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C H A P T E R  1

Fence-Line Trouble

Marge’s engine coughed once and quit.
I turned the key again. Nothing. Not a click, not a grind,

not even the half-hearted wheeze of a starter that wanted
to try. Just the tick of hot metal cooling under the hood
and the sound of my own breath in the stillness.

The county road stretched ahead into a valley I barely
remembered, flanked by pasture on one side and scrub
pine  on  the  other.  Sorrel  Creek  was  supposed  to  be
another  three  miles.  I’d  watched  the  odometer  click
toward it for the last hour, counting down the distance
between Portland and a  bakery I  hadn’t  stepped inside
since I was twelve.

I pulled the keys from the ignition and let them sit in my
palm. Two on the ring. One for a car that had just given up.
One for a bakery that had been closed for nearly a year,
cut by a locksmith in Missoula after my great-aunt’s lawyer
mailed them to me along with a deed and a letter I’d read
until the paper went soft at the folds.
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“Okay,” I said to the dashboard. “Okay. We’re doing this.”
Marge didn’t answer. She never did, but I’d been talking

to her since Portland, filling the silence with running com-
mentary about the price of gas and the number of times I’d
second-guessed  the  turnoff  at  Spokane.  The  habit  was
harder to break than I wanted to admit.

I tried the ignition one more time. The dashboard lights
flickered and died.

Outside the window, the afternoon sun sat high and hot
over the mountains. June twenty-first. Longest day of the
year.  I’d  planned  to  spend  it  scrubbing  whatever  had
grown inside Odile’s oven after a winter of neglect. Instead
I was parked at a crooked angle on a gravel shoulder, block-
ing nothing except my own plans.

I got out. The air smelled like dry grass and something
sharper underneath. Sage, maybe. I’d never been good at
naming the things that grew in places like this. Portland
smelled  like  rain  and  coffee  and  the  sour  note  of  the
Willamette  when  the  tide  turned.  This  was  different.
Cleaner. Less forgiving.

I popped the hood and stared at the engine like it might
confess. It didn’t. The battery terminals looked fine. The
belts were intact. Nothing was smoking or leaking or doing
any  of  the  things  I  associated  with  car  trouble,  which
meant  the  problem  was  something  I  couldn’t  see  and
wouldn’t know how to fix.

I pulled out my phone. No signal. Of course.
I leaned against the driver’s side door and looked toward
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the pasture. That’s when I noticed the cattle.
They were pushing through a gap in the fence line about

fifty yards ahead, a dozen Black Angus cows moving with
the  unhurried  confidence  of  animals  who’d  done  this
before. The fence sagged where the wire had snapped, and
the posts leaned inward like tired shoulders. Beyond it, the
pasture rolled up toward a farmhouse I could just make
out against the ridge, white clapboard and a dark roof.

The cows were heading for the road.
I pushed off the car. “Hey. Hey. No. Go back.”
They ignored me. The lead cow swung her head in my

direction, blinked once, and kept walking. Her calf trotted
behind her, low and quick, and the rest of the herd fol-
lowed in a loose black tide.

I walked toward them, waving my arms. The keys bit
into my palm where I was still holding them. “Seriously.
Turn around. I cannot be the person who causes a cattle-
related traffic incident on her first day in town.”

The cows spread across the road like they owned it.
Which,  I  supposed,  they  kind  of  did.  I  planted  myself
between them and the bend in the road where a truck
could come around blind, and I kept waving.

Hoofbeats sounded from the pasture. Fast. A horse com-
ing hard across the grass.

I turned. The rider was tall, dark-haired, riding with the
easy seat of someone who’d been doing it since he could
walk. He reined in at the fence line and swung down in one
motion, landing on the road side of the broken wire. The
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horse stood steady behind him, blowing hard.
He took in the scene in about two seconds. The cattle.

The car. Me.
“Stay clear of the herd.”
His voice was flat. Not angry. Just certain. The kind of

voice that expected to be listened to.
I gestured at Marge. “My car’s not moving. Neither am I.”
He looked at the station wagon, then at me. His eyes

were gray, and there was a scar cutting through his left
eyebrow like a pale thread. He didn’t say anything else. He
turned and walked toward the lead cow,  making a  low
sound in his throat that the animal seemed to understand.
She stopped. Her ears flicked forward.

I stayed where I was. The keys were still pressed into my
hand, the metal warm now from my skin. I watched him
work the herd in a slow, patient arc, his body angled to
turn them without  spooking them.  He didn’t  shout.  He
didn’t wave his arms the way I had. He just moved, and the
cows moved with him, flowing back through the gap in the
fence like water finding a drain.

It took maybe four minutes. When the last calf scram-
bled through, he pulled a length of wire from a saddlebag
and  strung  it  across  the  gap.  Not  a  fix.  A  stopgap.
Something to hold until he could do the real work.

He walked back toward me,  wiping his  hands on his
jeans.

“They get out often?” I asked.
“Fence  is  old.”  He  stopped a  few feet  from the  car.
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“You’re the one blocking the road.”
“I’m aware. Car died.”
“I saw.”
I waited. He didn’t offer anything else. Just stood there

with his thumbs hooked in his belt, looking at Marge like
she was a puzzle he hadn’t decided whether to solve.

“I’m Clem,” I said. “Reyes. I’m supposed to be at the bak-
ery on Main Street.”

Something shifted in his expression. Not much. A flicker
at the corner of his mouth. “Odile’s.”

“You knew her?”
“Everybody knew Odile.”
The past tense landed harder than I expected. I’d known

she was gone. I’d gotten the call from the lawyer six weeks
ago, standing in the empty kitchen of my own failed bak-
ery, staring at the notice from the bank. I’d cried for about
ten minutes and then I’d packed a box of mixing bowls and
started making lists. But hearing a stranger say knew made
it real in a way the lawyer’s voice on the phone hadn’t.

“She was my great-aunt,” I said.
He nodded. Like that explained something. Maybe it did.
“Holt Brannigan,” he said. “The ranch is Crooked Pine.”

He tipped his head toward the farmhouse on the ridge.
“You’ve got a dead car and no signal.”

“I noticed.”
“Pop the hood again.”
“I already looked. I don’t know what I’m looking for.”
“Then let me look.”
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I didn’t move. The offer sat between us, simple and prac-
tical, and I couldn’t make myself take it. I’d spent the last
four months untangling myself from a man who’d made
every offer of help into a leash. Let me handle the books. Let
me sign for the loan. Let me take care of you. And then he’d
taken care of me right into thirty-eight thousand dollars of
debt with my name on it and his nowhere to be found.

“I can manage,” I said.
Holt looked at the car. Looked at me. Looked at the keys

still clutched in my hand like a talisman.
“You’ve got a dead battery or a dead alternator,” he said.

“If it’s the battery, I’ve got cables in the truck. If it’s the
alternator, you need a tow.”

“I’ll call someone.”
“You don’t have signal.”
“Then I’ll walk.”
“Three miles to town. In those shoes.”
I looked down. Ballet flats. Black. Completely impractical

for  a  gravel  shoulder  in  ranch  country.  I’d  worn  them
because they made me feel like a person who had her life
together, which was absurd, because a person with her life
together wouldn’t be standing beside a dead station wagon
in the middle of nowhere arguing with a rancher about
whether she could accept a jump start.

“I’ve walked farther,” I said.
“I believe you.” He didn’t move. “Doesn’t mean you have

to.”
The sun was hot on the back of my neck. The cattle

Fence-Line Trouble

6



were grazing again on the far side of the pasture, the crisis
already forgotten. I  could hear the horse blowing softly
behind him, and somewhere farther off, the thin sound of a
bird I couldn’t name.

“Battery first,” I said finally. “But I’m not promising any-
thing.”

He almost smiled. I  caught the shape of it  before he
tucked it away. “Not asking for promises.”

He walked to an old red truck parked just inside the pas-
ture gate.  I  hadn’t  noticed it  before.  I’d  been too busy
watching the cows and then watching him. He came back
with jumper cables looped over one arm, and I  opened
Marge’s hood again and stepped aside.

He worked quietly. No commentary. No small talk. He
attached the cables with the kind of precision that came
from doing things with your hands every day, and I stood
there feeling useless and over-aware of the space between
us.

“Try it now,” he said.
I  slid  into  the  driver’s  seat  and turned the  key.  The

engine  coughed,  caught,  and  settled  into  its  familiar
uneven idle. The dashboard lights came back on.

I let out a breath I hadn’t meant to hold.
“Battery,” Holt said. He was already disconnecting the

cables. “It’ll get you to town. Might not start again after
that.”

“There’s a garage?”
“Main Street. Next to the hardware store. Walt runs it.”
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I got out of the car. The engine was still running, a low
steady rumble that felt like borrowed time. Holt coiled the
cables and slung them over his shoulder. His horse had
wandered closer to the fence and was watching us with
the patient disinterest of an animal who’d seen humans do
stranger things.

“Thank you,” I said. “For the cattle. And the jump.”
He nodded. “Fence needs fixing. They’ll be out again if I

don’t get to it.”
“That sounds like a lot of work.”
“It is.”
I waited for him to say something else. He didn’t. The

silence stretched, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was the
kind of silence that belonged to someone who didn’t feel
the need to fill  every pause with words.  I’d never been
good at that. I talked when I was nervous. I talked when I
was tired. I  talked when the alternative was sitting still
with my own thoughts, which had been terrible company
for the last four months.

“I should get to the bakery,” I said. “See what’s left.”
“You haven’t been inside?”
“Not since I was a kid. My mom and I visited one sum-

mer. Odile let me roll croissant dough. I was terrible at it.”
“You’re a baker.”
“Pastry chef. Well. Former pastry chef. Currently unem-

ployed pastry chef with a dead battery and a lot of debt.” I
stopped myself before I could add and a failed business and
an ex-fiancé who stole from me.  That felt like too much
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information for a man who’d known me for fifteen min-
utes.

Holt didn’t ask. He just stood there with the cables over
his shoulder and the afternoon light catching the gray in
his eyes,  and I  had the uncomfortable feeling that he’d
heard everything I hadn’t said.

“Odile’s  been closed since  last  August,”  he  said.  “It’ll
need work.”

