimes when her eyes cleared she’d catch his sleeve and say, “Don’t fuss,” her voice hoarse but gentle.

			The second night, the cough deepened. She coughed until she wept, until Bo had to hold her upright in both arms and rub the spasms out of her back. He started to fear the neighbors would hear—though they were half a mile off—and think she was dying already.

			He walked the floor when she slept, hands curled and restless, checking the window for dawn. When the sun came up, he rode into town, tying his horse to Doc Graham’s post before the man had even finished his breakfast.

			“Typhoid,” the doctor said, after laying hands on Maybelle’s forehead and peering into her throat with a bent spoon. “Or pneumonia. Or both.” He left powders and a bottle of whiskey, saying one or the other might help, but neither would hurt.

			Bo refused to let that be the end. He sent the boy from the neighboring ranch to fetch old Mrs. Borland, who knew all the herbal cures, and the preacher’s wife, who had a reputation for effective prayers. The two women arrived in a flurry of skirts and petticoats, bustling through the kitchen with hot water, onion poultices, and jars of honey. Bo watched them set to work while trying to keep himself from being overcome by fear.

			He sat in the next room, knuckles white on the arms of his chair, as the preacher’s wife muttered supplications over the bed. He heard Maybelle whimper, a thin animal sound, and in that moment the future he’d imagined—a house full of children, a yard planted with lilac, Maybelle at the window in every season—shrank to a pinpoint and then vanished. For the first time since he’d built the cabin, he felt like an intruder inside it.

			The women left at dusk, Mrs. Borland patting his arm, the preacher’s wife quoting a verse Bo had never heard before. He let the screen door slam shut behind them, and only after it did he realize how foolish it was to be angry at women who were just trying to help.

			The next morning, Maybelle’s fever rose so high that her skin felt brittle, as if the bones might poke straight through. Her eyes rolled, her lips moved, but words failed her. Bo, who had broken wild colts and wrestled steers to the ground—to say nothing of surviving the Great War—had never felt more helpless. He knelt by her bed and pressed his lips to her wrist, feeling the shudder of her pulse. It seemed to Bo that the world had gone silent, the creek dammed, the wind choked off, the very birds unwilling to sing.

			On the fourth day, the cough gave way to a long, rattling breath that Bo knew by sound from the calving shed. He wanted to deny it, but there was no denying a thing you had heard since you were a boy. He prayed—God, he prayed, though he had never been much of a man for that. He prayed for mercy, for a miracle, for the fever to pass to him instead. He said Maybelle’s name until it lost all meaning.

			That night he brought the old iron bedstead into the parlor, as close as he could to the fire, and set her up with quilts and every pillow in the house. He dozed in the rocker, waking every half hour to check her breathing. He was afraid to sleep, afraid she’d slip away if he took his eyes off her for more than a minute.

			On the sixth day, Doc Graham came again, this time bringing a younger man to help with the rounds. He listened to Maybelle’s chest and shook his head with a slow pity that made Bo want to punch his teeth in. He whispered something to the young man, then turned to Bo and said, “Be with her if you can. She’s got maybe a night.”

			The two men left, and Bo watched their buggy roll down the rutted road until it vanished. He shut the door and leaned against it. Then he sat beside Maybelle, taking her hand. Her fingers were thin as matchsticks and hotter than the stove.

			He started to talk. He told her all the stories he could remember from their three years of marriage: the time the steer had broken through the fence and nearly gored him, the night they’d slept on the riverbank under the Northern Lights, the winter they’d nearly starved but made it through on nothing but grit and boiled potatoes. He told her how much he loved her, how sorry he was for every time he’d been short with her, how he wished he could trade places.

			“Bo,” she whispered, startling him. He leaned in so close their noses touched.

			“I’m right here,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			“You gotta let me go,” she said. It was barely a whisper, but she squeezed his hand.

			He couldn’t answer. He just sat with her, rocking her gently, as the dusk came on and the room cooled. At some point he must have drifted, because he woke to the clock on the mantle striking midnight. Maybelle’s breathing was slow, a hitching, animal sound. Bo counted the intervals, waiting for each one, begging each one to come.

			When she stopped, it was so quiet he almost missed it. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted. He waited, half-expecting her to start again, but she did not.

			He pressed her hand to his lips and whispered her name, once, then again, and again, each time softer. He laid his head on her chest, listened for something, anything, but the only thing he heard was the clock ticking and the wet hiss of the fire dying down.

			The cabin, which had felt too small for him and Maybelle both, was suddenly cavernous. He sat with her until the sun rose, until the light crept across the pine floorboards and found them both in the stillness.

			THEY BURIED MAYBELLE two days later, up on the rise past the aspen grove, where the ground was stony but the sun came earliest. Neighbors from every direction made the trip, arriving in battered Fords or on horseback, boots slick with last night’s melt. They gathered in a slow-moving clot around the grave, hats low, collars turned against the north wind that kept the hilltop swept clean.

