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  EVERYBODY DIED at night. Most were sleeping at the time, the lucky ones who were too tired or drunk or deaf or wrapped too tightly in their spreads to

  hear the hillside, destabilized by rain, collapse and slip beneath the waters of the lake. So these sleepers (six or seven hundred, at a guess; no one ever came to count or claim the dead) breathed

  their last in passive company, unwarned and unexpectedly, without any fear. Their final moments, dormant in America.




  But there are always some awake in the small times of the morning, the lovemakers, for instance, the night workers, the ones with stone-hard beds or aching backs, the ones with nagging

  consciences or bladders, the sick. And animals, of course.




  The first of that community to die were the horses and the mules, which the travelers had picketed and blanketed against the cold out in the tetherings, between the houses and the lake, and

  beyond the human safety of stockades. They must have heard the landslide – they were so close and unprotected – though it was not especially bulky, not bulky enough, probably, to cause

  much damage on its own. In the time that it would take to draw a breath and yawn, there was a muted stony splash accompanied by a barometric pop, a lesser set of sounds than thunder, but low and

  devious nevertheless, and worrying – for how could anyone not know by now how mischievous the world could be? The older horses, connoisseurs of one-night stands when everything was devious

  and worrying, were too weary after yet another day of heading dawnways, shifting carts, freight and passengers, to do much more than tic their ears and flare their nostrils. Even when, a moment

  later, the displaced waters of the lake produced a sloshing set of boisterous waves where there had not been any waves before, the full-growns would not raise their heads. But the younger horses

  and the ever-childish mules tugged against their ropes, and one or two even broke free but hadn’t the foresight to seek high ground in the brief time that remained.




  What happened next was almost silent. The landslip had hit the deepest side of the lake and, therefore, took some moments to reach the bottom, ten man heights from the surface, and then took

  some moments more for the avalanche of stone, earth, swarf and ancient buried scrap to show how heavy it was and squeeze the life out of the gas-rich sediments, the volatile silt and compacted

  weeds, the soda pockets, which had settled on the bed through centuries and were now ready – almost eager – for this catalyst. Shaken up and shaken out in one great flatulence, the

  water fizzed and belched until all the gases were discharged, to form a heavy, deadly, surface-hugging cloud, not as high as the pines but higher, certainly, than animals. There wasn’t any

  wind that night to thin the suffocating vapors and no longer any rain to wash the poison from the air, but there was gravity to direct them down, beyond the rapids and cascades, along the valley,

  past the tetherings, past the secret wooden bridge, past the metal fields, past the stone footings of the one-time shoe factory and tanning works, to seep between the palings of the pine stockades

  and settle on the town at the river’s crossing point, where almost everyone was sleeping and dreaming of the ruined, rusty way ahead and all the paradise beyond.




  Too near the lake and not sleeping was the boy called Nash, whose job that night was to protect the animals from cougars, wolves or thieves, or bush fish such as rattlers, possibly –

  though there’d be nothing he could do but shout and draw attention to himself if any of these many perils did approach the tetherings. He’d been too cold and wet even to doze, but not

  as cold and wet as usual. He huddled over his stove stones – which, following the midnight downpour, produced more smoke than heat – in his new and somehow terrifying coat. He’d

  traded for it only that day (with a man half his height again and three times his weight), giving a good supply of dried fruit, some pork twists and a leather water bag, hardly distinguishable from

  one another in taste or texture, and a flagon of apple juice that the giant, like a giant, had dispatched on the spot. So when the boy heard the landslip and the waves and stood to hear them

  better, should they come again, his coat spread out around him on the ground like chieftain robes intended for display but – at least for anybody as short as him – not ideal for

  walking.




  Now Nash spotted the two loose mules and hurried out into the night to picket them again. He was not surprised when the coat snagged around his ankles and feet and brought him down. The coat had

  already toppled him several times that night. He didn’t hurt himself – boys bounce – but he felt more winded than made sense, more dislocated than he should, and stayed on the

  ground for a few moments to catch his breath and find his balance. His coat of farm goatskins and hair was as good as a bed and thick enough to keep the moisture out for a while. He’d have to

  shorten it, he thought. He’d have to cut off half a goat and turn the trimmings into belts or gloves, turn the trimmings into profit, actually. When he had time.




  But for the moment, unaccountably, he was too comfortable to move. He had no time or energy for anything, not even sleep. He lost himself in the hairs and skins, forgot the night-time and the

  mud. He did feel sleepy, finally, but not alarmed. Too lost to be alarmed. The air was weighty, and its smell was stupefying – somewhere between the smell of mushrooms, eggs and rotting,

  clamped potatoes. He’d stand up in a moment, shuck off his dreams of belts and gloves, remove the coat and catch the mules. He’d be in trouble, otherwise. A mule was wealth. But, though

  his dreams soon ended, he never caught his breath and never caught the mules and never found out what had happened at the lake. This wasn’t sleep oppressing him. He dimly recognized as much

  himself. He was the victim of magic, possibly, or fever – there was already fever in the town, he had heard – or a curse, the sort that storytellers knew about – or else some dead

  air from the grave, encouraged by the rain, had come to press its clammy lips on his. He’d tasted it. His lungs were rigid, suddenly. He was in the gripping custody of hair and skins.

  He’d been a fool to trust a giant. It must have seemed the coat had always meant to smother him, was trained to kill. This was a homing coat that now would flee, as loyal and cunning as a

  dog, to rejoin the tall man who had traded it and, no doubt, would trade it many times again, exchanging death for apple juice.