“I know.”
“You know what you’re walking into?”
I looked toward town. I couldn’t see it from here. Just

the road winding through the valley and the mountains ris-
ing behind it, blue-green and indifferent. Somewhere past
that bend was a bakery with my name on the deed and a
kitchen I hadn’t touched since I was twelve years old, and I
had no idea whether the ovens still worked or the roof had
held or the health department had condemned the place
while no one was looking.

“No,” I said. “But I’m going anyway.”
He held my gaze for a moment. Then he nodded once,

short and final, like I’d passed a test I hadn’t known I was
taking.

“Walt closes at six,” he said. “Tell him Holt sent you. He’ll
fit you in.”

“Does that come with a discount?”
“No.”
I laughed before I could stop myself. It came out sharper

than I meant it to, a little too loud in the quiet afternoon.
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He didn’t  laugh with  me,  but  the  corner  of  his  mouth
twitched again, and I decided to count that as a win.

I got back in the car. Marge’s engine was still running, a
rough but steady hum that felt like a promise I didn’t quite
trust. I put my hands on the wheel and looked through the
windshield at the road ahead.

Holt walked to the fence line and swung back onto his
horse in one easy motion. He didn’t wave. He didn’t say
goodbye. He just turned the horse toward the farmhouse
and rode away, and I watched him go until he was a dark
shape against the grass, and then I put the car in gear.

The keys to Odile’s bakery were still in my hand, warm
from my grip. I set them on the passenger seat where I
could see them.

Three miles to town. A dead battery that might not start
again. A bakery I hadn’t seen in seventeen years, waiting at
the end of a road I’d never driven before today.

I thought about Portland. About the apartment I’d given
up and the business I’d lost and the man who’d left me with
nothing but a loan I couldn’t pay and a lesson I was still
learning how to hold. Portland was still there. I could turn
around. I could drive west until the mountains flattened
out and the rain started again and I was back in the city
where I knew the streets and the suppliers and the exact
weight of failure.

But the bakery was ahead of me. And the rancher who’d
jumped my car hadn’t asked for anything in return. He’d
just pointed me toward the garage and ridden away, and
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that felt like something I wanted to understand better.
I pressed the gas. The car rolled forward, gravel crunch-

ing under the tires, and I pointed Marge toward the bend
in the road.

I didn’t look back.
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C H A P T E R  2

Amos’s Deadline

The kitchen woke before I did.
The range had burned low overnight, and the smell of

cold ash drifted through the downstairs rooms the way it
always had in the weeks after Amos died. I lay in the one
usable bedroom down the hall, listening to the house settle
around  me,  and  counted  the  tasks  that  needed  doing
before the heat of the day set in.  Check the fence line
where the wire had snapped. Move the heifers to the creek
pasture. Ask Gus about the baler belt that had been slip-
ping since last Tuesday.

I pushed back the blanket and sat up. The floor was cold
under my feet. The upstairs had been closed since the roof
leak in February, and I had moved my things into the room
that  used  to  be  my  grandmother’s.  The  dresser  still
smelled of cedar, and the window faced east toward the
ridge where Amos had taught me to read cattle  tracks
when I was eight years old.

He had been dead since March 2. Nearly four months,
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and I still reached for the second coffee cup every morning
before I remembered.

I dressed in the dark and walked the short hall to the
kitchen. The linoleum was worn through in front of the
sink where three generations of Brannigans had stood to
wash their hands. I filled the kettle and set it on the range,
then fed the firebox from the wood stacked beside the
stove. The kindling caught on the second match.

Through the window above the sink, the ridgeline was
just beginning to show color. The longest day of the year
had passed, but dawn still came early in June. I stood with
both hands braced on the counter and let the kitchen fill
with the sound of water coming to a boil.

The cattle were accounted for. The fence gap was wired
shut with what I had carried in my saddlebag, though it
would need a proper repair before the end of the week.
And I  kept seeing the woman beside her dead car,  her
hands on her hips and her chin lifted like she had already
decided I was going to be a problem.

She had told me her name. Clem Reyes. Odile’s great-
niece from Portland, come to open a bakery that had been
closed since August. She had worn shoes that belonged on
a city sidewalk and she had refused my help twice before
she accepted it, and even then she had watched me jump
her battery as if she was waiting for me to name a price.

I poured the coffee and drank it standing up.
The ranch ledger sat open on the table where I had left

it the night before. Feed costs were up. The hay was cut
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but  not  yet  baled,  and  the  forecast  called  for  rain  by
Thursday. I ran my finger down the column of figures and
tried to make the numbers work, but they resisted the way
they always did. Crooked Pine was not losing money, but it
was not making enough to carry another full-time man
besides Gus and the summer crew, and I had been doing
the work of two men since Amos got sick.

The kettle hissed. I moved it off the heat and stood in
the silence that followed.

Amos had built this kitchen with his own father in 1952.
The cabinets were pine, fitted by hand, and the drawer
beside the stove still stuck unless you pulled it at an angle.
He had never fixed it. He said a thing that worked most of
the time was good enough, and a man who needed every-
thing to be perfect was a man who would never finish any-
thing.

I missed him in my joints. In the way I reached for a task
and found no one on the other side of it.

The coffee was bitter. I drank it anyway and went out-
side to check the water trough.

The yard was still in shadow, but the sky had gone from
gray to pale gold above the ridge. I walked the fence line
from the barn to the road and found the temporary repair
holding. The wire I had twisted back into place was tight,
though the rust along the lower strand meant the whole
section would need replacing before fall. I made a mental
note and kept walking.

The red truck was parked inside the pasture gate where
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I had left it the afternoon before. I had not bothered to put
it in the barn. The jumper cables were still coiled on the
passenger seat.

I fed the horses. I checked the heifers in the near pas-
ture and found them calm, grazing the new growth along
the creek bank. The water was running clear. I stood at the
fence and watched the light move down the ridge, and I
tried to feel like the place was mine.

It did not feel like mine. It felt like I was holding it for
someone else,  and I  had been holding it  since the day
Amos stopped breathing in the bedroom down the hall.

By the time I walked back to the house, the sun was up
and a blue sedan was parked in the drive.

Lucille  Ostrander  stood  on  the  front  porch  with  a
leather satchel in one hand and her other hand resting on
the rail. She was seventy-one years old and she carried her-
self like a woman who had never needed to apologize for
taking up space. Her hair was silver and cut short, and her
eyes moved over the yard the way they always had when
she visited  Amos:  cataloguing,  assessing,  giving  nothing
away.

“Holt,” she said.
“Lucille.”
“You’re up early.”
“Cattle don’t sleep in.”
She did not smile, but something shifted at the corner of

her mouth. She had known me since I was a boy. She had
been Amos’s  attorney for forty years and his friend for
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longer, and she had sat in this kitchen through branding
seasons and calving seasons and the winter my father died,
and she had never once told me what I wanted to hear just
because it was easier.

“I need you to sit down,” she said. “I have something
that’s been waiting.”

I opened the door and let her walk ahead of me into the
kitchen.

She set the satchel on the table beside the ledger and
took the chair that had always been Amos’s. I took the one
across from her. The coffee pot was still  half full,  and I
offered her  a  cup without  thinking,  the way Amos had
always done. She nodded, and I poured it black the way
she took it, and I set the cup in front of her before I sat
back down.

She opened the satchel and drew out a sealed envelope.
The paper was heavy, cream-colored, and she held it the
way she might hold evidence in a courtroom: with preci-
sion, and with the weight of what it contained.

“Amos came to me in January,” she said. “He had the will
redrafted. He told me to keep it sealed until the first hay
was cut.”

“The hay was cut last week.”
“I know.” She set the envelope on the table between us.

“That’s why I’m here.”
I did not reach for it. I wrapped both hands around my

coffee cup and waited.
“I’m going to tell you what it says before you read it,”
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she said. “Because I think you’ll need a minute.”
The  kitchen  was  very  quiet.  The  range  ticked  as  it

cooled, and somewhere outside a magpie called twice and
went silent.

“Crooked Pine is yours,” Lucille said. “On one condition.”
I looked at her.
“You have to be married,” she said. “And living here with

your wife, at the ranch, by the first Saturday in October.
That’s the Harvest Fair. If you’re not, the property passes
to your uncle Dale.”

The words landed and kept landing.
I set the coffee down. The cup made a sound against the

table that was louder than I meant it to be.
“Married,” I said.
“Yes.”
“By October.”
“The first Saturday. That gives you a little over three

months.”
I stared at the envelope. It sat on the table between us

like a thing that had teeth, and I understood that Amos had
known exactly what he was doing when he told Lucille to
wait. He had wanted the hay cut and the cattle settled and
the ranch running before I had to face this. He had wanted
me to feel the weight of the place before he asked me to
prove I could keep it.

“Dale,” I said. The name tasted wrong in my mouth.
“Your uncle Dale is Amos’s younger son. The will is clear.

If you miss the deadline, he inherits.”
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I  knew what  Dale  would do with Crooked Pine.  The
whole town knew. He sold farm equipment on Main Street
and he carried a key to the ranch office, and for the past
two  years  he  had  been  talking  to  a  developer  out  of
Bozeman who wanted to turn the creek pasture into a
resort. The number I had heard was $6.4 million.

“He’ll sell,” I said.
“He has a buyer ready. I’ve seen the letter of intent.”
The magpie called again. I did not move.
Amos had never trusted Dale with the ranch. He had

said once, when I was seventeen and Dale had just lost a
season’s worth of calves to a bad decision about grazing
rotation, that some men were born to work land and some
men were born to trade it,  and the second kind would
always find a reason to sell. Dale was the second kind. He
wore polished boots and he talked about acreage the way
other men talked about stock prices, and he had been wait-
ing for Amos to die so he could turn dirt into dollars.

But Dale was Amos’s son. And the will had his name in it.
“Is there room for interpretation?” I asked.
“No.” Lucille’s voice was level. “The written terms are

clear. Amos wanted it that way.”
“He wanted to test me.”
“He wanted you to have the ranch.” She paused. “But he

also wanted you to have something else. He didn’t tell me
what. He said the condition would speak for itself.”