			Bo had chosen the spot himself. He wanted her close, but not so close he’d see the headstone from the porch; that seemed wrong, too much like marking the border of a failed homestead. He spent the morning of the funeral chiseling the ground with a borrowed pickaxe, the iron striking rock so often it set his teeth humming. When the others arrived, he was muddy to the knees, hands raw, the grave square and deep and ugly as a wound.

			The preacher was a stranger, fetched in from out of town, a man who looked uncomfortable in his own skin and more so in Bo’s company. He read a psalm, voice wavering, the words snatched by gusts and flung into the ravine. The mourners bowed their heads. Bo stood apart, clutching his hat brim, his shadow stretching all the way to the pinewood box that held Maybelle’s body.

			He had made the coffin himself. He shaved the boards thin, lined them with a length of cotton sheeting, and hammered the lid shut after he’d combed Maybelle’s hair and tucked her hands together the way she’d liked to sleep. She was so light at the end that it took nothing to carry her from the cabin to the wagon, nothing to lift her down to the hole. Bo kept expecting her to resist, to stiffen or slide, but the box rode steady as a log in current.

			The ceremony was over before Bo realized it had begun. The preacher motioned to him, and he helped lower the coffin, ropes burning his palms. Somebody said a prayer, brief and unsentimental. There was no music, no singing, just the wind through dead grass and the shuffle of boots. One by one, the neighbors drifted past, laying hands on his shoulder, mumbling words he could not process. Mrs. Borland left a bunch of daffodils wrapped in waxed paper. The young man from the general store squeezed his arm and said, “God bless you, Bo.” Bo nodded, because he could not speak.

			Maybelle’s absence was a pressure, an inverse of presence. It worked on the lungs, made the walls bow outward, warped the light that came through the windows. Her apron still hung from the hook by the stove, checkered blue, the pocket worn white where she kept her thimble. Her brush sat on the dresser in the bedroom, a twist of her hair caught in the bristles. The quilt she’d finished the winter before lay folded at the foot of the bed, stitches tight and regular, a pattern of stars he could no longer bear to look at. 

			Bo stood in the threshold of every room, daring himself to touch the things she had touched. He found her slippers under the bed, her gloves in the drawer, a list she’d made in the kitchen—eggs, sugar, lamp oil—half the items crossed off, the last few left blank. He turned in circles, trying to remember how she’d moved through the cabin, what she had sung while she worked, the sound of her laugh. It all retreated from him, faster the harder he reached for it.

			He did not sleep the first night, or the second. He lay on top of the covers, boots still on, staring at the dark. He listened for her footsteps, for the gentle touch of her hand at the door. He would have traded all his years to hear her cough one more time.

			On the third day, when the loneliness grew sharp enough to touch, he went out and started fixing the back fence, even though there was still snow drifted in the low places. He worked until his shoulders ached, until his hands bled. When the weather softened, he broke out the colts and started halter-training them, a job that took all his focus, all his will. He took on every job the ranch demanded of him, from dragging hay bales to digging out the root cellar, from sunrise to black. Work was the only thing that dulled the ache.

			The neighbors kept coming by with casseroles and jars of preserves, their faces careful, the way people look when handling something fragile and dangerous. They offered to help with the lambing, to check in on him at supper. Bo accepted the food and the company, but nothing they did seemed to reach him. He grew thinner, more weathered. The lines around his eyes dug in deep, and the beard he usually kept trimmed grew wild.

			Every evening, after chores, Bo climbed the hill to Maybelle’s grave. He brought a chair some days, a thermos of coffee, sometimes the Bible she had read. He would sit and watch the valley fill up with dusk, the shadows piling at the base of the foothills. He talked to her at first. He told her about the lambs, the water situation, the way the hawks nested early that year. Then he stopped talking altogether. Some nights he stayed so late he saw the stars wheel across the sky, the moon tilting from ridge to ridge. It made no difference to him whether he slept at all.

			A month passed. Then another. He fell into a pattern—wake, work, eat, climb the hill, watch the sun go down. The cabin shrank to a shelter, nothing more. The pride he’d taken in the dovetailed logs, in the wide plank floor and the chimney he’d set stone by stone, was gone. The place was a box, a way to keep out the rain and snow. Sometimes, late at night, he caught the scent of pine sap or heard the groan of the timbers settling, and it would hurt him more than anything.

			Bo told himself he was finished with happiness, that he had used up his ration of joy for this world. He would not love again. He would not even try. There were too many fences to mend, too many cows to feed, too many chores waiting with the patience of stone. He kept at them because that was what a man did: endured. Endured the days, the nights, the passage of seasons, the reminders of what had been lost.

