

Praise for The River by Starlight


“Ellen Notbohm weaves a mesmerizing story with beautiful prose. For women with mental illness prior to modern-day medicine, ignorance and social stigma dictated their treatment. This novel reminds us of how the issue of postpartum depression, as much a reality of the past as it is now, profoundly affects both men and women.”


—THE HISTORICAL NOVEL SOCIETY


“Engages at the cellular level . . . a story that meets the criteria of what William Faulkner said when he accepted the Pulitzer Prize in 1954: ‘The only stories worth a writer’s blood and sweat and tears are stories of the human heart in conflict with itself.’ Thoughtful, tragic, beautifully composed, it’s a book that once begun will not be put down.”


—JANE KIRKPATRICK, New York Times best-selling author of The Healing of Natalie Curtis and One More River to Cross


“As rich in theme and detail as the Montana sky is in stars. Historical frontier fiction, romance, women’s rights, mental health—all these pieces make for a quilt of impressive design.”


—BRIAN JUENEMANN, Pacific Northwest Booksellers Association


“Thought-provoking and beautifully written, The River by Starlight uncovers a cast of complex and compelling characters that will keep you entranced to the last page.”


—C. P. LESLEY, New Books Network


“A rich and complicated tale full of heartache, love, and yes, redemption. Just know that if you pick this book up you will not be able to put it back down until you finish. And it will occupy your thoughts for days after.”


—BROKEN TEEPEE BOOK REVIEWS


“Really well done. Don’t miss this personal account based on the true-life stories of real people.”


—POWELL’S CITY OF BOOKS STAFF PICK


“A 10 for voice and originality. Some of the best dialogue I’ve read, a voice that held me spellbound, and a story that kept me turning the page. I surprised myself by shedding tears of joy and sorrow as I read; the story is like a symphony in the nuanced way it’s handled.”


—ELIZABETH LYON, author of Manuscript Makeover and A Writer’s Guide to Fiction


“Filled with vivid characters and descriptions, heartache, loss, and the healing power of love, The River by Starlight is a tribute to so many women who were treated unjustly and who managed to find their way and survive. Bravo, Ellen Notbohm!”


—KRIS RADISH, author of The Year of Necessary Lies and A Dangerous Woman from Nowhere


“There is nothing I didn’t love about this book. The language is exquisite, a mixture of steel and silk, the narrative voice uncannily powerful yet tender. The story will grow tendrils around your heart, squeezing it until you can barely breathe. It’s the story of one woman’s tragic and puzzling mental frailty, but more, it is a love story and a heartrending study of the forced redefining of family. Recommended to any reader with a heart.”


—LAUREL DAVIS HUBER, author of The Velveteen Daughter


“A breathlessly epic, masterful story set in early-1900s Montana in language so lyrically elevated you’ll want to commit much of it to memory. The River by Starlight is a book for the ages. In my mind, it stands with the classics. The novel’s voice and pacing are seamlessly crafted; its tone and mood are deep and oftentimes heart-wrenching, so much so that the reader can’t help but be lured in by characters so viscerally drawn they come to life on the pages. For readers who demand excellence in language, craft, and story.”


—CLAIRE FULLERTON, author of Mourning Dove and Little Tea


“Ellen Notbohm elevates the facts of a century-ago marriage to the story of Annie and Adam Fielding, trapped in tragic circumstances over which they have no control. The story is told with deep understanding, which draws in the reader, and with respect for the human heart, which won’t abandon hope.”


—TONY CASHMAN, historian, author, playwright, and member of the Alberta Order of Excellence
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For my once-in-two-lifetimes man




Part One


The evening star, multiplied by undulating water, is like bright sparks of fire continually ascending.


—“The River by Starlight,” from the journal of
Henry David Thoreau, June 15, 1852
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Of all the heartless things Annie’s mother has done in twenty-six years, this might be the corker. She did it in a manner most unusual for her, did it without raising her chapped hand or equally chapped voice. Did it with silent duplicity undiscovered until this morning by her youngest child, who should know better than to allow it to shock her.


The unread letter sizzles in Annie’s fingers, as if it’s her fault she hasn’t read it yet. Her brother Cal intended it for her alone. Her name, Analiese Rushton, sprawls across the full width of the envelope, the ink-splotch dot of the i sailing high as a jackdaw over the scrawl. Cal’s rogue humor leers up at her from where he penned the address, Cherry Pit, Iowa, crossed out Pit, and block printed Hill. She wouldn’t have found the letter had not she wanted to settle the doctor’s bill before he leaves, had she not had to lift the iron cashbox out of the drawer of Pa’s desk to jimmy the crotchety latch. The letter’s postmark, so bold she can hear the stamp striking the envelope: January 11, 1911. At least five months this letter has lain in dark limbo, hidden in the lowest reaches of a desk everyone still tiptoes around.


A single minute is all she would need to separate the message from its envelope and lay eyes upon news Ma found dire enough to keep from Annie in such a devious way. But Doc’s step descending the stairs melds with the scrape of the front door. That would be her sister, Jenny, exchanging murmured greetings with the doctor. Annie shoves the letter into her apron pocket and removes two bills from the cashbox.


In the parlor, Annie meets Jenny with a squeeze of hands. It brings a pang of relief that won’t last. This day will be but a protraction of the previous one.


Jenny pushes a strand of Annie’s hair from her forehead. “You look tired. Bad night?”


Annie nods. A bad night, yes. For their mother, calling brokenly for her dead husband and son. And for Annie, the only one to answer.


To the doctor she says, “Well?”


The doctor places his bag on the parlor table. “Hard to say how much longer. Partly depends on her—we know your ma can be tenacious as tar.” He sucks in a long, noisy breath. “Thirty-three years she’s hung on, since Teddy’s gone,” he says, separating each syllable like a spelling lesson.


Yes, a firstborn now dead nearly three times longer than he lived, forever twelve in the mind of a mother who has relentlessly, irrationally tortured her lastborn for it. Leave, Annie entreats behind her teeth. You’re no healer.


But the doctor talks on, turning to Jenny. “You and Cal were this high.” He stair-steps a hand at hip level. “Your mother wanted to lie down and go right along with your brother.” To Annie he says, “The Lord spared you the sorrow of that day.”


Annie seethes, a wave of anger breaking against the chronic heartsickness this man never sees in her. Decades of his fawning over her mother’s deforming grief, and he’s blind to the never-ending ransom she’s demanded of Annie, born seven years after the fact.


“She’s ready to join him, and your pa,” the doctor continues. He unhooks his tiny spectacles and folds them with an anemic click. “Just keep her as comfortable as you can.” He turns to Jenny. “Might I trouble you for a glass of water?”


Jenny disappears into the kitchen in a graceful swish of calico.


“Her discomfort may increase,” the doctor says to Annie, lifting from his bag a brown glass bottle. “Laudanum. Mix it with strong tea. This much to ease the pain, as needed.” He indicates with a fingertip. “This much if . . .” His finger moves up the bottle. He purses his lips.


Annie clutches the fabric inside her pockets. “You think I would do that?”


That crazy Rushton girl. She doesn’t need special powers to read his thoughts or those of a town that loves to talk not-quite-under its breath.