I looked at the envelope again. The paper was creased
along one edge where it had been folded for months, and I
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thought about Amos sitting in Lucille’s office in January,
two months before he died, writing down a deadline he
knew I would have to meet without him.

“He never said anything to me,” I said.
“He didn’t want you to spend his last months arguing

with him about it.”
That was Amos. He had made his decisions and he had

lived with them, and he had expected everyone else to do
the same.

“What does the will  actually  require me to prove?”  I
asked. “About living here.”

Lucille  opened  the  envelope  and  drew out  the  doc-
ument. She did not hand it to me. She read it herself first,
her eyes moving down the page, and then she looked up.

“You and your wife must both reside at Crooked Pine as
your  primary  home.  The  marriage  must  be  legally
recorded. There’s no language about children, and there’s
no language about the duration of the marriage beyond
the deadline. Once the condition is met, the ranch is yours
without restriction.”

“So I could marry someone tomorrow and divorce them
in November.”

“You could.” She folded the document and set it back on
the table. “Is that what you want?”

I did not answer.
The question sat in the room between us, and I thought

about the woman on the county road with her dead bat-
tery and her bakery keys and her refusal to let me help her
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until she had no other choice. I had ridden away without
looking back, and I had wondered all the way to the barn
why that had taken an effort.

She was a stranger. I knew her name because Odile had
mentioned a great-niece in Portland, and I knew she had
come to open a bakery she had not set foot in since she
was a child, and I knew she wore shoes that would not last
a week on ranch land. That was all I knew.

And I did not think about her as an answer to the will’s
condition, because thinking about a stranger that way was
a kind of trap I was not willing to set.

“Holt,” Lucille said.
I looked at her.
“I’m not going to tell you what to do. That’s not my job.

My job is to make sure you understand the terms.”
“I understand them.”
“Then you understand that  October  is  closer  than it

seems.”
I stood up and walked to the window. The ridge was

fully lit now, the gold gone to a hard white light that meant
the day would be hot. The cattle were still grazing along
the creek, and the barn door was open the way I had left it,
and everything looked the same as it  had an hour ago
except that now the ground under it felt thinner.

Amos had chosen me. He had stood beside me after my
father died, and he had taught me how to run this ranch,
and he had trusted me to keep it. But choice alone was not
going to secure the land. He had built a gate into his will,
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and I was standing on the wrong side of it.
“What if I can’t meet the condition?” I asked.
“Then Dale takes possession the Monday after the fair.

The developer’s offer is contingent on a clear title,  and
Dale will have one.”

I could picture it. Dale crossing the farmhouse threshold
in his polished boots, a clipboard in his hand and a sur-
veyor behind him, walking through the kitchen where his
own father had built the cabinets and talking about square
footage and sight lines and the view from the ridge.

I turned away from the window.
“There’s nothing else in the will?” I asked. “No other pro-

vision?”
“Nothing that changes the deadline.” Lucille’s voice was

steady, and her eyes were steady.
I sat back down at the table. The coffee had gone cold,

and I wrapped my hands around the cup anyway because
it gave me something to hold.

“Marriage isn’t a box to tick,” I said. “Not if you’re asking
someone else to live inside it.”

“I know.”
“My mother left when I was nine. She said the ranch was

a life she had never chosen. She said she felt like she was
disappearing into it.”  I  had not  meant to say that.  The
words came out before I  could stop them, and I  heard
them land in the quiet kitchen and wished I could take
them back.

Lucille did not look away. “I remember.”
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“I’m not going to ask someone to disappear.”
“Then don’t.”
She said it simply, as if it were that easy, and I knew it

was not easy but I also knew she was right. The condition
was the condition. What I did with it was my own choice,
and Amos had trusted me to make it.

Lucille stood and gathered the document back into the
envelope. She left the envelope on the table.

“This is your copy,” she said. “Read it. If you have ques-
tions, call my office.”

“You’re not going to tell me what Amos wanted.”
“I told you what he wrote. The rest is between you and

him.”
She picked up her satchel and walked to the door. At the

threshold she paused and looked back at me, and for a
moment her expression was not the attorney’s mask but
something older and more careful.

“He believed you could do this,” she said. “He wouldn’t
have written it otherwise.”

Then she was gone, and the blue sedan was pulling out
of the drive, and I was alone in the kitchen with the enve-
lope and the cold coffee and the weight of a deadline I had
not asked for.

I opened the envelope and read the will.
The language was exactly what Lucille had described.

No loopholes. No ambiguity. My name and Dale’s name,
printed side by side in a document that turned family his-
tory into a contest over land. The date was there too, set
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down  in  January  in  Amos’s  own  instructions:  the  first
Saturday in October, the Harvest Fair, the day the whole
valley gathered at the fairgrounds to celebrate the season.

He had chosen the one day when everyone would know
whether I had kept the ranch or lost it.

I  folded the will  and set it back in the envelope. The
range had cooled, and the kitchen smelled of ash again,
and I stood at the window and watched the light climb the
ridge until the whole valley was bright.

October was closer than it had seemed. And I had no
idea what I was going to do.

I put the envelope in the drawer beside the stove, the
one that stuck unless you pulled it at an angle, and I went
outside to finish the morning chores.

Amos’s Deadline

23



C H A P T E R  3

A Number on the Counter

The bakery smelled like dust and closed air and something
older underneath, a trace of vanilla that had soaked into
the floorboards years before anyone thought to lock the
door. I stood behind the front counter with my notebook
open and my pencil tucked behind my ear, adding num-
bers that did not add up.

The front shop needed new glass in the display case, the
refrigerated kind that kept buttercream from weeping in
July. The rear kitchen needed a convection oven that did
not date from the Carter administration. The floor tiles
had lifted near the back door where the roof had leaked,
and the plumbing coughed brown water for a full thirty sec-
onds before it ran clear. Walt from the garage had come by
yesterday to look at the electrical panel and pronounced it
a miracle the place had not burned down.

I  had written $22,000 in the notebook and circled it
twice.  Below  that,  in  smaller  numbers,  I  had  written
$38,000,  which was the debt Graham left  sitting in my
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name like a houseguest who refused to leave. I had added
them together once, then again, and the total was sixty
thousand  dollars,  which  was  impressive  in  the  way  a
kitchen fire was impressive. You had to admire the scale of
it even while you reached for the extinguisher.

The bell above the front door jangled.
I looked up expecting Walt again, or maybe the woman

from the diner next door who had been leaving covered
plates on the step like offerings to a minor deity. Instead
Holt Brannigan stood in the doorway with the afternoon
sun behind him, tall enough that he had to duck slightly
under the frame, which he did without appearing to notice
he was doing it.  He wore a clean shirt with the sleeves
rolled and boots that had seen actual work, and he looked
at the dusty shop with an expression I could not read.

“You found the place,” I said.
“Walt told me you’d be here.”
“Walt tells everyone everything. I’m pretty sure he’s the

town newspaper.”
Holt did not laugh, but something shifted at the corner

of his mouth. He stepped inside and let the door swing
shut behind him, and the shop felt suddenly smaller, or
maybe that was just the way he occupied space. I had for-
gotten how tall he was. A week since the fence line, and I
had remembered the scar through his eyebrow and the
way he let silence run, but I had forgotten the sheer phys-
ical fact of him.

I pulled the pencil from behind my ear and tapped it
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against the notebook. “I’d offer you coffee, but the wiring
is a death trap and I haven’t figured out where to plug in
the percolator.”

“You’re assessing.”
“I’m totaling up the damage. It’s a hobby.”
He walked to the counter and looked down at the open

notebook.  I  did  not  cover  the  numbers.  There  was  no
point.  Anyone who walked through that door could see
what the place needed, and hiding the figure would not
make it smaller.

“Twenty-two thousand,” he said.
“Give or take. Walt thinks the oven can be salvaged if I

replace the heating element, but the display case is a lost
cause. And the roof.” I gestured toward the back corner
where the tiles had buckled. “The roof is a conversation I’m
not ready to have.”

“And the other number.”
His finger hovered above the $38,000 without touching

the page. I set the pencil down.
“That’s the debt my former business partner left in my

name  when  he  drained  the  account  and  disappeared.
Graham Pruitt. I don’t know if Walt mentioned him.”

“He didn’t.”
“Well. Now you know.”
Holt looked at the numbers for a long moment. Then he

looked at me, and his gray eyes were steady in a way that
made me want to fill the silence with a joke. I bit the inside
of my cheek instead.
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“I came here to ask you something,” he said.
“Ask.”
“My grandfather’s will has a condition. I inherit Crooked

Pine only if I’m married and living there with my wife by
the first Saturday in October. That’s the Harvest Fair. If I’m
not, the ranch goes to my uncle Dale.”

I waited. He did not look away.
“Dale has a developer ready to pay six point four million.

The place would become a resort.”
“And you’re telling me this because…”
“Because I have a proposal.”
The word sat in the dusty air between us. I picked up

the pencil again and set it down. I straightened the note-
book so its edge lined up with the counter’s edge. Small
tidy motions while my brain caught up to what he was say-
ing.

“I’m listening,” I said.
“I’ll pay the thirty-eight thousand. And the twenty-two

for the bakery repairs. You marry me and live at Crooked
Pine through the fair and for one year after.”

I heard the numbers. I heard the terms. My hand found
the counter and pressed flat against the wood, which was
solid and real  and slightly sticky with decades of  sugar
dust I had not yet scrubbed away.

“That’s sixty thousand dollars,” I said.
“Yes.”
“For a year of my life.”
“For a year of living at the ranch. The bakery stays yours.
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You run it  however  you  want.  The  marriage  is  a  legal
arrangement. I’m not asking you to pretend it’s something
else.”

I  looked  at  him.  He  stood  on  the  other  side  of  the
counter with his hands at his sides, not leaning, not crowd-
ing, not doing any of the things Graham used to do when
he wanted me to agree to something before I had time to
think. Holt Brannigan stood like a man who had stated his
terms and was prepared to hear no.