			One evening, at the beginning of autumn, Bo sat on the cabin’s stoop, watching the golden aspens rustle in the breeze. The world was silent except for the trickle of the creek and the faint, persistent call of a meadowlark somewhere in the fields below. He thought of Maybelle, as he always did, but this time the memory came gentle. He closed his eyes and let the sound of the water carry him, just for a moment, somewhere far from the wound of absence.

			Then he stood, stretched the ache from his shoulders, and turned to go inside. Tomorrow would be another day. There would be work. There would be weather. And Bo would meet it, because that was all a man could do.
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			THE RADIO ALARM clicked on at six o’clock, splitting the bedroom’s hush with the slow voice of a local DJ and the faint static of some half-forgotten country-western station. Jess Lyons let his eyes stay closed a moment longer, drifting just beneath the surface of sleep. For a fraction of a second, he was a teenager again back in 1980, rising in a bunkhouse before dawn to drive cattle through the old foothills, the room full of temporary drifters and long-time ranch hands. The memory faded as quickly as it came. He surfaced in the pine-paneled bedroom, the air faintly cool and sharp with late September. Above him, the ceiling sloped gently, beams darkened with age and cigarette smoke from a younger man’s bad habits.

			The house was still dark, though the faintest dawn light edged the horizon beyond the half-closed wooden shutters. Jess slid a hand from beneath the down comforter—cool already, even indoors—and silenced the alarm with the back of a calloused finger. Dakota, bundled on her side beside him, murmured and drew her knees tighter beneath the white linen sheet, half-waking and then settling back, her breathing steady and soft.

			Jess pushed back the comforter and swung his legs off the bed, wincing as his toes touched the cold knotty-wood floor. He padded across it in wool socks, careful not to jostle the bedside table and risk the avalanche of pill bottles and paperbacks Dakota kept there. The room was cluttered with the detritus of a long marriage: mismatched lamps, a framed cross-stitch from an aunt, a shotgun propped in the corner that hadn’t seen a shell in two years. On the wall above the headboard, a sepia photo of his grandparents watched over the room, his grandfather’s eyes still as flinty as they’d been in life.

			The closet yielded his best flannel, an old L.L. Bean in reds and navy so faded the pattern was more suggestion than check. It still held the smoke of last winter’s woodstove and a hint of aftershave he rarely bothered with anymore. Jess shrugged into it, the fabric thinning at the elbows, and rolled up the sleeves past his forearms. He buttoned it up with the speed and deftness of a man who had dressed in the dark for most of his life.

			In the bathroom—a small, windowless cube off the master—he flicked on the light and blinked hard. The mirror above the sink was streaked where Dakota’s cleaning spray had gone to battle against the mineral-rich well water. Jess bared his teeth, checked for anything that might offend a son or a stranger, and scrubbed his gums with a rough-bristled brush. The act of smoothing his graying hair was more habit than vanity; the cowlick over his right temple never did submit, no matter how wet his hands or determined his palm.

			He regarded himself a moment in the glass. The years had not left him untouched: creases like corduroy in the brow, eyes sunk but still sharp, the beard gone salt-and-pepper, and the skin around his neck was as leathery as a saddle horn. There was something resolute in the face, he thought, though he didn’t dwell on it. He’d never seen much use in admiring appearances. The men in his family were built to work, to endure, to keep moving. In the lined face staring back, he caught flashes of his grandfather Bo—weathered by sun, anchored by faith—and felt the weight of carrying that same legacy.

			Jess switched off the bathroom light and returned to the bedroom, moving with a care that bordered on reverence for the sleeping woman at his back. He let himself stand for a minute in the blue pre-dawn, breathing in the room—the mingled scents of detergent, wood, and the faint floral ghost of Dakota’s hand lotion. He could almost taste the anticipation in the air, the sense of an old pattern repeating itself.

			At the foot of the bed waited his overnight bag, a battered canvas duffel with a cracked leather strap. He had packed it the night before: three changes of clothes, a shaving kit, a few cigars he meant to share with Dave up at Autumn Ridge, and a paperback western by Louis L’Amour. He set the bag gently atop the comforter and crossed to Dakota’s side of the bed, sinking to one knee. The movement was not for her benefit—she slept with the determination of a professional—but because it seemed right, a kind of private respect. He pressed his lips to her temple. The skin was warm, the pulse fluttering just beneath the surface.

			She stirred, shifting onto her back. The sheet slipped from her shoulder, and she squinted up at him with a sleepy, unguarded smile. Her hair—gray shot through with the last stubborn streaks of blonde—fanned across the pillow.

			“I want a real goodbye,” she whispered, voice still thick with dreams.

			Jess smiled, tracing a stray strand of hair behind her ear, letting the warmth of his hand linger on her cheek. Her skin was softer than he remembered from the night before. He studied her face, memorizing the fine lines at the corners of her eyes, the blue so pale it looked almost silver in this light.