“For pain.” The doctor drops his full weight on the word.


“I wouldn’t do that.” She hands the bills to the doctor. He places the brown bottle on the parlor table and folds the money into a vest pocket as Jenny reappears with a glass of water. The doctor wets his lip and hands the glass back to her. “Please give my best to Seth and your fine boy.”


Another wordless glance at Annie and he’s gone, leaving her heart pounding. He got the last word with that glance, didn’t he? A rebuke it was, but for what? The laudanum, or her own lost husband and child, gone now these six years and forever? The clack of hooves and buggy wheels leaps down the drive, then melts into the distance.


“Don’t like that man,” Annie says.


“He delivered you.” Jenny smiles. “That counts for a lot with me.”


The brown bottle squats on the parlor stand. Annie eyes it, thinking, Whose side are you on? Purveyor of relief, or guilt? Or both? Perhaps her mother would thank her for speeding her reunion with Teddy and Pa. Or perhaps the remorse of having played God would only add to the deadweight Annie already carries.


Damn that man! Annie shakes her head to clear it. What passed for sleep last night was no more than skimming at the surface of consciousness for a few hours. Keep her as comfortable as you can. What does he think she’s been doing?


“I wish every day anew that I could be of more help to you,” Jenny says. “She was such a different mother to me.”


The letter in Annie’s pocket threatens to smolder a hole through what remains of her composure, so she says only, “We can wish in one hand and spit in the other and see which fills up first, eh?” She gives her sister a playful thump on the arm. “You can’t help more, not without neglecting your own family.” Nor can their brother Chase do more, having taken full charge of the farm since Pa died. Pa died. How long will it be before Annie can confront those two words without choking?


When the poplar windbreak crowds Jenny’s buggy from sight, Annie sinks into Pa’s porch chair and takes the letter from her pocket. It feels weightless, as if it still might find a way to comply with Ma’s intentions and make itself not exist. The slit across the top of the envelope is as cruel a violation as a paper cut to the skin, a surface injury that brings pain far out of proportion to the wound.


Cal seldom writes to anyone, rarely stays in one place long enough to send home the same postmark twice. But this thickly inked mark—Caswell, Montana—is his third in three years. The letter ranges over two pages, his devil-may-care scrawl honking across the paper like geese before the gale.


Li’l Bit, think seriously about coming out here. My homestead is only 37 acres, but it’s mine, with less than two years until I prove up. I work out on the Dunbarton farm a few miles from here, for extra income. My place is cozy (to put it kindly), but you don’t take up much room (clobber me when you get here!). Your old bachelor brother could use some help with the things you’re good at. What’s holding you to Iowa anyway?


Annie tries to swallow. If she nails her feet to the porch, she might keep herself from storming a dying widow’s bedroom and throttling an explanation out of her. Concealing this letter amounts to yet another act of war in a lifelong conflict. Annie’s fault, everything always her fault. The beans tasting off because her five-year-old fingers shelled them imperfectly. Ma being unable to enjoy the hymns at church because Annie sat too far back in the pew, still as a dressmaker’s form. Annie’s fault, the blood staining her socks where she jammed them between her legs when her first monthly came, Ma snorting at Jenny’s reprimand: she couldn’t have known Annie’s time was close, didn’t think to prepare her. To Annie it’s been death by a thousand cuts, except that she’s managed to deflect the thousandth cut a thousand times. Why would Ma hold back this letter? Five months ago, before her illness, when Pa was still alive, this should have been her gold-plated opportunity to rid herself of her unwelcome daughter. Her lifelong refrain, telling Annie how Teddy played “Amazing Grace” on his mouth organ before every blessed Sunday dinner. “That’s why I named you Analiese. It’s German for ‘grace,’” she’d announce, every time as if it were news, and always adding, “Not that you have any.”


Standing now in the doorway of her parents’ bedroom, Annie can’t find her voice. The letter suddenly outweighs her. She needs both hands to hold it up, letting it speak for itself.


“So.” Ma’s spidery hair encloses her withered neck. Whether she’s unable or unwilling to say more, Annie can’t tell.


“‘So’? That’s it? ‘So’? Why did you keep this from me? It’s your chance to be rid of me. Your heart’s desire. If you weren’t going to give it to me, why didn’t you destroy it?”


It’s just like Ma to play dead, unmoved and unmoving. Annie strides to the foot of the bed. “Ma, you’ve always had tongue enough for ten rows of teeth when it comes to me. You owe me an explanation. I’m sure it’s ugly. Let’s have it now before I—”


“All right.” Ma still has the power to halt conversation.


Annie clenches the letter against her waist.


“I knew I was ill. For some time before I let on. There was nothing Doc could do.” The words come as unapologetic wind over a dry streambed. “With Pa gone, if you left, it would do Chase in. His hands are full running the place. He postponed his wedding. He—” Ma’s hand twitches on the coverlet, the purple map of veins pulsing in obstinacy. “I meant for you to find the letter after I’d gone. I didn’t see where another year would make a difference to you.”


How much more, Annie wonders, can this woman exact from her? That Annie’s days are so meaningless as to justify conscription, that the role of servile divorcee is her only place? “How dare you?” she breathes behind unmoving lips.


And yet. How must it be for Ma, to die as consumed by a bitter heart as by cancer. To be dependent upon the mercy of one she has so spurned. Annie suddenly realizes she has neither the stomach nor the stamina to continue a battle whose end is in sight. She needn’t win; she needn’t retreat. She need only let the clock run out. Annie slides the letter back into her pocket.


“So be it, Amanda,” Annie says. “I am my mother’s keeper.” As she does every morning, she opens the family Bible to the book of Ecclesiastes, her mother’s favorite, and reads aloud:


The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be;
And that which is done is that which shall be done:
And there is no new thing under the sun.


As Annie reads, Amanda drifts into unconsciousness. A tear escapes her right eye and courses a shallow path until stopped by a jutting cheekbone. On the opposite side, a trickle of wetness trails from the corner of her mouth along the deep groove that should have been a laugh line. The two strands of dampness frame Amanda’s face, incongruous parentheses.


Here is where I’m supposed to forgive her, Annie thinks. The fragrance of the violet that clings to the heel that crushes it.


It won’t happen. Annie stoops under the weightier burden of forgiving herself.


I lost my firstborn too, Ma. Except she’s not dead. She lives, calling someone else her mother.


How she prayed, when she felt the flutter of her child deep within her, Please don’t let me be my mother’s daughter, oh, anything but that, never imagining something even worse: a diabolical treachery of her own mind that left her no choice but to forsake husband and child. Forced to come back to this house, the very place she’d left so joyously less than a year before, forced to live again under the thumb of humiliation. Ma, who wielded words like an ice pick, also knew how to wound by withholding them, knew the power of her long months of mocking silence.


To err is human; to forgive, divine.


Not yet. Amanda sleeps, and Annie wonders, What dreams color such a sleep? What deeds haunt the sunset of one’s life? The secrets Amanda felt justified in keeping, the dreams she kept her daughter from dreaming?