“Why me?” I asked.
“You’re here. You need money. I need a wife. The timing

works.”
“That’s romantic.”
“It’s not supposed to be romantic.”
I laughed, a short sound that bounced off the empty dis-

play case. “No. I guess it isn’t.”
I walked around the counter and stopped near the front

window, where the afternoon light cut a rectangle across
the dusty floor. Outside, Main Street was quiet. A truck
rolled past, and then the street was empty again. I could
see the diner’s neon sign, unlit,  and the hardware store
with its window full  of paint cans, and beyond that the
mountains shouldering up against a sky that went on for-
ever.

“The debt,” I said. “When would you pay it?”
“As soon as we’re married. The bank transfer takes a

day.”
“And the repairs?”
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“As  the  work  gets  done.  You hire  the  contractors.  I
cover the invoices.”

“The year starts when?”
“The day of the fair. First Saturday in October.”
I turned back to face him. “And I keep running the bak-

ery. That’s not negotiable. I didn’t drive halfway across the
country to let Odile’s place sit empty while I play ranch
wife.”

“I’m not asking you to stop.”
“What about the ranch? Am I expected to cook, clean,

mend fences?”
“You live there. Whatever else you do is your choice.”
I  crossed  my  arms  and  leaned  against  the  window

frame. The glass was cool through my shirt. “This is a busi-
ness arrangement.”

“Yes.”
“A contract.”
“Yes.”
“With an expiration date.”
“The year ends. You walk away with a functioning bak-

ery and no debt. I keep the ranch.”
I studied his face. The scar through his eyebrow was

pale against his skin, a thin white line that caught the light
when he turned his head. He was not fidgeting. He was not
watching me with the tight, impatient look of a man who
expected me to be grateful. He had stated his offer and
now he was waiting, and the waiting did not seem to cost
him anything.
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“You’re very calm about this,” I said.
“Would it help if I wasn’t?”
“Probably not.”
I  pushed  off  the  window  and  walked  back  to  the

counter. The notebook sat open with its circled numbers,
and I looked at them for what felt like a long time. Sixty
thousand dollars.  A year of my life.  A ranch I  had seen
once, from the road, with cattle spilling through a broken
fence and a man on horseback who had fixed my car with-
out asking for anything.

Graham had asked for things constantly. He had asked
for my recipes, my credit, my signature on documents I
did not read carefully enough. He had asked in a way that
felt like being given a choice, right up until the moment I
realized there had never been one. Holt Brannigan was ask-
ing in a way that felt like standing at a door he would not
push open.

“I want it in writing,” I said.
“All right.”
“The debt paid in full. The repairs covered. The bakery

stays mine, no claim on it from you. One year from the fair,
and then we dissolve the marriage.”

“Yes.”
“And you don’t get to decide what I do with my time. I’m

not your housekeeper. I’m not your cook. I’m your legal
wife on paper, and I live at the ranch, and that’s the extent
of it.”

“Understood.”
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I pulled a fresh page from the notebook and smoothed it
flat on the counter. The pencil felt too light in my hand. I
wrote the terms in my own words, the numbers clear and
the conditions spelled out, and when I finished I read it
twice and handed the pencil to Holt.

“Read it. If you agree, sign.”
He took the pencil. His fingers were callused and care-

ful, and he read the page without rushing, his eyes tracking
line by line. When he reached the bottom he signed his
name in neat, unembellished letters and slid the notebook
back across the counter.

I signed beneath his name. The pencil lead snapped on
the last letter, and I set the stub down and looked at what
we had made. A bargain. A contract. A marriage that was
not a marriage, written on a page torn from a notebook in
a bakery that smelled like dust and old vanilla.

I folded the paper and tucked it into the back of the
notebook.

“So,” I said. “We’re engaged.”
Holt set the pencil stub beside the register. “I suppose

we are.”
“I’m not wearing a ring.”
“I wasn’t going to ask you to.”
“Good. Because I’d say no.”
The corner of his mouth moved again, that almost-smile

I was starting to recognize. “You just agreed to marry me.”
“I agreed to a legal arrangement. The ring is a different

negotiation.”
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He nodded, accepting the distinction without argument.
Outside,  the  afternoon  light  had  shifted,  sliding  lower
across the street and catching the dust motes that hung in
the bakery’s still air. I could hear the diner’s kitchen fan
kick on next door, a low hum that vibrated through the
wall.

“The courthouse,” I said. “What day do you think we can
go?”

“I’ll call the clerk tomorrow. See what’s available.”
“Do they take walk-ins in Sorrel Creek?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never gotten married before.”
I laughed, and this time it was a real laugh, the kind that

loosened something in my chest.  “Neither have I.  We’re
going to be terrible at this.”

“Probably.”
I looked around the bakery. The dusty display case, the

buckled tiles, the kitchen in back with its ancient oven and
its questionable wiring. In a few weeks, if the money came
through, this place would smell like butter and sugar again.
The glass would be clean. The lights would work. I would
stand behind this  counter and sell  croissants to people
who had known my great-aunt Odile, and I would not owe
a single dollar to anyone.

All it cost was a year of my life and a signature on a
piece of paper.

I pressed my palm flat against the counter again, feeling
the grain of the wood, the faint stickiness, the solid weight
of it holding me up.
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“Call the clerk,” I said. “Let me know what day.”
Holt  nodded  once  and  turned  toward  the  door.  He

paused with his hand on the handle and looked back at me,
and for a moment I thought he was going to say something
else. Something that was not about contracts or deadlines
or the price of a new convection oven. But he just ducked
his head and pushed through the door, and the bell jan-
gled, and then I was alone in the bakery with my notebook
and my numbers and the strange, weightless feeling of hav-
ing just promised myself to a man who had not asked me
to be anything but present.

I pulled the folded paper from the notebook and read it
again. The terms were clear. The exit was built in. I had not
been rescued. I had negotiated, and what I had agreed to
was mine to choose.

I tucked the paper away and picked up the pencil stub.
On a fresh page, I started a list of contractors.
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C H A P T E R  4

A Pawn-Shop Ring

The county clerk’s office smelled like floor wax and old
paper, and the air conditioning rattled in the window like it
had been doing the same job since before I was born. I got
there ten minutes early and stood on the sidewalk outside
the courthouse, my copy of the agreement folded into my
shirt pocket, waiting for Clem’s car to round the corner.

She pulled up in Marge at five minutes to noon,  the
engine cutting out with a shudder that didn’t sound right. I
watched  her  sit  behind  the  wheel  for  a  long  moment
before she opened the door, the notebook in one hand, the
bakery keys dangling from the other.

“You’re early,” she said.
“So are you.”
“That’s  not  early.  That’s  on  time  with  anxiety.”  She

locked the car and pocketed the keys.  “Have you been
standing here long?”

“Ten minutes.”
“That’s early.”
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I  didn’t  argue.  The courthouse steps were limestone,
worn smooth in the center from a century of boots and
loafers and whatever shoes people wore when they came
to record a deed or swear an oath or get married. I’d been
up those steps twice before, once to file the paperwork
after my father died and once to sit in Lucille’s office while
Amos signed a boundary-line easement with the county.
Neither time had felt like this.

Clem stopped at the bottom step and looked up at the
building. “It’s not exactly City Hall.”

“It’s what we’ve got.”
“I’m not complaining.” She shifted the notebook to her

other  hand.  “I  just  expected  more  columns.  Maybe  a
statue.”

“There’s a plaque inside. World War Two.”
“That’ll do.”
I held the door for her, and we walked into the lobby.

The clerk’s window was at the end of a short hall, behind a
counter with a bell on it. A woman in a flowered blouse
looked up from a ledger and smiled in the practiced way of
someone who had been doing county business for thirty
years and had seen every kind of couple walk through that
door.

“Marriage license?” she asked.
“Yes, ma’am,” I said.
“Fill these out. Both of you. Bring them back with identifi-

cation.”
She handed me a clipboard with two forms. I passed one
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to Clem, and we sat on opposite ends of a wooden bench
that creaked every time either of us moved. Name. Date of
birth. Place of birth. Parents’ names. Previous marriages. I
filled mine out in under two minutes. Clem was still on the
first side, the pencil stub moving slowly.

“You’re stalling,” I said.
“I’m reading.”
“It’s a form.”
“It’s a legal document. I read legal documents now. It’s a

new policy.” She didn’t look up. “After the last one worked
out so well.”

She meant Graham. I let the silence sit.
When she finished, I took both clipboards to the win-

dow.  The  clerk  checked  our  driver’s  licenses,  stamped
something, and told us the ceremony would be in twenty
minutes, Judge Morrison presiding, and we could wait in
the hall.

We didn’t sit back down. Clem walked to the window at
the end of the corridor and stood looking out at the street.
The midday sun was high and flat, the kind of light that
bleached the color out of everything.

I pulled my copy from my pocket and unfolded it. I had
written the terms out from memory the night we signed,
and  the  paper  was  creased  soft  from  five  days  in  the
drawer beside my bed. I’d read it twice this morning, once
over coffee and once before I walked out the door.

“I want you to read it again,” I said.
She turned from the window. “I know what it says.”
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“Read it anyway.”
She took the paper. Her eyes moved down the page, and

I watched her lips shape the numbers: thirty-eight thou-
sand, twenty-two thousand, the fair, one year. When she
reached the bottom, she looked up.

“It hasn’t changed.”
“No.”
“You thought I’d forgotten the terms?”
“I thought you might have decided they weren’t worth

it.”
She held the paper out to me. “I haven’t changed my

mind, Holt.”
“Then why were you sitting in the car?”
“Because Marge’s battery is dying again, and I was trying

to decide whether I could afford a new one before the bak-
ery opens.” She said it flat, like a line item on an invoice.
“That’s what I was thinking about. Not you. Not this.”

“The bakery comes first.”
“It has to.”
“The ranch can’t wait.”
“I didn’t say it should.”
“You said the bakery comes first.”
“For me. My list. My repairs.” She folded her arms, the

paper crinkling against her elbow. “You’ve got your own
list. I’m not asking you to put mine ahead of it.”

“But they’re going to conflict.”
“Probably.”
“And we’re still doing this.”
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She met my eyes. “Are you asking me or telling me?”
“I’m making sure we both understand what we’re walk-

ing into.”
“I understand it.” She handed the agreement back. “I’ve

got thirty-eight thousand reasons to understand it. You’re
not tricking me into anything.”

