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    Stone and Spring



    


    The bear has been pacing the perimeter of the cabin since dusk and she cannot pass him. Not even to go to the sisters.


    The worst thing would be to freeze. She will not starve. She has burlap sacks of potatoes in the cellar and apples sealed in barrels. She has pounds of beans in the pantry. For water there is always snowmelt.


    But to freeze. Supplying firewood is a year-round chore. She chops and piles it, starting the first warm day of spring and keeping on until first snow. Even then she will go out, if there is sun. There is nothing to heat them but fire. Without it they will die. Days, maybe. A pleasant death, at least. Once the body stops shaking and submits.


    Redmond sleeps by the fire. He is too old. He gets himself to the bathroom, and the shower almost once a week. She brings him tea and brandy in the evenings. At dawn he will take a poached egg. Gets himself up afternoons to stagger to the kitchen and find something sweet. When they adopted one another, he taught her to boil eggs and to read. Now she leaves him lunch before starting on the chores and reads aloud to him at dusk. Mostly he sleeps. There are nights when he cries, and she sits by the fire. Listening.


    Now his snore catches in his throat. He wets his lips.


    “You won’t catch it,” he says. “It’s a spirit thing out there. It won’t be caught.”


    She turns back to the fire. It is northwest Wyoming. She thinks of the wind as spirit because its presence is that constant. She is 13 years old.




    

    In the morning the snow blinds in the sun. She saddles her horse, her best. Favorite, she calls him. She fills the saddlebag with a sandwich, two apples, a hunk of cheese. Loads the rifle. She means to track the bear.


    A figure is coming down the road, from the north. She looks up, squints. It’s Thomas. His daddy owns the Flying B and its 300 acres. The property borders Redmond’s. Every fall the Flying B slaughters a steer for her and Redmond. Thomas brings the meat in parchment-wrapped bundles. He is two years older than Stone and has begun to look strong.


    He smiles at her. He doesn’t dismount. His boots are caked with mud. Stone eyes them.


    “You got melt?” she says. He looks down.


    “I guess I do.” He is untroubled. It’s December, four days until Christmas. The ground should be getting harder, not softer.


    He nods at her rifle. “Someone offend your honor?”


    “Had a bear last night. Circling the cabin. Didn’t leave off until almost four. Snuffling and pawing around.”


    Isham, Thomas’s paint, shuffles as if he doesn’t like the sound of the news. Thomas lets him. He’s permissive with his horses.


    “A regular bear?” he says.


    Stone shakes her head.


    Thomas nods. Gazes west, where the Sleeping Giant lies covered in snow.


    “Well. C’mon, then,” he says. She mounts Favorite, and they’re off.



    


    They search for hours with no luck. “I have to go over to the sisters,” Stone says. “Tomorrow, or the next day. See about a draught for this bear.”


    “We’re not going to find him,” Thomas says. Stone agrees but she doesn’t say so. They carry on. Soon they come to the river. It’s frozen over. The bear’s tracks run up to it, then stop.


    They don’t say anything. Just turn the horses and head for home.


    “Mom says you’re to come for Christmas,” Thomas says after a while.


    “The sisters asked me too.”


    “Well. It’s up to you, then.”


    “Redmond can’t travel. I guess it’s not right to leave him.”


    “Dad said you’d say that. Said to tell you we’ll bring the sled. Wrap him up in blankets and give him a hot water bottle. Won’t take more than 30 minutes.”


    He sneaks a look at her.


    “Shorter than to the sisters.”


    “All right, then,” says Stone.



    


    Thomas doesn’t come on Christmas morning. His father comes alone. Mr. McMurtry has hung bells on the big cream draft horses, and Stone hears him coming. He helps her settle Redmond into the sleigh. Mrs. McMurtry has spread the hay thick and piled in several blankets.


    “You all right there, Mr. Redmond?” Mr. McMurtry asks. Redmond is his first name but nobody knows his last.