  Down in Ferrytown, not sleeping either, were two passengers from ten days west, a beauty boy – no beard – not twenty yet, and his slightly older wife. They’d found a berth in

  the loft of the dormitory, against the guest-house rules that naturally put the women behind locked doors in different quarters from the men but two-a-bed nevertheless. It was less comfy and colder

  than those first-floor beds where his parents and his sisters were but more private and consoling. These newly-weds didn’t have to share their air with anyone. No wonder they’d been

  making love, as usual. Moving on each day and spending every night in some new space was oddly stimulating, they’d found, as was having sex as quietly as they could in sleeping company,

  against the rules. But now that lovemaking was concluded, they were quarreling in whispers, despite the likelihood that everything they said could be heard by strangers. The consolations of

  lovemaking don’t last long when you are fearful, regardless of the massive hope beyond the fears. How many days would it be before they reached the ocean and the ships? The beauty boy thought

  one more month. He’d not pretend that things were better than they were. The far side of the river was an odd, perplexing place, he’d heard, haunted, wrecked and hard underfoot, with

  prairies of rubble where people had once lived in bastions and towers. The way ahead would be difficult beyond imagining. His wife did not believe such stories. She was uncompromisingly optimistic,

  hopeful beyond reason. The rain that night had been more salty than she’d expected. When the rain tastes like tears, the sea is close. She’d seen a white bird (‘That’s a

  sign’) and she’d heard another passenger say they’d reach the shore – the mighty river with one bank – in just three more days. Then the future could begin. So much

  for rubble, bastions and towers. Her husband was too easily impressed. She drifted off to thoughts of boarding ship in three days’ time, and no more quarreling . . .




  Not sleeping and on the verge of calling out for the busy couple in the loft to keep quiet was a woman who had strained her back. She’d been too eager earlier in the day to help her horse

  negotiate the steep descent into the valley and had fallen awkwardly. She sat up in her cot and flexed her spine, hoping not to wake the woman at her side. The pain shot down the outside of her

  left leg and cramped her toes. She crossed her fingers, willing it to go, and in a while the pain had disappeared . . .




  Not sleeping was the ferryman who, having heard the rain, knew that he would have to drag himself from bed too soon, call his four sons and go down to the crossing to fasten the raft more

  securely and further in to the shore before the water surge. Not sleeping were the baker and his daughter who had just got up to start preparing flat bread, ash cake and pea loaf for the morning,

  enough dough and cornmeal for at least one hundred and sixty passengers who’d need to eat before they were ferried on the raft to the east bank of the river and yet another day of lugging to

  the coast . . .




  Not sleeping was a woman who had been alarmed by travel and by travelers – all her life – and was not much liked by anyone she met, but who had been much more terrified of staying

  put where she was born, while all her family and neighbors emigrated east, fired up by boredom, hope and poverty. Now she was sick from too much wayside grain and drinking sullied water for more

  than a month. She’d rather breathe her last than gag anymore, she’d told her husband. ‘I should have stayed at home.’ He’d said, ‘You should have.’ She

  pulled her knees up to her chest and tried to belch the colic out . . .




  Not sleeping was a tall man from the plains – not quite a giant, except to boys – who had to go out, barefooted, in the cold to the town palisade for the second time that night to

  urinate. He would have worn his goatskin coat if he’d not traded it that day. He was standing with his trousers down and pissing apple juice when what had come out of the lake with such a

  show just moments previously arrived without a sound and almost without a shape to overwhelm whomever it could find, the wakeful and the slumbering.




  This used to be America, this river crossing in the ten-month stretch of land, this sea-to-sea. It used to be the safest place on earth.




  



  




  1




  FRANKLIN LOPEZ had not been sleeping in Ferrytown, though he’d wanted to. He’d not been sleeping anywhere, in fact.

  Couldn’t sleep. He’d weathered such pain the day before that he’d been forced to consider what anyone (other than his brother) who’d seen the wincing recoil in his limp or

  examined his inflamed leg had already told him, that he shouldn’t walk another step. Certainly he shouldn’t walk downhill on such a long and hazardous gradient, unless he wanted to

  damage his knee beyond repair and put paid to any hopes of getting to the coast and boarding ship before the worst of the fall storms. He and his brother, Jackson (named for their parents’

  small home town on the plains), had left the journey rather late as it was. Too late, perhaps. The prairie tall-grass had already whitened and buckled. Apart from nuts and mushrooms, there was

  little free food to be gathered at the trackside. The first rains had arrived, and soon the winds and snow would get to work. Traveling would become more hazardous and then impossible. Only the ill

  prepared, the ill fated and the ill timed were still strung out thinly along the previously busy route, hoping to make the final sailings before ice and squalls shut down the sea and, anyway, made

  shore to ship or ship to shore impossible. The wayside going east was already littered with the melancholy camps and the shallow graves – soon to be torn up by wolves – of those whose

  bodies couldn’t take the journey, those who had been fatally chilled by wading through rivers, those who had starved and weakened, those who had been thrown by their horses or poisoned by

  their suppers, those who had been crushed between the fears of going forward and the dread of going back.




  Feet failed first, nothing could prepare the feet for this. Then the stomach gave way, soured by ditch and pond water and the usual makeshift meals of hardtack, jerked meat, pine nuts and

  scrapple – and, in the brothers’ case on one occasion, a stew made from a hand-caught rabbit too diseased to run away, with nettle tops as greens. And if the stomach survived that, then

  the less sturdy travelers were betrayed by bones and joints, starting at their knees and working upward, pain on pain, through hips, up spine and into the shoulders and the neck, until there was

  nothing left to sour, fail or be betrayed except the soft pith of the head. Once summer turned and limped away, its sack crammed full of leaves, the route was challenging. Within a month the

  weather would have mugged the final stragglers, and the roads and ways would be empty again, untrodden till spring.