I folded the paper along its crease and put it away. The
clerk  called  us  from  the  window.  Judge  Morrison  was
ready.

The judge’s chambers were small, a desk pushed against
one wall and a flag stand in the corner. Morrison himself
was a man in his sixties with a hearing aid and a handshake
that felt like grabbing a handful of gravel. He didn’t ask
why we were there on a Friday at noon with no family and
no flowers. He’d probably stopped asking years ago.

Out in the hall,  before the clerk called us,  Clem had
opened  her  notebook  on  the  bench  to  the  back  page,
where the agreement we signed at the bakery was folded.
“We need a clean copy,”  she had said.  “One for you to
keep.”

She had torn out a fresh page and copied the terms in
her neat, small script while I stood beside her and read
over her shoulder. Thirty-eight thousand dollars in debt.
Twenty-two  thousand  in  bakery  repairs.  Marriage.
Residence at Crooked Pine through the fair and one year
afterward. No mention of love. No promise beyond the con-
tract.

She had signed first. I had signed second. Nobody wit-
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nessed it but the plaque on the wall, and the clean copy
was folded in my shirt pocket now, behind my own.

Morrison opened a small black book and read the civil
ceremony in a voice that had done this ten thousand times
and didn’t linger on any word. Clem stood with her hands
at her sides, the notebook tucked under her arm. I stood
with mine in my pockets,  feeling the shape of the ring
against my knuckle.

I ’d  bought  it  three  days  ago  at  a  pawn  shop  in
Livingston, an hour’s drive from Sorrel Creek. Plain gold
band, no stone, a little scratched on the inside where some-
one else’s finger had worn it smooth. The man behind the
counter had asked if I wanted it polished. I’d said no. The
scratches felt honest.  They belonged to someone who’d
worn this ring long enough to leave a mark.

My grandmother Ruth’s sapphire was still in its box in
the farmhouse, in the kitchen drawer where I had put the
will. I’d looked at it the night before, the blue stone catch-
ing the kitchen light, and I’d put it back. That ring wasn’t
for a bargain. It wasn’t for a woman who was marrying me
to save a bakery and a ranch. If I ever gave it to someone, I
wanted it to mean what it had meant when Amos put it on
Ruth's hand nearly sixty years ago.

“The ring,” Morrison said.
I took it from my pocket. Clem held out her left hand

without hesitation, and I slid the band onto her finger. It
was a little loose. She turned her hand over, looking at it,
and  I  saw  her  thumb  brush  the  underside  where  the
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scratches were.
“Pawn shop,” I said.
“I figured.”
“It’s real gold.”
“I wasn’t worried.” She let her hand drop. “It fits well

enough.”
Morrison pronounced us married and closed the book.

The clerk stamped the license and filed it.  That was it.
Seven minutes, start to finish.

On the sidewalk outside, the sun had moved past noon
and the heat was starting to build. Clem stopped at the bot-
tom of the steps and looked at the ring again, turning it on
her finger.

“It’s strange,” she said.
“What is?”
“I thought I’d feel different. More married.” She glanced

up at me. “Do you?”
“I feel like I just signed a contract.”
“That’s because you did.”
“So did you.”
She laughed, a short sound that was more exhale than

humor. “We’re a romantic pair, aren’t we.”
I didn’t answer. I was watching her hand, the way the

ring caught the light, the way she kept touching it with her
thumb. She had chosen to stand beside me. Not because
she had no other options, because she did. She could have
stayed in Portland. She could have found another way to
pay the debt.  She could have said no when I made the
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offer, and she hadn’t.
I didn’t know what that meant. I only knew it was true.
“The parade,” I said.
“What parade?”
“Fourth of July. Tomorrow morning. Main Street.”
She frowned. “I didn’t know Sorrel Creek had a parade.”
“Every town in Montana has a parade on the Fourth of

July.”
“And we have to be there.”
“We live here now. Both of us.” I  nodded toward the

ring. “People are going to notice that. They’re going to ask
questions. If we’re not at the parade together, they’ll ask
more.”

“So we show up. Wave at the neighbors. Pretend this is
normal.”

“It is normal. It’s just not what they’ll think it is.”
She was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “You want

me living at the ranch.”
“You’re my wife. The will says we live there.”
“The will says by the fair. That’s October.”
“The town doesn’t know the will’s terms. They’ll know

we got married today. If  you're still  sleeping in the flat
above the bakery a week from now, someone will notice.”

She looked at me for a long moment, and I couldn’t read
what was behind her eyes. Then she nodded, once, and
pulled her keys from her pocket.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “After the parade. I need tonight
to pack, and Marge needs a jump before she goes any-
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where.”
“I’ve got cables.”
“Of course you do.”
I jumped her battery in the courthouse lot, and neither

of us said anything about what we’d just done. The ring
was on her hand. The agreement was in her notebook. The
terms were the same as they’d been an hour ago, a wall nei-
ther of us had agreed to tear down.

But when I pulled out of the courthouse lot and saw her
in my rearview mirror,  standing beside Marge with one
hand half raised, I felt something settle in my chest that I
didn’t  have  a  name  for.  Not  relief.  Not  hope.  Just  the
weight of a choice that had been made, and the strange,
unfamiliar fact that tomorrow she would be following me
home.
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C H A P T E R  5

The Parade Route

The parade had ended three hours ago, but I could still
hear the brass section of the Sorrel Creek marching band
lodged somewhere behind my left ear. The crowd along
Main Street had been thicker than I expected for a town of
twenty-one  hundred  people,  folding  chairs  and  coolers
and  toddlers  wearing  American  flag  onesies,  and  every
third person had wanted to know who I was and how long
I planned to stay. Holt had introduced me as his wife with
the same flat tone he used for reporting fence repairs, and
I had smiled and shaken hands and let the pawn-shop ring
catch the sun while I made jokes about the bakery I was
going to reopen and how I was still learning which end of a
ranch a person was supposed to stand on.

Nobody had asked the wrong questions.  Nobody had
said the word arrangement. But I had felt their attention
settle on us like a second layer of July heat, and by the time
we climbed into our separate vehicles at the edge of the
fairgrounds parking lot, my jaw ached from holding a pleas-
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ant expression I did not entirely mean.
I followed Holt’s red truck out of town, past the hard-

ware store and Walt’s darkened garage, past the last street-
lamp and onto the county road that unspooled three miles
of scrub pasture and fence line before it reached Crooked
Pine. Marge’s engine hummed without complaint for the
first time since I had crossed into Montana, and I turned
the radio off so I could hear it. A good sound. A sound that
meant one less thing was about to break.

The farmhouse looked different in the evening than it
had the one time I had seen it before. Smaller, maybe, or
more settled into the ground, the way buildings got when
they had been standing in one place long enough to stop
apologizing for it. Holt’s truck pulled up beside the porch
and cut its lights, and I parked Marge behind it and sat for
a moment with both hands on the wheel, looking at the
dark windows and the sagging porch step and the single
light burning above the kitchen door.

My thumb found the ring on my left hand and turned it.
Once, twice. A habit I had not noticed developing until I
caught myself doing it in front of the mayor’s wife, who
had watched  my fingers  move  with  the  kind  of  gentle
curiosity  that  meant  she would mention it  to  someone
later. I made myself let go.

Holt was already at the kitchen door by the time I got
out of the car. He held it open without ceremony, the way
he had held every door today, and I stepped past him into
a room I knew only from what he had told me. Pine table.
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Window over the sink.  The drawer that  stuck,  the one
where Amos’s will sat in its envelope and Ruth’s sapphire
waited in its box, though I did not know whether Holt had
told me about the sapphire on purpose or by accident.

“There’s leftover chili,” he said. “If you’re hungry.”
“I’m not sure I can eat after that much small talk. I think

I swallowed enough words to last me through August.”
He nodded and closed the door. The kitchen went quiet

except for the refrigerator cycling on, a low hum that filled
the space where more conversation might have gone.  I
leaned against the counter and watched him move through
the room, hanging his keys on a hook by the door, check-
ing the lock on the window, the same sequence of small
tasks I imagined he did every night whether there was a
stranger in his house or not.

Except I was not exactly a stranger anymore. I was his
wife. The word still sat wrong in my mouth, too big and too
small at the same time, like a borrowed coat that pinched
at the shoulders.

“The upstairs is still closed,” Holt said. He had stopped
moving and stood near the hallway with one hand on the
doorframe, not quite looking at me. “Roof leak in February.
I haven’t had time to fix it.”

“So the usable bedroom is the one downstairs.”
“There’s only one.”
I  had  known  this.  I  had  seen  the  farmhouse  layout

sketched in my own notebook, the single bedroom off the
hallway, the living room with its wood stove, the kitchen
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we were standing in now. Knowing a fact and standing
inside it at ten o’clock at night with a man I had married
thirty-four hours ago were two different things.

“I’ll take the floor,” Holt said. He said it the way he said
everything,  plain  and  unhurried,  as  though  offering  to
sleep on floorboards in his own house was a routine piece
of ranch business. “There’s a spare blanket in the closet.”

“You don’t have to do that.”
“It’s a wood floor. I’ve slept on worse.”
“That’s not what I meant.” I straightened up from the

counter and made myself meet his eyes. In the low kitchen
light the scar through his eyebrow was a thin pale line, and
I remembered the fence wire that had snapped and cut
him, the story he had told me that afternoon, between
handshakes on Main Street. The fence line where we met
felt like something that had happened to two other people.
“I agreed to live here. Sharing the room is part of that. I’m
not going to treat you like a guest in your own house.”

He studied me for a long moment. I could not read his
expression, but I noticed the way his thumb pressed into
the doorframe, a small steady pressure, as if he were test-
ing whether the wood would hold.

“The bed’s big enough for two,” he said. “If you want to
draw a line down the middle.”

“I’m not twelve.”
“Neither am I. That’s why I’m saying it.”
I laughed before I meant to, a short surprised sound that

bounced off the kitchen ceiling. Holt’s mouth twitched at
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the corner, not quite a smile, but something close enough
that the tension in my shoulders dropped half an inch.

“The contract didn’t say anything about this part,” I said.
“I checked. There’s a whole section on financial obligations
and not one word about where a six-foot-three rancher is
supposed to put his elbows.”