    “Not all. But mostly,” Redmond answers. Mr. McMurtry nods and looks to make sure Stone is settled next to him on the seat. He flicks the reins, and the bells twinkle in the sharp cold air. Stone thinks it is the best sound she has ever heard. They ride through the snow.


    Redmond removes a bottle from his coat. “A bit of Christmas cheer,” he says merrily. He drinks from the bottle, then passes it to Mr. McMurtry, who shifts the reins to one hand and takes it and drinks. Then he passes it to Stone.


    Her hair is the color of winter wheat and her eyes are gray as the sky. She takes a drink of the liquid and doesn’t wince at the burn. She passes it back. Her cheeks are bright and full of hope.



    


    Back at the Flying B, Thomas is in the kitchen with his mother. A bowl full of chopped potatoes sits before him on the table and he’s mashing them, one sleeve rolled back. He smiles at Stone and holds a chair out for Redmond, by the fire.


    “Pull off my boots, boy,” Redmond says. And Thomas says, “Yes, sir,” and does it, smiling.


    Mrs. McMurtry puts her hands on Stone’s cheeks. She kisses her, wipes her hands on her apron, and hands Stone a bowl of green beans to trim. “Here,” she says, “and I’ll bring you a cocoa.”


    Stone sits next to Thomas. From the other room she can hear his younger sister and brother, Daisy and August, playing with carved wood soldiers and rag dolls.


    “You brought the horses south?” Mr. McMurtry says to Thomas.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You heard them then,” Redmond says from the stove. His feet are propped on the lip in front of the grate in thick wool socks, fuzzy like a peach. “The spirit walkers. They come from the south.”


    A log snaps and falls in the fire. Stone will not look up from her beans. After a while Mrs. McMurtry picks up a mason jar full of eggs and cream and spices and begins to shake it.


    They are sitting like that when the Wranglers come. Mr. McMurtry and Redmond have added to the eggnog from Redmond’s bottle and are drinking by the fire. Daisy and August are chattering by the tree. Stone has finished with the beans and is helping Thomas with the potatoes, adding milk and butter. Mrs. McMurtry wants them smooth as ice cream.


    The back door opens. Stone feels the cold instantly and looks up. The men stand in the doorway, fur coats and hoods covered with tiny flints of snow.


    “No,” says Mrs. McMurtry. “It’s Christmas morning. You leave. You come back later.”


    The first man comes in the door anyway, him and the two behind him, their chaps cracking like whips in the winter wind. Mr. McMurtry stands, and so does Thomas.


    “It’s time,” says the man. His eyes are small and his mustache thick. “You know it’s been coming. Long time coming.”


    “Not today,” says Mr. McMurtry. “You won’t be having her today. You’ll wait till tomorrow.”


    “And give her a chance to run off in the night?” he says. “No. We won’t be waiting. We were meant to have done it four nights ago. But there was some trouble.”


    Four nights ago. The night of the bear. Stone thought it had been hunting. Now she wonders if it meant to ward the men away.


    The Wrangler doesn’t move toward Stone. He trusts that she will come because she knows what will happen if she doesn’t. And she does. She brushes her hands on her jeans and moves to get her coat.


    There is the click of a loaded rifle. They all know the sound. Stone turns to see where it came from.


    Redmond has risen to his feet. He has the rifle trained on the man’s heart.


    “It’s Christmas,” he says. “And you’ll be waiting to take her.”



    


    Redmond keeps the rifle on his lap all through dinner and presents. When Daisy and August look at him, he grins like a wild man and strokes the barrel. They take him for a harmless eccentric and feel no alarm.


    The man’s words were true. Stone should have been expecting them, but she wasn’t. It had started to feel like something that would never happen. Everyone remains calm. The three men eat dinner at the table in the back of the room, away from the fire, and are silent as the children open presents. While Daisy and August fuss over their peppermints, Thomas excuses himself to the bathroom. He slips back in with cheeks reddened, like he has come in from the cold. Finally Mr. McMurtry carries the children to bed. When he comes down, the Wranglers are standing.
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