And Pa, did he dream? Or did he, like his daughter, forget how? Annie knew Ma’s antagonism troubled him, and that if he’d had more fight in him, he would have given it to Annie gladly. But he’d left it on the battlefield at Bentonville, blacking out when the shrapnel buried itself in his neck. Forevermore, he told her, he would wake each morning with the feeling he was missing something. If his dreams died long before his being did, Annie understands.


To dream again. Cal’s letter has touched a match to the wick of her doused dreams. Dream enough it is for her to stroll the length of a town without the abortive glances, the stilted greetings, the wider berth given her on the sidewalk.


Amanda sleeps. Annie tucks the Bible, open to Ecclesiastes, under her mother’s loosening hand, whispering, “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven.”


Annie dreams, in the arms of her father’s porch chair, gazing west across their tiny corner of Iowa.


Amanda clung to life until the July morning of Annie’s birthday, when she opened her eyes for the space of four weakening heartbeats. “Analiese?” she murmured. “Grace.” Annie rested her hand over her mother’s. The last word between them would be hers. She wished only for enough grace to lend it sincerity.


“Peace.”


It lasted as long as the moment in which it was needed. It wasn’t forgiveness, but it was as close as she could come.


Annie takes the arm Chase offers for the walk to the grave site. “My marriage won’t change anything,” Chase tells Annie. “Lavinia agrees, you stay on the farm for as long as you want. It will always be as much your home as mine.”


The gash in the ground looks deeper than six feet, but Annie doesn’t step close enough to see the bottom. Portal to heaven or hell, she has no curiosity.


“The wisdom of the world comes to but four words,” intones the minister. “Words that caution us in our hour of pride and elation, and comfort us during times of trial. Four words that make a sad man happy, and a happy man sad: ‘This too shall pass.’”


And four more words, Annie thinks. I’m going to Montana.


A week following the funeral seems enough time. Over glasses of lemonade on Jenny’s porch swing, Annie reaches into her pocket. Sweaty finger marks dot the edges of Cal’s letter where she’s opened and refolded it a hundred times, fuzzy slits forming in the creases.


Jenny reads the letter without expression. A hot breeze whooshes through, making the screen door cough on its hinges. Annie follows Jenny’s eye to the bottom of the page, preempting any reaction Jenny might attempt with “I’m going to accept Cal’s offer. I’ll write to him tonight.”


“Are you sure?” Jenny’s calm surprises Annie. Did she already know? “No one is running you out of here.”


No one is running her out. And no one, not even Jenny, would beg her to stay. In this town, she will always be a woman apart.


For six years, her husband has maintained silence on the subject of their divorce. Thomas Day remarried within the year, a girl from Nebraska who’d come to town to visit family. Annie understood his haste. A baby needs a mother. He rented a farm two townships west; there would be no awkward chance meetings on the streets of Cherry Hill.


“Yes, I’m sure,” Annie says, just as calm as Jenny, feeling the distance opening between them already. They could be discussing butter and eggs.


“I’ve never pried, have I?” Jenny asks, sounding as far off as the back of the hayloft. “Forgive me for what I still don’t understand. How could you leave your husband, your baby? How have you survived that?”


Even Jenny. Six years. Annie tosses her lemonade over the porch rail and watches it soak into the ground. Moments ago it swirled prettily in a ruby tumbler, and now it’s nothing but a darkened splotch, the color of a lost cause. After a while Annie says, “You know the answer to both those questions. I had to.”


From the moment Annie consented to marry Thomas Day, she considered her job as his wife as much a covenant with herself as with him. The full moon over their wedding supper had not yet waned before Annie was pregnant, and before anyone else could see the evidence, she had sewn, knitted, and quilted a year’s layette. Her lush vegetable garden surged across the yard; she managed meals effortlessly, tending teams of pots and bowls with practiced motion, pausing to turn the pages of a book, a slim volume of Emily Dickinson, on the counter. Were I with thee, / Wild nights should be / Our luxury! She handled money like a banker, tended their chickens and livestock with deft respect. She saw Thomas off to the fields each day, both of them reveling in the rhythm of life unfolding as it should in their little corner of Iowa.


Then the baby came.


A heavy curtain dropped on their brief happiness. The Annie who rose from childbed was a creature neither of them knew, rocking maniacally in her chair and wishing it would go over backward and finish the charade.


She could not understand the rages that engulfed her, dropping out of the sky like the cyclone three years before that tossed their barn, cows and all, into the northeast forty. But she understood enough to be scared, for herself and for the bundle of suffocating obligation that was her newborn daughter.


Instead of moving on, as cyclones always do, this twister of the soul remained in place, spinning and roaring and draining her of everything she knew to be Annie. Nineteen years of becoming, undone and gone. In creating a new life, she’d been robbed of hers.


Her sweet, forbearing Thomas. She tried to tell him that the baby was a tourniquet, squeezing until her sensibilities spilled from her ears. It’s sucking the life right out of me. She must have uttered it aloud that night. Thomas materialized at her side, bending over the rocker where she nursed. “She,” he said, “not it. Cynthia is a she.” Her arms went slack around the baby, who pulled herself into a ball of clenched limbs, anxious mouth searching for the breast that should have still been there. The whimpers escalated to wails. Annie yanked the blanket tighter. Swaddling was supposed to quiet babies, but not this one, not this howling lump of never enough, this potato with lungs.


Annie, who also used to be a she, not an it, leaned her dead weight back in the new rocking chair Thomas had insisted upon, the one with the stout caning stretched across the lower back and seat. Cooler, Thomas had said, for a mother nursing a late-summer baby. Cooler, was it? Heaving to and fro in the chair, Annie couldn’t remember a time when the sensation of being on fire wasn’t her omnipresent warden.


But outside, almost four interminable months later, it was cooler, oh yes. The frozen branches of the poplars flailed in the dry wind. When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall.


I wouldn’t be that lucky.


Annie hated her own thoughts as they wormed their maggoty way through her. For weeks upon weeks, Thomas refused to believe what she tried to tell him, that she must give the baby up, that she yearned to be free of her torment. He said it was the voice of exhaustion speaking, nothing more. She felt herself ebbing away by the day, and his feeble explanations and pleas couldn’t dam the slide. She avoided his eyes when he came in at sundown each night, as he swallowed his cold suppers without comment, stroked her sweat-soaked hair, and gave no voice to what she knew he must have been wondering, the question under which she cowered every minute of each eternity of a day. How much longer would they have to hang on to ride out the inexplicable possession of the woman who used to be Annie?


At 2:00 a.m. on a bitter December night, she lay rigid in their bed, grinding her teeth until her jaw spasmed. Somewhere beyond the bedroom door, their infernal cows set to bawling again. What blight on their boring bovine existence could have started them up in the dead of night? Beside her, Thomas stirred. “Baby’s hungry.” It came to her as an apology. From someplace remote, a voice eerily like hers snapped their life in two.


“I don’t give a damn.” All of a sudden the picture came into focus. She saw right through him, into a vast world beyond this tiresome corner of Iowa. She saw the kindness and decency in her husband’s soul and heard the fear in his voice. This is his doing, she thought, and watched a disembodied fist smash into his face. The crack of the cheekbone under her blow felt good. I told him the baby was too much for me, but did he listen?