  So Franklin understood that he could not readily afford to waste much time nursing such a slight injury. But neither could he afford the purchase of a horse or passage on a wagon where he could

  rest his leg. What should he do, then? Cut a stick and limp down to the coast? ‘Just put up with the pain’, as Jackson advised? Carry on regardless, let nature take its course?

  He’d tried the stick, the putting up with pain, he’d trusted nature’s course. His knee got worse. So finally he conceded. He’d have to find shelter and stay exactly where he

  was, high in the ridges, to sit out the swelling. It was an exasperating setback, and something that he was slow to tell his brother. But what other choice was there? His knee was too bloated to

  bend and too painful to take any weight. The flesh between his ankle and his thigh was sausaging with every step he took. The skin was stretched and cloudy. One more afternoon of walking could lame

  him for a month. A day or two of rest might rescue him. Besides, this injury was not a failure that he should feel ashamed of, no matter what the stiff expression on his brother’s face seemed

  to suggest. He’d done better than some to get so far – more than sixty testing days of walking from the battered, weather-poisoned village of his birth – without much damage

  beyond the usual aches and pains, the usual broken skin and this damned knee, he told himself. He’d be a fool to take any chances now, if he wanted to enjoy the undulating rewards of the

  sailboat deck, and then to put ashore this year in the other place, whatever that might be, with his pith intact enough to make a good start.




  ‘It’d be crazy to take the risk, Jacko,’ he told his brother at last, coloring with self-consciousness as he spoke. He was still prone to being seized by sudden, girlish

  reddeners whenever he least wanted it.




  ‘Only the crazy make it to the coast,’ was the older man’s reply. Yes, that was the wisdom of the road: you had to be crazy enough to take the risks, because the risks were

  unavoidable. ‘Well, then, Franklin Lopez . . . you say.’




  ‘I’ve said.’




  ‘So say it again.’




  ‘Well, do what you want, if you’re the crazy one. I’m staying here till it’s good enough, my knee.’




  ‘How long’s “till”?’




  ‘Three days, four days, I guess.’




  ‘I guess a month!’




  Franklin knew better than to argue with his volcanic brother. He did not even shake his head. He watched Jackson mull over their problem for a few moments more, his eyes half closed, his lips

  moving, his fingers counting days. ‘That knee’ll snare us here a month, if not a month, then half a month. Too long,’ Jackson added finally. ‘By then the winter’ll be

  on us like a pack of wolves. You hear me, little brother?’ Little brother? Less in everything. ‘You sit down now, then, that’s the end of it. We’re carrion.’




  This was their final argument, the last of many, with Franklin daring to protest that his ‘crazy’ brother should press on to the coast without him (but not meaning it –

  who’d want to be abandoned to the winter and the woods, to be buried, along with the trail, beneath layers of mud, leaves and snow, even if it meant a few days free of bullying and censure?)

  and Jackson insisting that he’d stick by his infuriating, timid, blushing sibling till the last, if he really had to (but resenting Franklin’s physical weakness, his infuriating,

  girlish laugh that seemed to buckle his whole body, his dreaminess, his hypochondria, and saying so repeatedly – ‘That bitching knee’s not half as bad as you make out’ and

  ‘Where’d we be if every time you got a touch of charley horse you wanted three days’ rest?’ – until Franklin said, ‘Ma’s hearing every word you

  speak’).




  The brothers should not have taken their ma’s advice two months before when they’d ‘embarked’ so late in the season of migration. ‘Carry nothing with you,’

  she’d said, ‘then no one will pay you any heed. And you can hurry on.’ So they had left the plains equipped with just their boots, their knives, a double set of clothes

  rain-proofed with deer fat, a spark stone and some tinder in a pouch, a water bag and a back sack each, full of nothing-worth-stealing or so they thought: some cheese, dried fruit, salted pork and

  a couple of ground tarps.




  To some extent their mother had been correct. They had moved fast, and no one had bothered them yet, while anyone else among the emigrants who’d been rash enough to travel in the company

  of carts and animals or had packed a year’s supply of food and their prize possessions – best pots, jewelry, good cloth, good tools – paid a price for their comfort. The more they

  had, the more cruelly they were robbed, not by the other travelers but by the ones who wouldn’t emigrate until they’d picked the carcass of America clean. But possibly two men like them

  – young, strong and imposingly tall – would not be robbed, even if they were walking naked with shards of polished silver in their beards. Jackson and Franklin Lopez, together, looked

  too capable of taking care of themselves to invite the attentions of thieves. And this had made them much valued as companions by other travelers, especially as their extra strength would always be

  prized by any wagoner, for example, who faced a hill or mud, and would recompense them with a meal if only they would be his heavy horses for the afternoon.




  No, Ma was right, wagons were slow and cumbersome. They might not have stomachs, feet and knees to let their owners down, but their axles snapped if stressed too much, and they were unsteady on

  gradients and hesitant at fords, with good reason. Rivers loved to test the strength of vehicles. A river’s always pleased to have the opportunity to dismantle a wagon, to tear it into planks

  and carry it away in bits, together with its wagoner. Horses were less hesitant. They were fast and muscular. They didn’t refuse the rivers or the gradients, so long as there were sticks and

  sugar lumps to urge them on, but they were flesh and bones and prone to injury and sickness. Just like men and women. But, just like men and women, horses’ running costs were high, for oats

  and hay, board and lodging, tolls and tack.