“I can keep them to myself.”
“Can you?”
“I’ve been keeping things to myself for thirty-four years.

I’m good at it.”
That was probably the longest sentence I had heard him

speak since we met. I filed it away in the back of my mind,
the way I filed the fact that he had bought a ring at a pawn
shop in Livingston and had not tried to dress it up as some-
thing it was not.

“All right,” I said. “But I want to be clear about some-
thing.”

He waited.
“This arrangement,” I said, and I touched the ring again

before I could stop myself, the metal warm from my skin,
“it  doesn’t  promise  you anything  except  what’s  written
down. I’m here. I’ll do the public part. I’ll help with what-
ever needs doing on the ranch within reason. But the bed-
room is a bedroom. Not a loophole.”

Holt’s expression did not change, but his hand dropped
from the doorframe. “I know what we agreed to.”

“Good.”
“I’m not going to ask for more than that.”
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I believed him. I was not sure when I had started believ-
ing him, whether it was the courthouse or the parade or
the way he had stood beside me on Main Street and let me
make my jokes without once interrupting, but standing in
his kitchen with the refrigerator humming and the day’s
heat still radiating off the window glass, I believed him.

“Okay,” I said. “Show me where the spare blanket is.”
The bedroom was at the end of a short hallway past the

living room, and it was smaller than I had pictured. A dou-
ble bed with a wooden headboard, a dresser with a missing
drawer pull, a window that faced the pasture. The curtains
were faded blue cotton,  and someone had folded them
back unevenly so that one side hung lower than the other.
Holt’s boots were lined up beside the dresser, and a paper-
back novel lay facedown on the nightstand with its spine
cracked. I did not pick it up to check the title, but I wanted
to.

Holt pulled a wool blanket from the closet and dropped
it on the bed. “Extra pillow’s in here too.”

“I’ll take the left side.”
“I usually sleep on the right.”
“Then it’s settled.”
We moved around each other with the careful choreog-

raphy of two people who had never shared a room before
and were determined not to collide. I set my bag on the
dresser and took out the notebook with the signed agree-
ment folded inside it, then put it back without opening it. I
did not need to read the terms again.  I  knew them by
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heart.
Holt sat on the edge of the bed to unlace his boots, and I

watched his hands work the leather knots without looking
at his face. His fingers were long and steady, a rancher’s
hands, and I remembered the way they had held the pen at
the courthouse, the same deliberate economy he brought
to everything.  He set the boots beside the dresser and
pulled his shirt over his head, and I turned toward the win-
dow before I could register more than a brief impression
of bare shoulders and the dark hair across his chest.

The pasture outside was full of shadow, and I could just
make out the shape of the barn against the darker line of
the ridge. Somewhere out there, cattle were bedding down
for the night. Tomorrow I would learn their names, or at
least the names Holt called them. Tomorrow I would learn
what four in the morning looked like from this side of the
valley.

“You can turn around,” Holt said. “I’m decent.”
He was wearing a gray t-shirt and loose cotton pants,

and he had already pulled back the covers on the right side
of the bed. I had not heard him move. That was going to
take some getting used to, the way he occupied space with-
out announcing it.

“I’m going to change in the bathroom,” I said.
“Take your time.”
The bathroom was off the hallway, small and clean, with

a claw-foot tub and a mirror that had lost some of its silver
backing around the edges. I brushed my teeth and washed
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my face and changed into the oldest pair of pajama pants I
owned, the ones with the hole in the knee that I had been
meaning  to  mend  since  Portland.  My  reflection  looked
tired  but  steady.  The  ring  glinted  under  the  bathroom
light, and I turned my hand over to look at the scratches
on the inside of the band, the evidence of a previous owner
whose name I would never know.

When I came back to the bedroom, Holt was lying on his
side facing the window. He had left the lamp on, and the
spare blanket was folded at the foot of the bed where I
could reach it. I climbed in on the left side and pulled the
covers up to my chin and lay very still,  listening to the
sound of his breathing and the creak of the house settling
around us.

An arm’s length away, Holt shifted his weight and the
mattress dipped. I could smell soap and something else,
hay or grass or just the ordinary clean scent of a person
who spent most of his hours outdoors. I had not shared a
bed with  anyone since  Graham,  and Graham had been
gone since the winter. This was different. This was not inti-
macy. This was logistics, two people occupying the same
rectangle of mattress because the roof had leaked and the
upstairs was closed and neither of us had the money or the
energy to pretend the situation was something it was not.

“You did fine today,”  Holt said into the dark.  “At the
parade.”

“I  told  three  different  people  I  was  excited  to  learn
about irrigation. I don’t know anything about irrigation.”
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“You will.”
I turned my head on the pillow and could just make out

the line of his shoulder against the window. “Did anyone
ask you anything you weren’t ready for?”

“Mrs. Callahan wanted to know if we were planning on
children.”

“What did you tell her?”
“That we’d been married less than a day and I was still

figuring out where to put the extra set of towels.”
I laughed again, quieter this time, and the sound filled

the space between us without breaking it. “That’s a good
answer.”

“It was the truth.”
The refrigerator clicked on in the kitchen, and I heard

the wind pick up outside, a low sound that moved through
the pasture grass like a hand brushing across fabric. My fin-
gers found the ring again and this time I let them, turning
the band in slow circles while I stared at the ceiling and
tried to sort through everything I was feeling. Relief that
the parade was over. Exhaustion that went deeper than my
bones. A small stubborn flicker of something I did not want
to name, something that had started when Holt told Mrs.
Callahan about the towels and had not quite gone out.

“The parade is only the first test,” I said. “Tomorrow the
ranch routine  starts  in  earnest.  I  don’t  know what  I’m
doing here, Holt. I can bake a croissant that would make
you weep, but I don’t know the first thing about cattle or
fence lines or whatever it is you do before the sun comes
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up.”
“I’ll show you.”
“And if I’m terrible at it?”
“Then you’ll  be terrible at it for a while. Most people

are.” He paused, and I heard the pillow rustle as he turned
over. “You don’t have to be good at everything on the first
day.”

“That’s a generous philosophy for a man who’s been run-
ning this ranch since he was twenty-two.”

“It’s not generous. It’s practical. If I expected everyone
to know what they were doing, I’d never hire any help.”

I smiled at the ceiling. “You hired me, technically. Under
contract.”

“You’re not hired. You’re married. Different set of rules.”
“Are there rules?”
“I’m making them up as I go.”
That made two of us. I let my hand fall still on top of the

covers,  the ring warm and solid against  my finger,  and
closed my eyes.  The bed was  unfamiliar  and the room
smelled like someone else’s life, but the silence between us
had stopped feeling  like  a  wall  and started feeling  like
something else. A pause. A held breath. A question neither
of us was ready to ask out loud.

I listened to Holt’s breathing slow and even out, and I
waited until I was sure he was asleep before I let myself fol-
low. Outside the window, the wind kept moving through
the grass,  and somewhere on the ridge a coyote called
once and then went quiet, and the farmhouse held us both
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in its one usable room without asking for more than we
had agreed to give.
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C H A P T E R  6

Four in the Morning

The first sound was metal on metal, a bowl ringing against
another bowl, and I was awake before I registered why.

My hand found the empty space on Clem’s side of the
bed. The sheets had gone cool. Through the bedroom win-
dow the sky was still black, not even the first gray wash of
dawn above the ridge line, and the clock on the dresser
read 4:07.

I lay still and listened. The sound came again from down
the hall, a pan set down hard on the range, then the rattle
of a whisk against a mixing bowl. The rhythm was quick
and sure, no hesitation between movements, and under it
all the low mutter of the gas burner catching.

I pulled on my jeans and a shirt and walked barefoot
into the kitchen.

She had taken over the counter by the window. Flour
dusted the wood surface in a fine pale layer, and three mix-
ing bowls stood in a row beside a carton of eggs and a but-
ter dish with the wrapper peeled back. Clem worked with
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her back half-turned to me, her curls escaping from the tie
at her nape, the whisk tattoo on her left wrist shifting as
she  folded  something  pale  into  something  darker  with
quick,  economical  strokes.  She  had  found  my
grandmother’s rolling pin in the drawer where it had sat
untouched since March, and it lay now on a dusted patch
of counter with a lump of dough beside it.

I stood in the doorway and said nothing. The range light
caught the scar on her forearm, the one the oven had
given her, and I watched her measure vanilla into the bowl
without a spoon, tipping the bottle by instinct, and I under-
stood I was watching someone who had done this ten thou-
sand times before.

“You’re staring,” she said without turning around.
“It’s four in the morning.”
“I know what time it is.” She reached for the flour canis-

ter and tipped more into the bowl, then glanced over her
shoulder. Her eyes were bright and sharp, no trace of sleep
in them. “Did I wake you?”

“The pans did.”
She winced. “Sorry. I tried to keep it quiet.”
I walked to the coffee canister on the shelf above the

range. My first instinct was already forming in my throat,
the words ready: keep it down, the hands will be here by
six, I need the kitchen clear for breakfast. I reached for the
coffee and let the canister’s weight settle in my palm, and
the words stayed where they were.

Clem had stopped moving. She stood with the whisk sus-
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pended over the bowl, watching me.
“What?” I said.
“You were about to say something.”
I measured the coffee into the percolator and set it on

the burner.  “I  was  going to  tell  you to  keep the noise
down.”

“But you didn’t.”
“No.”
She waited. The gas flame made a soft rushing sound

under the percolator.
“The food’s worth it,” I said.
Her laugh was sudden and unguarded, a short bright

sound that filled the kitchen. “You haven’t even tasted it
yet.”

“I’m betting ahead.”
“Bold strategy from a man who just rolled out of bed.”

She turned back to her bowl, but the set of her shoulders
had eased. “Go sit down. This batch needs another ten min-
utes in the oven, and then you can render your verdict.”

I didn’t sit down. I cleared the far end of the counter
instead, moving the stack of ranch ledgers and the mail I
had left there two days ago, shifting the salt crock to the
back of the range where it belonged. The counter ran the
length of the kitchen wall, and I pushed my things to the
far six inches and left the rest open. A clear stretch of
wood, nothing on it but flour dust.