Then the disembodied fist flew on disembodied feet down the hallway, where it joined up with the disembodied voice, screeching as she rifled the kitchen cabinets, crocks of relish and jam crashing to the floor, “Where, oh where, do we keep the rat poison?”


Down the hall, Thomas secured the door of the nursery, muffling the squalling baby, and stood there, rooted and mute as an elm, arms crossed, feet apart, a blackening contusion spreading under his eye.


The remaining scraps of Annie fought their way to the surface and died on contact with the horror she had created. What little of her was left could still walk, must walk, across the house, out the front door, and who knew, who cared where. The baby sobbed for all of them, louder at first. But a mother’s most sacred duty is to protect her baby, no matter the cost.


So Annie stumbled on, until the cries quieted under a blanket of distance.


Who could fault Thomas for understanding less about women’s rages that drop from the sky than she did herself, and for coming to a swift decision based on what he did understand?


She can still feel the paper in her hands, igniting her fingers, her eyes, her guts.


This Plaintiff states that because of the actions and threats made by this Defendant, his life and the life of his daughter are imperiled. Plaintiff hereby prays that he may be granted an absolute Decree of Divorce from this Defendant and that he may be awarded the custody of his daughter.


She spent the first night buried in Ma and Pa’s hayloft, hoping to suffocate or die of rat bite, knowing that Ma would turn her away in the morning. And she did. Annie was halfway to Jenny’s place when Pa caught up with her.


Three more months the formless demons stalked her, stealing her sleep, drawing it out of her like a rope of pearls, snapping the string, sending the gems bounding. She pulled the shades and barricaded the doors, begging Pa to install locks on a house that had never known them. She dressed in light colors that matched the day—blue, gray, dull yellow—frantically changing to dark colors come dusk, hoping to blend in, to escape the vindictive sentinels. Winter, indifferent as ever, encrusted her misery with its extravagant monotony.


On a morning a few days shy of the vernal equinox, she awoke to the sun pouring into a silent house. She fancied herself dead, but as she moved barefoot down the hall, she realized that it was Sunday; her family had gone to church. At the top of the stairs, she clutched the post and wept with a strange joy, still chained by anguish but pulling the links apart one by one. The face in the hallway mirror was her own; the spacious expanse of her thoughts was once again her own.


That night she sat on the leather hassock, resting her head in her father’s lap. She told him it was over; the maggots were gone. He held her close and said sadly, “No one understands this.”


To this day, no one ever has, though one almost did.


She couldn’t afford an attorney. Kindly, retired Judge Owen was the only person she felt she could ask. In the book-lined parlor of his home, she tried to explain: “I was ill. I was scared. I’ve recovered. I want my daughter.” The judge listened contemplatively. No point in fighting it, he advised Annie. She’d done what she’d done and no court would side with her. “The law is meted out by men,” he added in a minor key. At the door the judge said, “My sister heard the demons after her boy was born.”


Annie closes her eyes. If he said more, she can’t recollect it.


She’ll bid her beloved sister goodbye without telling her that Cal slyly planted the idea of Montana a year ago, when he sent her an odd little thimble. A red band with raised lettering encircled it: FOR DRY GOODS GO TO COFFEEN’S. Annie rolled the strange, shiny thing about in her hand, appreciating his thought but feeling at the time that pricking her finger and falling asleep for a hundred years sounded appealing. She kept the thimble anyway, as proof, however crude, that someone far away cared about her enough to spare a postage stamp.


The touch of Jenny’s palm cupping her cheek brings her back to the present. “Annie, I’ll miss you terribly. But I won’t insult you by trying to change your mind.”


“Thank you for that.” Annie picks up her bonnet and leaves, blurry-eyed, without looking back.


That evening, she writes to Cal. This Thursday’s child has far to go. Can you meet me at the evening train on August 5?


She pulls Pa’s pebbled leather satchel from under the bed, the warm, faded brown grain so like the arms that used to circle her in his lap, reading aloud the newspaper’s “Daddy’s Hour” story.


Pa.


Recollection and loss gather in her throat. The loose joints of the bag fall open, releasing wafts of brilliantine, licorice drops, charcoal-ironed shirts. This is how she’ll take Pa with her.


The familiar smells and the open satchel buoy her. She’s been too long without hope, and now it’s hers for the price of a train ticket. She and Cal will be a family. The homestead will bloom and flourish. In time she may consider filing on a homestead of her own. A resplendent thought indeed. To be mistress of her own land and life. Oh, the delicious liberty of the thought. The pursuit of happiness.


The satchel will hold her aspirations. She’s taking little else. Travel light, Cal’s letter warned. Whatever I don’t have, there’s no space for.


A few clothes, her ivory knitting needles, her grandmother’s rose glass jar. At the linen trunk at the foot of her bed, she hesitates. She cracks the lid, then slips a hand past the sheets and slipcases. She extracts a book from the bottom.


She can’t say why she finds comfort in the poetry of Emily Dickinson, even less why she would consider taking this book with her, this knife in the wound perpetually salted.


To fight aloud is very brave,
But gallanter, I know,
Who charge within the bosom,
The cavalry of woe.


It’s just a book of poetry, she tells herself. The problem is the inscription: Birthday wishes for my Analiese, with everlasting love, Thomas.


Who would have thought that everlasting love would die within months, that this book would be the sole gift he would ever give her? Pressing her thumb against the binding, she rips out the inscription page and crushes it into a marble-sized ball. She slides the book to the bottom of the satchel. Perhaps she, like Dickinson, will spend her life unmarried. She’ll have this slim book to hold when those rare moments strike, when she relives the luxury of being held and recalls that someone desired her, however fleetingly.


Atop the satchel she lays her train ticket. At the end of the train ride waits a clean slate. For dry goods she’ll go to Coffeen’s.


Everything else she intends to find within herself.
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The Prairie Dog Saloon, Caswell’s hoariest, simmers with its usual stew of Friday-night leftovers. Clots of railroad workers jabber in rapid-fire Chinese, Italian, Japanese. The commercial travelers loosen their ties, their tongues, and their manners, killing time until the 5:24 a.m. train, which will carry them back to wherever they came from with their sample cases and catalogues.


Tumbleweeds, Adam Fielding thinks as he shoulders open the door of the saloon. Not a collegial way to characterize his associates, the necessary nomads of his profession, but he’s not a particularly collegial fellow. The juniper smell of gin rushes to greet him, melding with the low-hanging fumes of beer-stoked braying and belching, inhibitions of all kinds checked at the sidewalk. He maneuvers through the crowd of ranch hands and day laborers who either eye his clothes or ignore him. He claims the last vacant table.


Adam sweeps a half-dozen empties aside and wipes his hands on a coat lying abandoned on the chair behind him. He surveys the house impatiently. He agreed to meet the leather-goods fellow here, damn generous by Adam’s standards considering that his store’s fully stocked and he’s not given to spending time with folks who can’t do anything for him. But the poor devil is a downright pitiful greenhorn. The call he paid to Adam’s establishment earlier in the day embarrassed both of them, the young man chanting a veritable textbook on how to break the rules of wholesale selling. Adam surmised that the lad’s starchy stance and breathless presentation betrayed the trial-by-fire week he’d had, ending up here, lonely and worn out in an amber bead of a town along a peculiar-colored river at the northeast edge of Montana. In a measure of Adam’s growing boredom with his own job, he told the fellow to stick around and, between customers, spent a couple of hours setting the kid straight. Courage, courtesy, and confidence, he told him. More sales are made on the fifth call than the first. “Don’t shove your whole line at me at once. How will you know what I need if you do all the talking? Breaking the ice should have been enough for you today.”