			Dakota looked at him, the affection in her gaze unspoken but heavy as a wool blanket. “Don’t drive too fast on that back road. I heard there’s black ice this early. Last thing we need is you in a ditch because you t-boned an elk that forgot to look both ways.”

			“I’ll keep it under fifty,” he said, though they both knew he’d never obey a speed limit that was more suggestion than rule.

			For a second Jess saw her as she was at twenty: barefoot on the front porch, windburned and wild, laughing at the horizon. Dakota grinned. Her hand found his, squeezed once, then released.

			

			He bent to kiss her lips this time, soft but not hurried. The intimacy was more profound in its simplicity, a habit as much as a hunger. When he pulled away, she closed her eyes and drifted back toward sleep, a faint smile left on her mouth.

			Jess stood, letting the moment settle around him like the dust in the air. He grabbed his keys from the top of the dresser, careful not to disturb the picture frame that stood beside them. It showed the five Lyons boys, all in matching denim shirts, arms looped over each other’s shoulders. Dave was the youngest, barely twelve in the photo, grinning with a mouthful of braces. They’d taken it at the county fair, the last year before the oldest left for college.

			He slipped the keys into his jeans and shrugged into his canvas barn coat, the lining gone soft with years of use. The house was silent except for the ticking of the grandfather clock on the landing and the distant hum of the refrigerator. He closed the bedroom door quietly behind him, balancing the overnight bag on his shoulder, and walked down the stairs, dodging the loose floorboard that always squealed like a stuck pig.

			At the bottom of the stairs, Jess paused. The kitchen was dark except for the blue glow of the digital clock above the stove. He flicked on a single lamp, illuminating the stack of mail and the basket of fruit Dakota always insisted on keeping, even though no one in the house had touched a banana in months. There was no time to brew a fresh pot of joe if he wanted to get on the road. But he filled a mug with the last dregs of yesterday’s coffee, warmed it in the microwave, and drank it standing at the sink, staring out at the back pasture where the sky was just starting to pinken above the line of cottonwoods. Before leaving, Jess paused with his hands on the counter, bowing his head for a quiet prayer, the same habit his grandmother Cara had instilled in him as a boy.

			He rinsed the mug, set it in the drainer, and padded out to the mudroom. The familiar ritual of preparing to leave—a check for wallet, a scan for the right pair of gloves, a pat-down for the phone—had become its own comfort. The boots at the door were already laced, the tread packed with the silt and gravel of a thousand mornings. Jess slipped them on, then tugged a battered baseball cap low over his brow.

			The porch light was still on. He hesitated at the door, listening for any sign of Dakota’s movement upstairs. Nothing but the whisper of wind across the eaves. He flicked the porch switch, plunging the house into the last dark before sunrise, and stepped outside into the cold.

			The Montana air hit him square in the face, sharp as a slap, smelling of frost and the long exhale of the sleeping valley. The garage loomed beside the house, hulking and square, paint peeling from the trim where the snowmelt always pooled come spring. Jess pulled the door shut behind him with the softest possible click and started toward the truck, his breath already ghosting out in front of him.

			Above the aspen trees, the stars had already faded, leaving the peaks reflecting the faintest promise of light. This was Jess’s favorite time of day—the hush before the sun cleared the horizon, when the world seemed reset, clean and waiting. Every sunrise reminded him of God’s faithfulness, the steady mercy of another chance, another beginning. He drew a long breath, ducked his head, and crossed the driveway. Behind him, the house eased back into its silence, and the warming hue wrapped around him as he reached the pickup and slid behind the wheel.

			He set the overnight bag on the passenger seat, started the engine, and waited for the cab to warm. His hands rested flat on the wheel, steady but eager, and for the first time in a long while his thoughts ran faster than the truck’s idle. He hadn’t seen Dave since the end of March, when his son had flown to Southern California to begin a thru-hike of the PCT. The gap of those months sat heavy on him now, not as regret but as anticipation. He thought about how good it would feel just to sit across from his boy again. And Jess loved every moment he got to spend up at Autumn Ridge.

			For now, there was just the sound of the engine, the rising sun, and the drive west toward Missoula.
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			SIX-THIRTY SHARP and Dave Lyons was already awake, staring at the patterns of faint morning light. His mind was already previewing the day’s drive while silence wrapped the room, sliding across the ceiling of his apartment. It was not much to look at—an overgrown dorm room with a single bedroom, the carpet the color of weak tea, the walls scuffed by previous tenants who’d moved on to bigger things. He lay motionless for a long time, hands laced behind his head, a muted ache pulsing behind his eyes. Outside, the Thursday morning traffic had started its ragged cough through the Greater Salt Lake City area. 
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