  Pack mules were the toughest of the lot. And cheap. More so than hinnies. A bucket of cottonwood bark or thistle and bitter water every night was all they needed. ‘If a rabbit can pass, a

  mule will pass,’ the mulemen boasted. But mules were stubborn, too. Both placid and stubborn. You could twitch the ropes in their lip rings or tug on their jerk lines until they bled, but

  still they wouldn’t move unless it suited them. They had the patience to resist for ever. The brothers had been wise, so far, to travel without animals or wheels.




  But now, with their few possessions laid out around them at the top of the descent and the first indications that the coming night would be a wet and cold one, the brothers – Franklin

  especially – regretted that they had not equipped themselves better for such foreseeable emergencies. There were no cooking pots, they had no camping supplies, and except for a few scraps the

  store of food had been finished a month before. Their ma – she was far too old and metally at fifty-four, she’d said, to join them on their journey, too fat to go that far – was

  at that very moment most likely sitting on her stoop, rubbing her veins, and looking out across the now abandoned steads at the family cart and the three old roans for which she had no use. If

  Jackson and Franklin had only traveled with those horses and the cart, her sons would be at the river crossing by now, and Franklin would not be limping. Or at least they’d have some warmth

  and free shelter for the night, up on the rapidly cooling hillside. But they had never been the sort to disoblige their ma. Big but biddable, they were, for her. Big and unprepared for what the

  world could do to them.




  Now the brothers had to face the prospect of some nights apart – the very thing that ma had said should not occur – while Jackson went ahead to sell his labor for a day or two and

  obtain some food. He’d leave his brother with their knives, the leaking water bag, the spark stone, the pair of tarps, their change of clothes and make do trading with his strength and

  overcoat. That heavy, much loved overcoat that his mother had stitched together from four farm goats would have to go despite the colder days ahead. It was the one thing that the brothers had that,

  though it had not quite been admired, had certainly been noticed by strangers. Being noticed might prove to be a handicap as they got closer to the lawless coast. So trading on the goats would be

  advisable. With any luck, Jackson would soon return with provisions and possibly the part-share of an onward-going horse or at least the purchase of a cart ride among the women, the children and

  the old for his unmanly brother. Once in Ferrytown, if the worse came to the worst, they could pass the winter in relative safety. For the time being, though, Franklin would have an uncomfortable

  few nights on the mountainside; Jackson would have a proper bed. The best that Franklin could hope for was a mattress of pine cones.




  Franklin might not be on his own entirely. Already he could hear the chirring of insects, the whistle of quails and barking deer. And there was a boulder hut – evidently occupied, though

  possibly by lunatics or bandits, Jackson warned, amused to alarm his brother – on the edge of the tree line a hundred paces off, where a large but unmaintained bald had been burned clear by

  hunters. There was no movement from within, so far as they could tell, just smoke. ‘Keep your distance. That’s best.’




  And Franklin would not be entirely out of touch with his brother and their shared hopes. Despite the pain in his knee, he had succeeded in reaching the final woody swaggings in the sash of hills

  where there were almost uninterrupted views to the east. His hopes of getting free from America could be kept alive by a distant prospect of the lake, the town and the longed-for river crossing,

  after which, they’d been told, the going was less hilly, though punishing in more unusual ways.




  It was late afternoon when his elder, tougher, taller brother shook his hand and set off down the track, promising to come back to the swaggings within three days. The dusk was already pushing

  daylight back into the sun. Jackson would barely reach Ferrytown before dark. But he was fit and well, not injured yet, and, unlike all the travelers still on the descent with their carts and

  sledges, their mules and wheelbarrows, he was unencumbered by anything other than his coat. Unlike the mule trains, with their whistle-nagging masters and the packhorses with their bridle bells

  foretelling all the merriments ahead, he descended silently down the twists of Butter Hill, as it was known locally. (A hill so tortuous and uneven, they claimed, that any milk carried up or down

  it would be jolted and churned into butter.) You could not miss him, though, even in that gloaming. He was so much taller than the rest and hurrying like a man who was counting on a hot supper, and

  walking even taller than himself, catlike and stretched (while Franklin walked shrinkingly, his shoulders bunched). The pinto patterns of the goatskins marked him out as someone of account, the

  sort of man who should be welcome and respected anywhere he went.




  Franklin had not dared say so to his brother, but he was more than nervous of the nights ahead. It was not so much the unlikely prospects on such a busy route of cougars, bears and snakes or the

  more certain prospect (on such a busy route) of human parasites that bothered him. Although he might not be as imposing as his brother – he was much lighter, easier in his skin and so less

  dangerous – he was still big and strong enough to take good care of himself, should he have no choice, even with Jackson by now far beyond his call. He had two knives. And there were rocks

  and branches with which to defend himself if any creature, beast or man, were ill advised enough to take him on. But he was uneasy, nevertheless, for no man’s tall enough to fend off

  darkness, shadows, damp and all the lonely terrors of the night.




  Once he’d lost sight of his brother and the last few stragglers doing their best to negotiate the steep route through the rock chokes and the willow thickets down to the houses and a good

  sleep, Franklin made a cocoon of the two rolled tarps on a mattress of tinder-dry leaves and pine cones, and settled down for the night in a grassy bay with his back sack for a pillow. His knee was

  painful, but he was tired enough to sleep. He spoke the slumber verses to himself, to drive away regrets (the certainty that he would never see his ma again, would never walk their stead), and

  cleared his head of any thoughts of home or hungry animals or the comforts he was missing.