“But . . . but . . .”


“Don’t contradict your customer. I’m carrying your competitors’ goods. If you knock them, you’re questioning my judgment. Don’t put me on the defensive. Convince me that your goods will make me more money.”


The young buck scribbled frenetically in a pasteboard notebook, the part in his hair blazing white, wetness gathering in the creases of his eyelids. Before leaving, he prostrated himself, begging to buy Adam a few rounds of drinks. What with being new on the route, he hankered for “a taste of Caswell.”


It looks like he’s found it, without the expense of buying his magnanimous mentor a thing. Adam tips back on two legs of his chair, the better to see around a post near the rear of the room. Isn’t that his supposed host playing foot hockey with Fancy Nancy? She’s in fine form for him, petticoat creeping up a comely leg sheathed in the latest black lisle hosiery with the silk embroidery. There go yesterday’s commissions, assuming the fellow had better luck in the next town over.


Adam lets the chair drop to the floor, feeling for his wallet. He doesn’t need the table, but that’s no reason to pass on the drink. He makes his way to the bar, sidestepping a suspicious-looking amber puddle.


At the bar, the two brothers who run the Milk River ferry run their jaws in an Oh yeah? Says you! rhubarb that climbs a notch with each boozy breath.


“Take it outside, fellas,” booms the bartender. Adam bets himself: A count of four. He’s right. No man dares goad Sprat Douglass into throwing his weight around. An inch shorter, by Adam’s estimation, and he’d be round. The boys taunt and shoulder each other on out the door.


Adam steps into the open space. “Just beer,” he tells Sprat, and turns to face the room. Two glasses slam onto the bar behind him. Next stool over, a lanky man in earth-stained trousers grabs one and raises it to no one in particular. “And here we are, the farmers in the dell, drinking deeply to these last apprehensive hours before another spring.” He aims a pair of snapping dark eyes at Adam. “Heigh-ho, the dairy-o. Will the price of wheat go up? Will the price of wheat go down?” A long, musical slurp empties half the glass. “Sometimes I think it’s the most tedious line of work under heaven.”


“Sorry to hear that,” Adam offers, as no one else pays any mind. Despite the man’s shabby clothes, his face reflects neither age nor worry. Adam decides to toss a pop fly and see if the man catches it. “Maybe it’s because this whole area is underproducing.”


“Is that a fact.” The farmer fields the remark, unfazed. “Tell me more, Perfesser.”


“Don’t need to be a teacher man to see that dry farming can be a long sight more productive than I’ve seen here. It’s just a matter of math, and common sense.”


“Common sense?” The farmer tips his hat and laughs, an infectious chuckle. “I’ve yet to see that come in on the boxcar. And some folks think the weather has something to do with it.”


“I’ve seen the last few years’ rainfall records. The area will support more than wheat and potatoes.”


The man’s tar-colored hair scatters across his leathery forehead as he jerks his head toward Sprat, calling for another round. “You’re a dapper one,” he says. “Seen you around town, what, the last year or so? The gents’ shop? Yours?”


“No. Just the manager. Company’s first Montana store. I let them convince me to come out here and run the place for a cut.”


“How’s business?”


“The head office is happy.”


Happy, if baffled. Adam met with the Big Guy in Chicago before he agreed to the job. “I don’t get it, Fielding. How many stores have you opened for us? The kind of results you get, I’m damned if I can see how. Frankly, I don’t find you very personable.” The district manager perched on the edge of the Big Guy’s desk, swinging one leg at the knee. “This man moves goods,” he told the boss, drumming a cigarette on the back of his hand. “Picks up local buying trends like this.” A firecracker snap of the fingers three inches from the Big Guy’s nose. “It’s as simple as that. He knows how to sell to men because he is one, and he draws women like germs to the bottom of a shoe.”


“I don’t sell people what they don’t need,” Adam told them coolly. “It’s as simple as that.”


They said to pick a town, any town along the Great Northern, west of Williston. Adam chose Caswell as much for what it lacked as for what it had—plentiful entrepreneurial opportunities in a burg yet without any number of essential businesses, in a state that was about to boom. In a year, he calculated, he’d be able to break with his employer and have what he’d craved for years: a comma after his name, and a title that meant he answered to no one. Adam Fielding, Proprietor. Sole Proprietor.


The farmer drains his glass in a single pull and bangs it on the bar. “Another round on me,” he says, lifting Adam’s glass from his hand and throwing back the suds. “My friend, I smell some experience under your belt. Your hands have too many miles on ’em to have been buttoned up in that suit your whole life.”


True. The family had a quarter section in North Dakota, took a stab at farming. Five years, a good solid try. In that unforgiving climate, it could do no more than pad the modest income from his father’s ministry. Adam had charge of the spread for a while, learned all he could as fast as he could, but it was a game of make-believe. He stayed until they proved up, owned the place free and clear.


Two saloon honeys rustle by, cutting a channel of violent crimson and turquoise through the gray-brown throng. The girl in red, a new face, slows to look Adam over, as the new ones always do.


“Not that one, sugar.” The gal in turquoise glowers at Adam. “Ice don’t melt in his mouth.” With a mouthed indecency and a pointed look at the farmer, she steers her protégée away.


The farmer crosses his arms over his chest in amusement and cocks his head toward Adam, a black brow shooting up like an arrowhead.


“Not my type.” Adam shrugs. “I like a little more for my money. And a lot less.” He flaps fingers against thumb. “Plura loquitur.”


“Ah. The gentleman prefers native delights. Few words, many talents?”


Adam puts his untouched beer on the bar. This conversation is headed where it’s nobody’s affair but his. A last glance across the room tells him his leather-goods colleague is about to lose his own belt and wallet. Fancy Nancy’s got her fingers under his lapels and heading south. Time to wrap this evening up.


“My father sold the property soon after I left, for two hundred dollars an acre,” Adam says with finality. “I think of it as my parting gift.” He straightens up, again feeling for his wallet. “Thanks for the—”


The farmer whistles through his teeth, a low, melodic, and startling sound. “Two hundred dollars an acre for my humble dominion would make me a kind of glad I doubt I’d survive. Tell me more, Mister. Let’s hear what you call ‘common sense.’”


The discussion is pointless and growing irksome. Adam didn’t come to a saloon to talk to a stranger about a life he couldn’t wait to escape. But the man seems serious. Adam decides he can spare the one-minute version. “Break ground early spring, put in crops that can tolerate cool soil, get two rotations out of a season. Break to six inches, not four. Don’t bring in more livestock than you can grow—not buy—feed for.”


The farmer has grown quiet. His hand waggles in a c’mon, keep talking gesture.


“For sections along the river,” Adam continues, “garden vegetables are the answer to raising a money crop on only a hundred sixty acres. They call it truck farming where I come from. There’s enough local market here that both import and export would be unnecessary. No need to be at the mercy of the railroads and their unconscionable rates.” He traces a section of track along the side of his glass. “Railroad could be a good customer. Someone has to feed those crews.”