Clem glanced at the empty space and then at me. She
didn’t say thank you. She reached for the butter and set it
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on the cleared counter, and that was answer enough.
The coffee finished perking. I poured two mugs and set

one beside her elbow, and she nodded without looking up
from the dough she was shaping into rounds on a baking
sheet. Her fingers moved fast, each round identical to the
last,  and the kitchen filled with the smell of butter and
sugar  and  something  else,  something  sharper  that  I
couldn’t name.

“What are you making?” I asked.
“Scones. The kind my aunt Odile used to make for the

farmers’ market in August. She put blackberries in them
when they were in season, but I’m using dried currants
because that’s what I found in the pantry.” She slid the bak-
ing sheet into the oven and straightened, wiping her hands
on a dish towel.  “Hope you don’t mind. I  went through
your cupboards.”

“They’re your cupboards now too.”
She stilled for half a beat, the towel pressed between

her palms.  Then she hung it  over the oven handle and
reached for her coffee. “That’s a weird thing to hear.”

“Is it wrong?”
“No. Just weird.” She blew across the surface of the cof-

fee and took a sip. “I’ve never lived in a house where some-
one else’s grandmother picked out the dish towels.”

“She didn’t pick them. She embroidered them.”
Clem looked at the towel hanging on the oven handle, at

the faded blue thread stitched along its hem. “Of course
she did.”
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I  leaned  against  the  counter  and  drank  my  coffee.
Outside  the  window the  sky  had begun to  pale  at  the
edges, a thin line of gray above the pasture. In another
hour the hands would start arriving, and the kitchen would
fill with boots and voices and the smell of whatever I threw
together for breakfast. I watched Clem check the oven tem-
perature with a quick bend and peer, her hand braced on
her thigh, and I tried to fit her into the shape of the morn-
ing the way it had always been.

The shape didn’t hold. She didn’t fit. She was too quick,
too much motion, her presence filling the kitchen in a way
that had nothing to do with the space she took up.

“You do this every day?” I asked.
“The four a.m. thing? Since I was nineteen. The first bak-

ery I  worked at,  the head pastry chef came in at three
thirty,  and  if  you  weren’t  there  when  she  arrived  you
weren’t on the schedule the next week.” She opened the
oven a crack and a wave of heat rolled out, carrying the
smell of butter browning. “By the time I had my own place
it was just habit. The world’s quiet at four. Nobody calls,
nobody needs anything. It’s just you and the dough.”

“And now it’s you and the dough and a rancher who
wanted to sleep.”

She grinned. “You’ll adjust.”
The screen door banged, and Gus Lindqvist walked into

the kitchen.
He stopped two steps inside the door. His hat was in his

hand, his gray hair sticking up in the back where the hat
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had pressed it flat, and he looked from Clem at the range
to me at the counter to the baking sheet cooling on the
rack between us. The screen door wheezed shut behind
him.

“Smells different in here,” he said.
“Clem’s baking,” I said.
“I can see that.” He hung his hat on the hook by the door

and walked to the counter. His gaze landed on the scones,
golden and split, steam still rising from their tops. “Those
for the hands?”

Clem wiped her fingers on the towel. “They’re for who-
ever wants them. But I need something in return.”

Gus raised his eyebrows.
“Honest feedback,” she said. “Not polite. Not ‘it’s fine.’ If

they’re too dry, tell me. If the currants are a mistake, tell
me that too. I haven’t baked for a crowd this size since
Portland, and I need to know if my hand’s still steady.”

Gus picked up a scone. He turned it over in his palm,
studying it the way he studied a new calf, with the same
unhurried attention. Then he bit into it.

He chewed. He swallowed. He took another bite.
“Well?” Clem said.
Gus held up a finger while he finished chewing. “You

want honest.”
“That’s the deal.”
“The currants are good. Dough’s light, not too sweet.”

He brushed a crumb from his mustache. “But you could’ve
pulled them out a minute sooner. Edge is a little dark.”
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Clem nodded once, sharp and satisfied. “I thought so
too. The oven runs hotter than I’m used to.”

“Amos never did get the thermostat fixed. Said it gave
the bread character.” Gus reached for another scone. “The
hands won’t notice the edge. They’ll notice there’s some-
thing warm in the kitchen that didn’t come out of a pack-
age.” He wrapped the scone in a napkin and tucked it into
his shirt pocket. “Make more tomorrow.”

It wasn’t a question.
Clem’s smile broke across her face before she could stop

it. She caught herself and tried to pull it back, but it stayed
at the corners of her mouth, and she turned to the range
to hide it. “I can do that.”

The screen door banged again, and two of the hands
came in, a young kid named Travis and one of the summer
hires, and they stopped the same way Gus had, their heads
turning toward the smell. Within five minutes the kitchen
held six men, all of them reaching for the baking sheet, all
of them talking over each other about the fence line in the
east pasture and the water trough that needed patching
before the heat of the day set in.

Clem stood at the range with her coffee and watched
them  eat.  She  didn’t  hover  or  ask  for  praise.  She  just
watched, her eyes tracking who reached for seconds and
who left  a corner of  scone uneaten on his plate,  and I
could see her filing the information away.

A  weight  settled  against  my  ankle.  I  looked  down.
Biscuit, Amos’s old blue heeler, had stretched out on the
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floor with his head resting on my bare foot. But his eyes
were on Clem. He watched her move from the range to the
counter and back, his ears tracking her every step, and
when she paused beside him to scrape a bowl into the sink
he didn’t lift his head. He just sighed, a long slow exhale,
and closed his eyes.

Gus noticed. “That dog hasn’t slept in the kitchen since
March.”

I said nothing.
“He used to sleep under Amos’s chair,” Gus said. “Every

morning. When Amos stopped coming to the table, Biscuit
moved to the barn. Wouldn’t set foot in the house.” He
folded his arms and watched the heeler’s flank rise and fall.
“Guess he changed his mind.”

Clem bent and scratched behind Biscuit’s ear. The dog’s
tail thumped once against the floorboards and went still.

The hands filed out by six fifteen, their plates stacked in
the sink, the baking sheet empty except for a scattering of
crumbs. Gus was the last to go. He paused in the doorway
and settled his hat on his head.

“Holt.”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t mess this up.” He nodded toward Clem, who was

already measuring flour into a fresh bowl, her back to us.
“The baking. The hands’ll mutiny if you scare her off.”

“I’m not scaring anyone off.”
Gus looked at me for a long moment, and his expression

was the same one he’d worn when I was fifteen and had
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tried to move a calf by myself and ended up flat on my
back in the mud. Amused. Patient. Waiting for me to figure
out what he already knew.

“Sure,” he said. And he walked out.
The screen door banged shut.  The kitchen was quiet

again except for the whisk moving in the bowl and the soft
tick of the oven cooling down. The window above the sink
had gone from gray to pale gold, and the first real light of
morning slanted across the flour-dusted counter.

I opened the cabinet under the counter, the one where I
kept the canned goods and the extra flour and the box of
salt I’d bought in bulk last winter. I pulled out the canned
goods and set them on the floor. I moved the salt to the
pantry. The box was half empty, and I shoved it onto the
shelf beside the molasses and left the cabinet door stand-
ing open.

Clem stopped whisking. “What are you doing?”
“Making room.” I straightened and pointed at the cab-

inet.  “You can keep the baking supplies in there.  Flour,
sugar, whatever else you need. You won’t have to move
them every morning.”

She looked at the empty cabinet, then at me. The whisk
hung motionless in her hand.

“That’s your storage space,” she said.
“It was. Now it’s yours.”
She set the whisk down in the bowl. Her fingers rested

on the rim, and I watched her thumb trace the edge of the
ceramic,  back  and  forth,  a  small  restless  movement.
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“You’re serious.”
“I don’t say things I don’t mean.”
“I  know. That’s  what makes it  weird.”  She pulled her

hand back and wiped it on her shirt. “Okay. Thank you.”
I closed the cabinet door. The kitchen felt different now,

rearranged in a way I couldn’t quite name, as if the room
itself had shifted half an inch to the left. I looked at the
cleared counter where my ledgers used to sit, at the bak-
ing sheet  cooling on the rack,  at  Biscuit  asleep by the
range with his muzzle resting on his paws. At Clem, who
had picked up the whisk again and was beating eggs into
the new bowl with the same quick, practiced rhythm she’d
had at four in the morning, as if the interruption had never
happened.

“The noise,” I said. “It bothers me.”
She didn’t look up. “I figured.”
“But the food’s worth it.”
Now she looked up. Her expression was half a question,

half  something softer,  and she held my gaze for a beat
longer than she needed to. “You already said that.”

“I meant it both times.”
Her laugh came again, quieter this time, more to herself

than to me. She shook her head and went back to her bowl,
and I watched the corner of her mouth stay lifted even
after the sound had faded.

The sun cleared the ridge line and poured through the
kitchen window, catching the dust motes floating in the air
above the counter. The flour on the wood surface glowed
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white in the new light.  I  left  the cabinet as it  was and
walked to the door, and my hand was on the screen when
Clem spoke again.

“Holt.”
I turned.
“What time do the hands break for lunch?”
“Noon. Why?”
She pulled the bowl toward her and reached for the

flour canister. “Just trying to figure out the schedule.”
I stood in the doorway and watched her tip flour into

the bowl without measuring, the same instinctive motion
I’d seen her make with the vanilla, and I understood she
wasn’t asking about the hands’ schedule. She was asking
where she fit into it. Whether there was room for a second
batch  of  scones  between  now  and  noon,  whether  the
kitchen would be free, whether I would clear another cab-
inet if she needed it.

“The kitchen’s yours until  six,”  I  said.  “After that,  the
hands need breakfast.”

“And after breakfast?”
“It’s yours again.”
She  nodded  and  didn’t  look  up,  but  her  shoulders

dropped a fraction of an inch,  and the whisk began its
steady rhythm against the side of the bowl.

I pushed through the screen door and walked out into
the yard. The morning air was cool and dry, carrying the
smell of hay and creek water and the faint diesel tang of
the tractor Gus had parked by the barn. The hands were
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already spread out across the east pasture, small figures
moving against  the gold-green grass,  and somewhere a
cow lowed and another answered.