  In what remained of the slanting light, Franklin Lopez tried to sleep while facing east, downhill. The closeness of Ferrytown was a comfort to him: from his high vantage point, he had seen the

  busy little lanes and yards, and watched the ferry, its raftboards packed with the day’s last emigrants and their suddenly weightless possessions, as it was let out on its fat ropes to drift

  downstream, never quite capsizing, until the four helmsmen dug in their great oars and poles to bring the craft ashore in the shallows of the deeply graveled landing beach. He had seen the

  emigrants unload with hardly a wet rim, foot or hoof and set off on a boardwalk of tied logs – their burdens heavy again – across the flood meadows, steaming with mist. Soon the first

  of them reached the outer river bluffs; and then, the last of the mountains safely at their backs, they began the long haul through what seemed to Franklin from his vantage point to be a green,

  ocean-like expanse of gently undulating flats and plains, stretching, swell upon swell, so far into the distance that his eyes ran out. He had then watched the ferry, unladen but now set against

  the river, being towed back upstream by a team of oxen on a winch and beached for the night at the moorings. He had seen the first lamps lit and heard what sounded like a song. Surely Franklin

  could not wish for a prospect more reassuring or more promising than this.




  Once the moon came up above the leaden volumes of clouds, augmenting what was left of day, the lake in the valley – hidden up till then in mist – was like a silver pendant, with the

  river as its glinting chain. Franklin had not seen so much standing water before. Perhaps the sea would be like that, flat and safe and breathtaking.
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  THE BOULDER HUT on the far side of the bald, well out of danger’s way, too high for that night’s heavy vapors, was occupied by Margaret, the

  only stub-haired person in the neighborhoods. Red Margaret. Or the Apricot, as she was called by local men, attracted by her color – and her plumpness – in a land where nearly all the

  other heads were black, and then were gray or white. Her grandfather, as any parent would, had condemned her coppery tresses to the flames as soon as he had suspected that she was suffering the

  flux. She’d vomited all day, she’d had diarrhea, she’d shivered like a snow fly but was hot and feverish to touch, she’d coughed as dryly as a jay, there were rashes on her

  face and arms, her neck was rigid and painful, and the onset of her problems had been cruelly swift, though not as swift as the news of her illness, which had raced around the houses as fast as

  sound – the sound of her mother weeping – and, once again, turned their compound of dwellings into a place to avoid. Once again, because only three months previously, in the high

  heat of the summer, her father had gone to bed healthy, sweet, a little overweight, red-haired, just as she had done the night before, and woken up soft, battered and darkened. He’d died of

  flux, the first of seven townspeople to die and who knows how many unnameable travelers on their journeys to the boats who’d reached the far bank of the river and were out of sight and out of

  memory before they started shivering.




  The flux was carried in and carried out by travelers, or by their goods, or by their animals, or in their bedding, or in their clothes. The illness was an intermittent visitor, unwelcome but

  well known. So what else could be afflicting Margaret except that self-same flux that must have hidden like a demon in their house since Pa had died, biding its time while choosing someone

  else’s bed to share? And what choice had they but to carry out the rules and protect Ferrytown from her?




  Her grandpa – repeating what he’d already done too recently for his son, her father – had shaved her skull, removing all the ginger drama from her head with a shell razor, and

  then called the closest women in the family, two sisters and her ma, to take off Margaret’s body hair, snapping it out to the roots, the last of it wherever it might be – from her

  eyebrows and, most painfully, her lashes; from her nostrils, even; from her lightly ochered forearms and her legs; elsewhere, the hidden hair – and massage her scalp with pine tallow, until

  she was as shorn and shiny as a stone and smelling like a newly readied plank.




  Everybody in the land must know what shaven baldness signified. No one could mistake her for a safe and healthy woman now. Not for some time. Not for a tress of time. She should not expect a

  welcome anywhere with that alarming head. But if she were that rarity – a sufferer who could defeat the flux – the regrowth of her hair, once it had reached her shoulders anyway, would

  prove that she was truly safe again.




  They burned her clippings on the outside fire, full thirty-one years of growth reduced in moments to a brittle tar. It smelled like a blacksmith’s shop, like horses’ hoofs, like

  carcasses, as you’d expect from such a pestilence. With any luck the venoms of the flux would now have been destroyed by fire, and Margaret would survive her illness, as trees survive the

  winter if they shed their leaves. At least the flux could not be drawn back into her body through her hair, now that she was almost bald. The signs were good, they told her, hoping to believe these

  baseless reassurances themselves. No bleeding yet, no body smell. Her father had bled from his mouth and nose. She’d be more fortunate than him. If there were any justice in the world,

  she’d have the good luck denied to Pa, her mother said.




  But still, like him, she’d have to go up to the little boulder Pesthouse above the valley for ten days or so, unattended and unvisited, to see if she recovered or was lost. There was no

  choice but to be hard-hearted. If any of the travelers were ill, then they were thrown out of town at once. No bed or sustenance for them. But if the victim was a Ferrytowner, the Pesthouse was the

  only option. Margaret would have to take the westward route up Butter Hill against the tide of history.




  The women had already rid themselves of wool and fur and dressed in their safest waxed clothes – garments that were too slickly fibered, they hoped, to harbor any pestilence. They chewed

  tobacco as protection. Nevertheless, they were unwilling to resist this final risk and their last chance, probably, to make their farewells. They kissed Margaret on her cheek. And the men shook

  hands with her. Then – when she had gone to pack her bag with her three things and her brother had been sent to prepare the horse – they all washed their fingertips and lips in vinegar.

  You don’t take chances with the flux.