“Just common sense. Whew.” The man tips his glass and again guzzles what’s left in a throat-bulging swallow. “You gonna drink that?” He motions at Adam’s untouched beer.


“Go ahead.”


“Thanks. Cal Rushton, by the way.”


“Adam Fielding.”


“I take it you don’t got a woman with you here, Adam Fielding. That by choice or luck?”


“Would it be good luck or bad luck? Or just dumb luck?”


“Ha. You know what? I like you. No dames on my property either, although I’ve asked my baby sister to come out and join me. One of us needs rescuing. Not sure if it’s her or me, although she’s taking her sweet time answering. Now you,” Cal continues, “I’d like to see what you can do outside a damn store.” He dribbles a splatter of beer onto the bar and draws a lumpy finger through it, forming snaky bends. “I have thirty-seven acres south of town. It’s a thumb sticking into a bend in the river that didn’t fit into a four-cornered section.” He taps a dry pocket in the curves of beer. “I’ve got thirty of it in wheat, and in a very good year it might support a peasant bachelor like me. I keep my head above water working for Reuben Dunbarton, a few miles downriver. Have you met him? Probably not. I doubt he shops your store.”


Adam’s kangaroo-leather oxford taps the floor. Cal Rushton is several beers ahead of him, and it’s making his conversation lazy. Get to the point. If there is one.


“Dun has talked about truck farming, my friend. Thinks it could work, but he started a construction business, and that’s where his time goes. I’m part of a crew that keeps his grain crops going, but I’m not the foreman type. You have grander abilities. And if you’re the gambling sort, willing to forego your safe, cozy haberdasher salary, it might not be a waste of your time to talk to him.”


The whole evening’s been a waste of time. Adam snaps, “Didn’t I just say that my farming days are over? Didn’t you just call it ‘the most tedious line of work under heaven’?”


Cal smiles and folds his arms on the bar. “I meant no offense, Perfesser. As for tedious work, I may have to change my mind on that. What do you see when you look up, down, and sideways in that store?”


On anyone else, Adam would consider Cal’s furled features to be a smirk. Might be worth seeing if Farmer Rushton could keep smiling with a fist in his mouth. But that would be bad for business. And there’s a small but irresistible chance the man is touching a nerve Adam thought long dead. “Farmer in the dell,” he says slowly, “let’s hear three more sentences about Dunbarton.”


For a stiff half minute, Cal doesn’t answer, panning the room as if picking up inaudible telegraphy. Adam’s tenuous patience gives out. He slides off the stool and thumbs the center button of his jacket through the buttonhole.


Cal says, “Dun is a good man to work for, but his wife will test your powers of discretion. She don’t cotton to her hired hands drinking and carousing. An excellent cook, runs an admirable house, but it ain’t free.”


“What is?” Adam sighs.


“Nothing.” Cal stands abruptly and hitches up trousers that promptly fall low again on his gangly frame. The woman in turquoise leans over the end of the bar to Sprat Douglass, speaking behind a cupped hand strangled by silver bracelets. Cal winks at Adam. “I’m looking forward to hearing what you did to earn her disfavor. Hope it doesn’t involve money. She’s got some noble friends who don’t use the front door here. Friends with badges. Friends with swank offices.” He nods in her direction. “And other friends.”


“Hell.” Adam stifles a yawn. “If I’m going to have something on my conscience, it’ll be plenty more than stiffing a two-dollar whore. You one of those other friends?”


“Let’s say we’re well acquainted. And now if you’ll excuse me.” Cal clumps his way through the crowd, smacking the door open just before he looks about to go right through it. The woman in turquoise breaks off her conversation with the bartender and disappears out the back.


The grating squeak of dishcloth on glass catches Adam’s attention. Sprat Douglass ambles over and eyes him amiably.


“He didn’t pay, right?” The bartender nods. Adam drops some coins on the bar. A half-dollar lands on its edge and careens off the side.





3
[image: Images]



The first step up to the train is knee-high. Annie grabs the railing to boost herself to it. When she turns to take her satchel from Chase on the platform below, she is looking down at him for the first time in her life.


“Safe travels, Annie!” he calls when she raises the window by her seat, and she calls back, “Nothing but!” The train pitches forward and the whistle blares. Its shrill seems to last beyond the usual short blasts, echoing the wail of a child left behind. Goodbye . . .


She’s never been on a train, and she gives in to the rhythmic rattling, swaying along in her seat, finding it soothing rather than grating. The sweep of Iowa framed in the window takes on the patina of a still-life painting. Annie gives her birthplace a last, unsentimental look. The town, then the countryside slide on by in a manner that doesn’t seem momentous. Annie hasn’t peppered Cal with questions. Caswell is a speck on a railroad map to her now, but before the following day is out, it will meet with her feet. Then it will be real.


The August heat grows stickier by the hour. A string of newsboys rotate through, badgering her to buy papers, candy, fruit. One seems more raggedy and melancholy than the others, his need for her nickel more urgent. She buys an orange from him. It looks and tastes the same as the oranges that have occasionally appeared in her Christmas stocking. It smells delicious, but the juice stings the corners of her mouth, the membranes are tough, the pith crawls under her fingernails. A fine clarity rushes through her. Don’t like oranges. Never have. She needn’t ever again eat an orange. Cal mentioned an orchard and wild berries; she loves berries, their mellow sweetness, the wild tangles where they grow. She walks to the back platform and sends what’s left of the orange zinging over the prairie.


Crossing into Minnesota, she leaves the boundaries of Iowa for the first time, but there is little to affirm it. The clouds and the sun cross the border with her. The towns strewn every ten miles along the line look like first cousins of Cherry Hill; the people who board the train could be her neighbors. Only the mighty Mississippi River has changed, so much smaller here, moseying through the center of Minneapolis. Some things, it seems, grow larger and more powerful the farther they travel from their source.


Between trains she stays the night in a modest hotel. “Will you feel frightened?” Jenny asked. Now, lying in bed, reading by the light of a dangling bulb, Annie absorbs the sounds of people through walls as insubstantial as curtains. No, it doesn’t frighten her; in her first day untethered, she’s learned that most traveling folks are not much different from her, and she falls asleep filled with peace, and perhaps a grain of smug.


Through a dewy morning and another kiln of an afternoon, the train hurtles across North Dakota. Annie marvels at the endless miles of sunflowers, taller than she is, but the passenger next to her sighs. His kin sunk their souls into trying to homestead this prairie. It wasn’t the winters or the droughts that did them in, he says. It was the damnable, incessant wind. Drove them away just minutes ahead of driving them crazy. “How sad,” Annie murmurs. What more could she say?


An hour later the train pulls into Caswell, crawling up to the shoe-box depot in a town that from Annie’s window looks to be no more than a few blocks deep. Beyond it, browned-butter stands of waving wheat ripple to the horizon.


The engine pants to a stop. Annie pauses on the bottom step of the train, looking for Cal, a short search with so few people on the platform. Did he forget? She again grabs the railing, this time in reverse, and lowers herself to the platform, noting the clack of her boots on the boards, her first contact with Montana. More clattering, and here comes Cal at a gallop, dodging a trunk-toting porter and an elderly couple propped on canes. The eight years since she’s seen him have thinned and grayed him around the edges, but not slowed his stride or softened his tongue, not one bit.


“Li’l Sisser!” he crows, arms wide.


“Big Brudder!” She hugs him tight, breathing in his never-quite-clean, bachelor-farmer smell.


He tosses her satchel into the back of a one-horse wagon hitched to a gelding that resembles him: shaggy, long-lipped, with a devil-take-it stance. “And now, for the chariot tour of Caswell on our way to the domus.”


“The domus? Do I need to brush up on my Latin to live in frontier Montana?”


“Nah. My new boss spouts Latin. It’s forced me to pick up a word or two.”


The wagon creaks down First Street. “Got most of ‘The Twelve Days of Christmas’ here,” Cal says. “Ten lawyers braying, nine houses boarding, eight docs and dentists, seven savory saloons . . .” He ticks off stores, blacksmith and barber shops, banks and real estate firms, and, rising from the dust at the edge of town, a brand-new hospital. “Over yon, two houses of questionable repute. And speaking of questionable repute . . .” He points to a lavishly lettered storefront sign: THE CASWELL CHRONICLE-TIMES. “The Gas-well Comical Times! All our fits they print as news!”


“And is there an actual Caswell in all of this?” Annie asks as they pass city hall.


“Oh yes. See the mercantile over there?”


“Melton’s?”


“Yep. Complete with Her Imperial Proprietress, Elise Caswell Melton, self-anointed clearinghouse for all information concerned citizens need to know. You know the type.” Her father, he goes on, was the railroad foreman who got to name this particular siding, and what better namesake than himself? He stayed, and Elise has evermore considered herself the Countess of Caswell. “Go beyond small talk at your own risk,” Cal snickers. “This town’s most efficient mode of communication isn’t telephone. It’s tell-Elise.”


“Okay, then. So where is Coffeen’s?”


“Coffeen’s?” He looks genuinely puzzled. “Coffee beans?”


“You sent me a thimble. ‘For dry goods go to Coffeen’s.’”


“I did? Oh yes, that sweet little thing. Well, there’s no Coffeen’s here. I got it from a lass traveling through. Her family’s place, I think.”


A “sweet little thing.” The thimble or the girl? Annie wonders. “Why did you send it to me?”


His lower lip pushes the upper one toward his nose. “I don’t know,” he says, and she can see that it’s true.


A few more blocks and they’ve left the town behind. A mile and a half on, they pass a turnoff leading to an immaculate farmhouse. “Our closest neighbors, the Eulenbergs,” says Cal. “We’re invited for supper as soon as you’re settled.”


Around two more bends in the road, a shack comes into view. From an adjacent shed, a preternatural howl and a slam against the door give Annie a start.


“What the deuce was that?” asks Annie.


“Squatter,” says Cal, “in the canine form. Settler of prior claim to this property. But I thought I’d give you a chance to get your footing before you meet the resident cur.”


“Why? What is he, some kind of swamp bogey?”


“Gosh, that’s possible.” With that, Cal reins up in front of the shack and falls silent, watching for her reaction. Annie climbs down and takes a long first look. It’s about as she expected. It’s bigger than an outhouse, isn’t it? She laughs, somehow delighted. Cal steps in front of her and opens the door. “Madam—your manor house.”


Like most homesteaders, Cal is no carpenter. He nailed the shack together in a day or two. Inside, Annie sees two rooms, every inch tightly purposed. The whole affair measures about twelve feet by twenty. A canvas stretched tight under the roof serves as the ceiling. Bare tar paper lines the walls. Off the main room, a doorless alcove contains a rope-frame bed topped by a hay mattress and a simple quilt. At the opposite end of the house, a ladder leans against a loft just the width of the narrower hay mattress it holds. A sink and counter hang from the back wall, shelves above. A fancy woodstove dominates the main room, an unlikely bachelor furnishing with its patterned exterior, nickel-plated fittings, and porcelain-lined reservoir. “Got that beaut for twelve dollars, overstock.” Cal beams. “I’m looking forward to your getting my money’s worth out of it.”


Her first look takes less than a minute, the second even less. She laughs again and removes her bonnet. “Be it ever so humble!”


Brother and sister embrace again, laugh some more. Cal puts her satchel in the alcove while she moves the three steps to the kitchen. Through its window, the late-afternoon sun hangs over the wheat like a rosy penny. The image lingers on the back of her eyelids when she closes her eyes, and she suddenly realizes how long it’s been since she could look forward to a carefree night’s sleep.


Next day she awakes in the simple bed in the alcove in a place without a single familiar landmark. “I love it!” she declares out loud, to which Cal hollers back from the loft that he’d love some breakfast. After seeing him off to work—he can’t miss a day at the height of summer, so he bays, “Don’t leave town!” and leaves with his ragtag dog straggling after him—she steps outside to explore.


Over the next few hours, she falls even more in love. Never has she seen a prettier, more promising piece of land, flat and fertile, ringed by cottonwoods and the opaque Milk River, with its curious lightened-tea tint. A luxuriant thicket of blackberries ranges near the bank. Overcome by the joyous freedom of being watched by no one, she pulls down handfuls of berries, tipping her head back and funneling the fruit into her mouth. Even after washing her hands in the river, they glow lavender. “I love it,” she announces again. Coming up the bank, she notices an open space tucked into the brambles and ducks under an arch of vines to find herself in a small, clover-carpeted clearing. How odd, she thinks, that the brambles halt and protect the privacy of this spot. She sits, then lies down. Mine.


On the other side of the property, she lingers along an orchard of eight apple and eight pear trees stirring the air with heady fragrance.


When Cal comes home for supper, she plies him with blackberry crumble and a request. Keeping the “manor house” clean and its master bachelor fed isn’t going to occupy much time. What would he think of staking her to a few chickens so she can start an egg business? “Fowl? How foul!” he cries. “Why not?”


The sun sets on her first full day, deep-pink sky marbled with nimbus. From her bedroom window, Annie watches a lightning storm afar. The bolts break behind the cottonwoods on the opposite side of the river, making them appear to rush toward her. For an illuminated instant, when she reaches out to touch them, a few large, warm drops of rain walk across her arms. She knows already. She’s made the right decision.


The next afternoon, Cal escorts Annie to the Eulenbergs’. “I’ll keep the introductions short,” he says. “Karl, Annie. Annie, Margrethe. Oh, and I’m Cal.”


“Don’t we know it!” laughs Margrethe. “Willkommen, Annie.”


In the living room of the frame farmhouse they built last year, Margrethe pours cider while Karl tells Annie how Cal’s high-spirited humor got them and their three children through the toughest work they had ever done. “We had to dig out rocks the size of our cow—just the tip showing above the ground like an iceberg.”


“Yes!” Margrethe chimes in. “And Cal here, he say, ‘First things first.’ We were new here, from Bavaria, and Cal tell us that in America long names must be shortened. ‘Now, Maggie, dear,’ he say. ‘Or is it Greta? Oh, what us Yanks will do to that name. You must choose a poison before someone choose for you. Will you be Meg, Madge, or Peggy?’”