  Her grandpa led her on the horse up into the hills that same morning, three slow and ancient travelers, it would seem, the old man taking care with every step, as if his bones were as fragile

  and as flaky as log ash, the woman slumped across the horse’s neck, too weak to sit straight, the mare itself so displeased with the unresponsive weight and the loose stones on the

  butter-churning climb that it would stop and try to turn whenever the leash was slackened.




  Margaret had never been into the hills before. There’d been no need. It was unwise and, indeed, against the community conventions for a local woman to go beyond the palisades unless she

  was unwell. Time was too precious for useful bodies to wander aimlessly in the neighborhoods. Margaret, like all the other women without husbands or children, was kept busy helping out in the guest

  house, where there were nearly always more than a hundred meals to serve each evening and beds and breakfasts to make next day.




  Her grandpa hadn’t been up into the hills very often either. Until the ascent with his ailing son three months previously he hadn’t been up to the summit of Butter Hill in many

  years, not since the travelers, drawn to the river’s shallow crossing, had made his town rich. All the more ambitious huntsmen and fishermen had turned to making their fortunes out of farming

  for the table, ferrying, hospitality and charging everyone for doing anything: crossing charges, passage fees, stabling costs, piloting, provisioning, protection tax, and levies just for wanting to

  go east.




  It was astonishing how wealthy a little hospitality could make the locals. This fertile valley, of which it used to be boasted that you had only to flick a booger on the ground for a mushroom to

  grow overnight, was now fertile in even less taxing ways: stretch a rope across the road and travelers would pay you with their jewelry, their cloth, their inheritances, just to be allowed to jump

  over it; toss a rag across a log, call it a bed, and they’d be lining up to sleep in it; shake a chicken’s feather at a pot of boiling water and you could make your fortune out of

  soup.




  The only problem was that travelers bring problems of their own, and ones beyond control. Stockades and palisades could keep marauders at bay. The lockup beyond the tetherings with its no-bed

  and its no-light could hold and quiet down the troublemakers and those who couldn’t settle bills in this Stay-and-Pay or On-your-Way community. But illnesses, like bats and birds, were

  visible only too late, when the damage had been done. The toughest maladies have wings. There are no fees or charges high enough to deter the flux – no palisade is that tall.




  IT WAS, AS USUAL, busy on the road. Margaret and her grandpa stepped aside and hid from every descending emigrant they passed,

  every string of horses, every cart or barrow, every band of hopefuls that made its way downhill.




  Her head was covered in a heavy blue scarf, so her shorn, white scalp was out of sight. That would not draw any comment from strangers. Even at that time of the year, all travelers with any

  sense would protect themselves against the sun and midges with hats, headscarves, veils or hair. The sun occasions modesty. It disapproves of flesh. But Margaret’s face, if shown, would

  certainly betray the dangerous and appalling truth. What little of her skin wasn’t raised and scarlet with rashes was gray with exhaustion.




  It was uncomfortable – unbearable – to wear the heavy scarf around her hot and nagging head. She tried to lift it, push it back and off. But she could not allow herself to be seen,

  her grandpa told her – it would be too damaging for business if word got out that even just one person in the valley had the symptoms of the flux. A hundred meals, a hundred beds, would go to

  waste each day. Nobody would dare to spend the night with them.




  ‘Turn your head, Mags, if you can,’ he instructed her. ‘Pull your scarf across your face, let them mistake you for . . .’ He couldn’t think that she resembled

  anything, except a woman at death’s door riding in the wrong direction with her back turned to the sea. He did his best to hide her from the stares and even from the necessary greetings. He

  pulled the horse into the thickets whenever he heard voices coming or the sound of carts and bridle bells. He made her duck into impasses of rock until the path was clear. And if anybody happened

  to get close to them or called wanting directions or news, he answered for the two of them, trying not to draw attention to himself by being either too unfriendly or too welcoming. If anybody

  asked, he’d claim his granddaughter was simple, not bright enough to speak: ‘Best let her float in her own company,’ he’d say.




  So Margaret and her grandpa took half a day to reach the nearest woody swaggings in the sash of hills, where the rocky scrubland of the ascent relaxed into softer meadows and clearings of grass

  and highland reed, before the darkness of the woods and the distant, snowcapped mountain pates. The view was wasted on them. They hardly bothered to look back. The old man had to get home, while

  Margaret wanted nothing more than to sleep. She’d rather die than undertake another climb like that. So for her, the first sight of the Pesthouse at the edge of the hunter’s bald was a

  relief.




  Unlike the tree-trunk barns and cabins in the valley, the hillside hut had not been built for comfort. It was at core a woodsman’s soddy, constructed out of sun-dried turfs, fire-proof and

  wind-protected, much loved by mice but easily collapsed. Indeed, it had collapsed from time to time, in those far regretted days when it had had little use, but since that healthy time, that time

  of remedies and cures, the Pesthouse had been strengthened by an outer wall of boulders, dry built and sturdy. There was a sleeping bench inside, a hearth and chimney stack, a leather bucket and

  some pots.




  Margaret hid in the undergrowth to empty her bowels – no blood, good luck – and then collapsed into the grass while her grandpa set to work. He swept out the soddy with snapped pine

  brooms, beat the stones with sticks in case any snakes had taken up residence, and set the fire in the stone grate with kindling and a striking stone. Provisions and a water bag were hung from roof

  branches above the fire, where they’d be marinated in wood fume and safe from little teeth. He gathered bracken and country corn for Margaret’s bed. She rested her three lucky things on

  her chest – a silver necklace that was old enough to have been machined, a square of patterned, faded cloth too finely woven to have been the work of human hands, some coins from the

  best-forgotten days, all inside a cedar box – and lay down on the bed, with Grandpa’s help. He placed an unfired pot of cough syrup made from onions mashed in sugar on the floor at the

  side of her bed: ‘Watch out for ants, Mags.’ He touched her forehead with his thumb, a finger kiss. ‘I’m ashamed to leave you here. I hope it grows. Thick and long.’