Annie toes Cal’s shin. “I can just hear that.”


“We love Cal,” Margrethe laughs. “But those names I hate. I keep the name I am born with. Good enough for my grandmother, good enough for me.”


The Eulenbergs remind Annie of salt and pepper shakers. Margrethe is the pepper, with her zest for conversation and her freckly complexion that tattles on a girl who forgot her sunbonnet too many times. Karl is the salt, shaken out in crystals to enhance things. He has yet to say much tonight, but Annie senses in him a quiet fortitude.


“Did you notice the flagpole outside?” Margrethe asks. “And that your place has one too? Karl think that up. Crazy stuff happen out here, need six hands for. You run a white towel up the pole if you need help, and Cal or Karl or I come running.”


“That’s one kind of surrender I can accept,” Annie says with a smile.


On Saturday, Cal drives her into town. She doesn’t expect he’ll ferry her around making introductions, and sure enough, he pulls up at First Street and asks if she has any money. She does, a little. “Don’t spend it all in one place,” he chortles, adding that he’ll pick her up in an hour, “give or take.” She watches him rattle down the street, certain he’s off to disregard his own advice.


At the bank she opens an account, watching the clerk’s face as she lays down two dollars. The clerk writes it up as if it were a hundred. “Welcome to Caswell, Miss Rushton. We appreciate your business.”


At the post office she buys a stamp for her letter to Jenny. The postmistress, too, welcomes her warmly, noting her likeness to Cal. “He says, ‘You can always tell a Rushton! But you can’t tell them much.’”


“Might be about the size of it.” Annie smiles. Lots of smiling and nodding today, more than she’s used to.


At the cash grocery, the proprietor tilts a bushel basket of leafy apples to greet customers. “G’morning, ma’am,” he says with a nod, and Annie responds in kind. As she surveys the shelves, he asks, “New here?” and she nods yet again.


The proprietor plucks the largest apple from the basket and hands it to her. “Me too. Welcome. Neil Muir. Been open a month now.”


“Annie Rushton. Cal’s sister.” Calssister. My new name. “May I ask where you get your eggs?”


“I could sure use a better supplier, if that’s what you mean.”


“Then I hope to see you again soon.”


Their conversation hasn’t been private. A few minutes after entering, Annie became aware of a silent figure shadowing her. She has moved through the store, gathering coffee and sugar and flour, the shadow hanging back behind the baked goods or stooping to blend in with the cans stacked along the wall. Annie isn’t alarmed. When she lays her purchases on the counter, the shadow revealed itself to be a little girl, now emboldened by curiosity that moves her on tiptoe bare feet to clutch the end of the counter and stare while Annie pays her bill.


On the sidewalk Annie turns with a swish of skirts.


“You’re following me,” she says lightly.


“No, ma’am.” The girl studies her stubby toes.


“That’s a pretty hair ribbon,” Annie says. Her thoughts spiral back through the years of not pretty, not graceful, not charming; no embellishments could change that, so she didn’t have any.


The child now stares fixedly at Annie’s hair and blurts, “Your hair sure is black. Are you an Indian?”


“No. I’m an Iowan.” And the instant the words clear her lips, a strange sensation darts through her; the truth of the words starts to drain.


“An Eye-what?” The child looks dubious.


She’s around six, not quite filling her cheap gingham shift. For all Annie knows, this child could be her daughter. That’s her cross to bear, the inescapable possibility that any six-year-old she meets could be her daughter and neither of them would know. Moving to Montana lessens that possibility, but she’ll never be able to squelch it.


“An Iowan,” she repeats. “I’m from Iowa. A state far from here. A thousand miles.”


“Why are you here?”


Why indeed?


Thomas Day could have his pick of girls, her mother had said. “What does he want with a girl like you, plain as a post and—”


“He wants a wife, Ma.” Annie cut her off. “Someone to work alongside him and dream and love him and make him more than he is now. A partner. Do you know what that word means?” Amanda’s arm reared back, but Annie raised her hand firmly in front of it.


“That doesn’t work with me anymore. I’m going to be happy, Ma. Something that up until now I’ve only heard about.”


“You are stepping out of your place, Analiese. The Lord punishes those who step out of place.”


Why are you here? The child’s face suggests she’s asked the most logical question in the world. Annie stoops and reaches her hand out, and the girl inches forward and lays her fingers in Annie’s. So small and tender. Annie hasn’t held a child’s hand since . . .


“Child, be off with ye!” A stout man in a boxy black suit stops on the walk beside them. His whitish bow tie blends with his whitish shirt under a yellowish walrus mustache that all but covers the lower half of his face and looks like it will fall off if he sneezes. “Miss Rushton? Cal’s sister? I’m Sheriff Blandish. I’m sorry this child is bothering you. Her ma works over yonder edge of town.” He tips his head to indicate and gives Annie a pointed look. “Part of town you’ll not be visiting.”


“Pleasure to meet you, sir,” Annie says. “And thank you for your concern, but the child isn’t bothering me. We’re having a nice chat.”


The sheriff raises a brow and glowers at the child. “Don’t be askin’ too many questions, girl.”


“Good advice for all,” Annie agrees cheerily.


The sheriff raises the other brow, his shoulders leaning back slightly. After a moment he nods. “Good day, ma’am.”


She smiles back. “Good day to you too, sir.”


The child watches him go, then asks, “Where are your children?”


Annie wavers. In this moment, when she can write her story any way she wants, how does she answer? She can’t deny her daughter by saying she has no children. “I have a daughter who lives away,” she says.


“Why?”


“Because I am here and she is there.”


The child takes Annie’s answer as an invitation to a game. Her nowhere-brown eyes glint as she launches every nosy question Annie thinks adults likely long to ask her but won’t. Did you have a husband? Is he dead? Was he mean? Did he drink? Annie’s heart goes out to the child, who so obviously speaks from the observations of her short life, her mother’s profession. The questions go on. Was he a bore? A scofflaw? A deadbeat?


The child’s questions free Annie. She doesn’t have a husband, but her child has a father. He’s not dead or mean, not a drunk, a scofflaw, or a loafer. With each no she becomes more settled. Her daughter is safe, loved, provided for. It will always hurt, always be wrong that Annie cannot be the one to keep her that way, but now she’s prepared for whatever comes her way in her new life. She places a penny in the child’s hand and folds her fingers over it. “Buy yourself a peppermint stick,” she says. “If your mama won’t get mad.”


The child blinks in surprise. “Thank you, ma’am.” Clutching the penny, she asks again, “But why are you here?”


“I’ve stepped into my place.” Annie squeezes the child’s hand. “I’ve come here to live.”
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The conversation with Cal Rushton wandered around Adam’s head for days, trying to find its way out. Why he would even consider leaving the store, and by extension the plans for his own store, made no sense.


On an unseasonably warm April day, when no one needed club ties or half hose or Dakota-style Stetson hats, he stared at the door, which hadn’t opened once since he had unlocked it and walked through himself, and it finally registered. It wasn’t the farming from which he had desperately wanted to distance himself. It was his father, the fruitlessness of part-time farming, and the knowing that working for his father meant he would never accumulate enough money to have something of his own.
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