  He wiped his hands again on a vinegary rag, then he and the horse were gone, and she was sleeping. When she woke, somewhat revived, it was already evening. The trees were menacing – they

  wheezed and cracked. Bats feasted on the early moths. The undergrowth was busy with its residents, and Margaret, Red Margaret, the Apricot, the drained and fragile woman in the hills, that

  applicant for unexpected death, felt shocked and lost, bewildered and unloved. Why had she been singled out? Why had the archer released his arrow into her? Such misfortune was too much to face

  alone – the pestilence, the pain, the degradation and the restless meanness of the night that she must spend on her own father’s deathbed, breathing his last air. She coughed, a

  friendless cough, and had to listen to the trunks and branches coughing back, like wolves, too much like wolves for her to dare to sleep again. She’d never feared trees before. In daylight,

  trees had let her pass, ignored her almost, pretended not to notice her. But now that the moon was up, the forest seemed to be alert and mischievous.




  The Pesthouse occupant took comfort from her talismans that night. She passed the necklace through her fingers, recognizing and remembering the contours of each engraved link; she rubbed and

  stroked her piece of cloth; she smelled the cedar in the little box. Finally, she weighed the coins in her hands, the pennies and dimes and quarters that she had found among the pebbles on the

  river beach. She fingered all the images in the dark and tried to recognize the heads of people from the past, mostly short-haired men, one with a beard, ‘In God We Trust’, one with a

  thickish pony-tail bouncing on his neck, one heavy chinned and satisfied. Was that the eagle she could feel? Where were the leafy sprigs and flaming torch? Was that the one-cent palace with the

  twelve great columns at the front? She dragged her nail across the disk to count every column and tried to find the tiny seated floating man within, the floating man who, storytellers said, was

  Abraham and would come back to help America one day with his enormous promises.
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  FRANKLIN HAD NOT EXPECTED so much rain. Anyone could tell from how brittle the landscape was that, in these parts at least, it had scarcely rained all

  season, and what clouds there’d been that day had been horizon clouds, passers-by, or overtakers, actually, for they were heading eastward, too – but hardly any time had gone before the

  last light of the day threw out its washing water, splashing it as heavily as grit on the brittle undergrowth and setting free its long-stored smells, part hope and part decay. The rain was

  unforgiving in its weight. It meant to stay and do some damage and some good in equal parts. It meant to be noticed. It meant to run downhill until it found a river and then downstream until it

  found a sea. ‘If you’re looking for the sailing boats, just follow the fallen rain’ was the universal advice for inexperienced travelers.




  Franklin couldn’t sleep through this. He couldn’t even sit out such a downpour. He’d have to find some better shelter. He shook out the leaves from his bedding, wrapped the two

  already damp tarps around himself and limped as best he could onto a rocky knoll from which he could peer into the darkness and through the rain from a greater height. He hadn’t noticed any

  caves or overhanging cliffs or any forest thick and broad-leafed enough to offer hope of staying dry for very long. This was the kind of rain that wouldn’t rest until its job was done.




  Now Franklin considered the little boulder hut on the fringes of the clearing, with its gray scarf of smoke. It was the sort of place where inexperienced or incautious robbers might make their

  den, well positioned for picking off stragglers, even though anyone with any sense would give it a wide berth. But Franklin would take the risk – despite Jackson’s warnings but also

  because of his brother’s stinging accusation earlier that day that ‘Only the crazy make it to the coast’ – and see if he could bargain any shelter there. He’d lost his

  bearings in the storm and in the darkness, though, and couldn’t quite remember where he’d seen the hut. On the forest edge, for sure, but where exactly, how far off? What residue of

  light remained was not enough to spot its chimney. He sniffed for wood smoke but sniffed up only rain. He’d have to stumble in the dark and trust to luck, and still take good care not to wake

  any hostile residents, though the chances were it was just a woodsman’s cabin or some hermitage, a no-choice place to rest his knee and stay dry for the night.




  No matter where he stumbled, he could not see the outline of a roof, as he had hoped, or any light, but he was old enough to know where anyone would build a hut if there was free choice. Not

  entirely under trees, for a start, and not in earthy shallows where bogs might form. But half in, half out. Not too exposed to wind or passers-by. But looking south and on flat ground, preferably

  face on to a clearing.




  It was her coughing that led him to her, finally – the hacking, treble cough of foxes but hardly wild enough for foxes. A woman’s cough. So now Franklin knew the place, and where it

  stood in relation to the far-too-open spot where he had rolled his cocoon. He took his bearings from the coughing – waiting for it to break out, then subside, and then break out again –

  and from the heavy outlines of the woodlands and the hillside. He shuffled through the soaking grasses, taking care not to snap any sticks, listening for beasts below the clatter of the storm,

  until he could hear the tell-tale percussion of the rain striking something harder and less giving than the natural world, something flat and man-made. And now indeed he could hear and see the

  black roofline of a hut and a chimney stack. Then, between the timbers of its door – but for a moment only – he caught the reassuring and alarming flicker of a candle flame, just lit

  from the grate. He knew exactly what that meant: whoever was inside had heard him creeping up. They had been warned and would be ready.




  Franklin hung his back sack on a branch, pulled off his tarps and took out his knife, its blade still smelling of the meadow onions they had found and eaten raw earlier that day. The lighted

  candle meant that the occupant (or occupants) was nervous, too. So he grew more confident. Now he made as much noise as he could, trying to sound large and capable. He called out ‘Shelter

  from the rain?’ and then, when there was silence, ‘I’m joining you, if you’ll allow.’ And finally, ‘No cause for fear, I promise you,’ though he was more

  than a little fearful himself when there were no replies. The boulder hut was big enough to house a gang of men in addition to the coughing woman, all armed, all dangerous. A man with a knife, no

  matter how tall he was, could not defend himself in the dark against missiles, or long pikes, or several men with cudgels. He tried again: ‘I’m a friend. Just say that you’ll

  welcome me out of the storm, or else I’ll step away.’ A test of hospitality. Some coughing now, as if the cougher had to find a voice from far away, and then, ‘Come only to the

  door. Don’t open it.’ The woman’s voice. A youngish voice. Already he was blushing.




  For a door, the hut had little more than a barricade of rough pine planks. Franklin said, ‘I’m here.’ He peered between the planks and could just make out the dark form of one

  person, resting on one elbow in a bed, backlit by a wood fire in a grate. Nothing to be frightened of. Nothing physical, at least. Some traveler, perhaps, who just like him was suffering from knees

  and needed shelter for a while. ‘I’m going to drown unless I come inside,’ he said. She coughed at him. No Stay Away, no Come.




  Franklin pulled the door aside with his left hand, resting his right hand with the knife on the low lintel at his chin height. She held her candle out to get a better look at him and in its

  sudden guttering of light they saw each other for the first time: Red Margaret was startled first by the size of him, two times the weight and size of her grandpa, she thought, and then by what she

  took to be a face of honesty, not quite a handsome face, not quite a beauty boy, but narrow, healthy, promising, a face to rescue her from fear if only he would dare. Franklin saw the bald, round

  head of someone very sick and beautiful. A shaven head was unambiguous. It meant the woman and the hut were dangerous. He stepped back and turned his head away to breathe the safer, rain-soaked

  air. He was no longer visible to her. The door frame reached only his throat. He put the door back into place and reconciled himself to getting very wet and cold that night. ‘A pesthouse,

  then,’ he said out loud, to show – politely – that he understood and that his curtailed friendliness was sensible. Too late to call his brother back, though calling out for

  Jackson was Franklin’s first instinct, because if there was disease in the Pesthouse, there could well be disease down there, among the inhabitants of Ferrytown.




  Now the woman was coughing once again. Her little hut was full of smoke, he’d noticed. And her lungs, no doubt, were heavy with pestilence, too. Dragging his tarps behind him, he crashed

  his way back through the clearing and undergrowth into the thickest of the trees, where the canopy would be his shelter. He had been cowardly, he knew. He had been sensible. Only a fool would

  socialize with death just to stay warm and dry for the night. He found a partly protected spot among the scrub oaks just at the top of Butter Hill where he could erect a makeshift tent from his

  stretched tarps and protect himself a little. His decision to stay up in the hills to rest had clearly been a foolish one. Jackson had been right as usual. A crazier, more reckless man would have

  faced the risks of pressing on, injury defied, and enjoyed the benefits of a warm bed, surely better for a limping emigrant than sharing a stormy night with bald disease, no matter how eye-catching

  it might be.




  Franklin’s knee had worsened in the rain and during his latest stumbles through the sodden undergrowth. Its throbbing tormented him. It almost ached out loud, the nagging of a roosting

  dove, Can’t cook, cook, cook. Even when, in the early quarters of the night, the storm had passed, and the moon, the stars and the silver lake had reappeared, he could not sleep. Her

  face was haunting him, her face in the candlelight (that celebrated flatterer) with its shorn scalp. He might have touched himself with her in mind, despite his pain, had not the valley raised its

  voice above the grumbling of his knee and the hastened beating of his newly captured heart. The dripping music of the woods was joined by lowland drums. There was the thud and clatter of slipping

  land, a sound he could not comprehend or recognize – he knew only that it was bad – and then the stony gust, the rumbling, the lesser set of sounds than thunder that agitated the

  younger horses and the ever-childish mules out in the safety of the tetherings.




  On Butter Hill, above the river crossing where west was granted access to the east, Franklin Lopez sat alarmed, entirely unasleep, in his wet tarps, the only living witness when the silver

  pendant shook and blistered – a pot, a lake, coming to the boil.
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  JACKSON HAD TAKEN a liking to the modest town, with its smoke and smells and the clamor of voices, livestock and tools. Even though he had arrived at

  its boundary fences a little after dark, a few trading stalls were still set up, warmed and lit by braziers and lanterns, where he was greeted by dogs, his palms and tongue inspected for infection

  by gate-keepers, and told at once what the tariffs were – how much he’d have to pay to cross their land, the cost of food and shelter for the night, the onward ferry fee. He would be

  welcome as a guest if his face was free of rashes, if he wasn’t seeking charity, if he didn’t try to win the short-term favors of a local woman, and if he put any weapons – and

  any bad language – into their safekeeping until he traveled on. Weapons, rashes, charity and short-term favors of any kind were ‘off the menu’, he was told. But, otherwise, they

  had good beds, fresh bread, sweet water and easy passage to the other bank ‘for anyone prepared to keep the peace and pay the price’. What had he to offer in return? He had only his

  coat to trade, he told them, and any labor that they might require of him during the few days that it would take his brother, Franklin, to recover from his exaggerated laming.
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