Behind me, through the kitchen window, I heard the clat-
ter of a baking sheet sliding onto the oven rack. The sound
was sharp and sudden and then gone, swallowed by the big-
ger silence of the ranch waking up.

I stopped halfway to the barn and looked back at the
farmhouse. The kitchen window glowed yellow in the early
light, and through the glass I could see Clem moving past
the range, her curls a dark blur, her hands already reaching
for the next bowl.

Biscuit had not followed me out. He was still under the
range, a blue-gray shape curled on the floorboards, and
even from the yard I could see the slow rise and fall of his
ribs.

I turned and walked toward the barn. The screen door
banged once behind me, a sound I had heard every morn-
ing of my life, and for the first time in months the house
behind it did not feel empty.
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C H A P T E R  7

Sergeant’s First Lesson

By the third morning I stopped checking the clock. I had
been up at four for nine days running, and by the time I
had my hands in the dough the ranch was already moving
around me. The hands came through at six, Gus first, then
Travis and the others, and they ate what I put in front of
them without commentary now. That was the real review.
A ranch hand who reaches for a second scone without
being asked has said everything he needs to say.

Biscuit had taken to sleeping under the range again. I
stepped around him on my way to the counter and he
thumped his tail once against the floorboards, a greeting
so brief it was almost an afterthought. The oven thermo-
stat  still  ran hot.  I  had learned to turn it  down twelve
degrees from whatever the recipe called for, a small adjust-
ment that had cost me two trays of burned biscuits the
first week. Holt never mentioned the waste. He scraped
the blackened bottoms into the scrap bucket without a
word and asked whether I wanted him to pick up more but-
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ter in town.
The morning of July 15 broke clear and already warm by

seven. I had finished the breakfast cleanup and was wiping
down  the  counter  when  Holt  came  back  through  the
kitchen door. He had been out since five, his boots dusty
and his shirt already dark at the collar. He hung his keys on
the hook by the door and poured himself a cup of coffee
from the pot I kept warm for him.

“Sergeant needs exercise,” he said.
I set the cloth down. “Is that the horse or a ranch hand I

haven’t met?”
“Gelding. Fifteen hands. He’s been standing in the near

pasture for a week with nothing to do.” He drank his coffee
standing up, the way he always did, leaning one shoulder
against the doorframe. “You said you wanted to learn.”

I had said that. On the third or fourth morning, when
Gus had asked whether I rode and I had laughed and said
the only horse I had ever been near was a pony at a birth-
day party when I was eight, and it had bitten me. Holt had
looked at me across the table and said, “We can fix that,”
and I had said, “Sure, fix it,” and then nine days had passed
and I had assumed he had forgotten.

He had not forgotten.
“Now?” I looked down at my apron, which was dusted

with flour and had a smear of butter across the front.
“Now works.”
I untied the apron and hung it on the hook beside his

keys. The two of them side by side looked like something I
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had not planned to notice.
We walked out past the barn to the near pasture, where

the fence ran along the creek and the ground sloped up
toward the ridge line.  Sergeant was a bay with a white
blaze and an expression I could only describe as deeply
unimpressed. He stood near the fence, flicking his tail at
flies, and did not look up when we approached.

“He knows he’s being volunteered,” I said.
“He knows he’s getting a carrot.” Holt pulled one from

his pocket and offered it on a flat palm. Sergeant lipped it
up with a delicacy that surprised me, then turned his head
and looked at me as if assessing whether I came with one
too.

“I don’t have a carrot.”
“You’re the lesson. He’ll adjust.” Holt unlatched the gate

and motioned me through.  The pasture  smelled  of  dry
grass and warm earth and the faint mineral tang of the
creek. Sergeant stood still while Holt brought the saddle
and bridle  from the barn,  and I  watched the way Holt
moved around the horse, slow and deliberate, one hand
always on Sergeant’s shoulder so the animal knew where
he was.

“He was Amos’s,” Holt said, settling the saddle pad. “Last
horse my grandfather trained himself. He’s got more sense
than most people I know.”

“So if I make a mistake he’ll be polite about it.”
“He’ll ignore you until you get it right. Then he’ll do what

you ask.”
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“That sounds familiar.”
Holt glanced at me, and something at the corner of his

mouth twitched before he turned back to the girth. “Reins
first. You don’t need to know everything today. Just how to
ask him to walk and how to tell him to stop.”

He showed me how to hold the reins, how to keep my
thumbs up and my elbows loose. His hands moved around
mine without quite touching them, correcting the angle of
my wrist with a gesture an inch from my skin. I could feel
the heat  of  him standing just  behind my left  shoulder,
close enough that I caught the smell of coffee and hay and
the particular clean sharpness of his soap.

“Like this?”
“Looser. You’re not holding a whisk.”
I laughed before I meant to. “You’ve been watching.”
“Hard to miss.” He stepped back and nodded toward the

stirrup. “Left foot. Grab the pommel and swing up. Don’t
pull on the reins while you do it.”

I put my foot in the stirrup and grabbed the saddle and
pushed up. Sergeant did not move. I got my right leg over
and settled into the saddle with a thump that was less
graceful than I had hoped, but I was up, and the ground
was suddenly a long way down.

“Good,” Holt said. “Now your heels. Down, not out.”
I adjusted. Sergeant flicked an ear back toward me and

then forward again, as if he had decided I was not worth
the effort of an opinion.

“He’s judging me.”
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“He’s waiting.” Holt moved to stand at Sergeant’s head,
one hand on the bridle.  “Squeeze with your calves. Not
your heels. Just enough to say go.”

I  squeezed.  Sergeant  took  one  step  forward  and
stopped. I squeezed again, and he took two more steps and
then turned his head to look at me with an expression that
clearly said, that’s it?

“He thinks I’m boring.”
“He thinks you’re cautious. There’s a difference.” Holt’s

hand  rested  on  Sergeant’s  neck,  steadying  him,  and  I
noticed the way the horse leaned slightly into the pres-
sure, as if it was a familiar comfort. “Try again. A little more
this time.”

I squeezed harder, and Sergeant walked forward. Four
steps, then five, and I felt the shift of his shoulders under
me, the rhythm of it, the way the saddle moved with him.
Holt walked beside us, his hand still on the bridle, and I
was aware of how close he was,  the easy length of his
stride matching Sergeant’s pace.

“I’m riding,” I said.
“You’re being carried. Riding comes later.”
“Let me have the moment.”
He did not answer, but the silence had a different qual-

ity than it had nine days ago, less careful and more com-
fortable, the way a room feels when you have stopped wor-
rying about which chair to sit in.

We made a slow circuit of the near pasture, Sergeant
walking and Holt beside us and me concentrating on keep-
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ing my heels down and my hands light. The sun was higher
now, the heat beginning to press through my shirt, and a
red-winged blackbird was calling from the creek bank. I
could hear the distant sound of Travis running the tractor
in the lower field, a low rumble that had become as famil-
iar as the oven timer.

“You’re holding your breath,” Holt said.
I exhaled. “I was concentrating.”
“Concentrate and breathe. He can tell the difference.”
We turned at the far end of the pasture, and Sergeant

shifted his weight, and for a second I felt myself tilt. Holt’s
hand came up and pressed against my waist, just above my
hip, steadying me. His palm was warm through the cotton
of my shirt, and then it was gone, back at his side before I
had finished adjusting my seat.

“You had it,” he said.
I had not had it. I had been two seconds from sliding off

the saddle and landing in the grass, and he had known it,
and he had caught me and then let go as soon as I was bal-
anced.  That  was  the  thing  I  kept  noticing  about  Holt
Brannigan. He did not hold on longer than he needed to.

“Thanks,” I said, and meant it for more than the save.
He nodded once, and we kept walking.
A truck came up the ranch road as we were coming back

toward the gate. It was a white pickup with a vet box in the
bed and a logo on the door that I could not read from this
distance. The driver parked near the barn and got out, and
I saw a woman with a rangy build and a quick stride, her
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hair pulled back in a practical knot. She was wearing cover-
alls with a tear in one knee and carrying a medical bag that
looked like it had seen a decade of use.

“That’s Maeve,”  Holt said,  and something in his voice
shifted, loosened. “She said she might stop by.”

Maeve reached the fence and leaned her elbows on the
top rail, watching us approach. Her grin appeared before
she spoke, a flash of teeth that made her whole face look
like she was about to deliver a punchline.

“You  put  her  on  Sergeant,”  she  said  to  Holt.  “Bold
choice.”

“He’s the calmest one.”
“He’s  the  one  who  dumped  Travis  in  the  creek  last

spring.”
“Travis deserved it.”
Maeve turned her attention to me. “Your saddle position

is better than I  expected. How are the excuses holding
up?”

I felt myself grin back at her. “The excuses are doing
essential morale work.”

“Fair  enough.”  She  unlatched  the  gate  and  walked
through, and Sergeant turned his head toward her with an
interest he had not shown me. She rubbed his nose with
the ease of someone who had known him since he was a
colt. “I’m Maeve. Holt’s sister. I’ve been meaning to come
by for a week, but a heifer with a breached calf took up my
Tuesday and then it was Thursday and then I gave up on
planning and decided to just show up.”

Sergeant’s First Lesson

72



“Clem,” I said, and then, because it seemed absurd to
introduce myself to my husband’s sister, “but you knew
that.”

“I  knew  that.”  She  scratched  behind  Sergeant’s  ear.
“You’re  the  one  making  the  scones  Gus  won’t  shut  up
about. He brought one to the clinic last week wrapped in a
napkin like it was a religious artifact.”

“He saves them in his shirt pocket,” I said. “I’ve seen him
do it.”

“That’s  high praise.  Gus doesn’t  save anything except
fence wire and old opinions.” She stepped back and looked
up at me, still  grinning. “You should come eat with me
sometime. I’m usually at the farmhouse a couple nights a
week, when I’m not on call the way I have been all month,
and Holt’s cooking is functional but it’s not company. I’ll
make something that requires more than one pan.”

The invitation landed differently than I expected. It was
not the formal welcome of the parade, the town’s collec-
tive  curiosity  pressing  in  from  all  sides.  It  was  just  a
woman in torn coveralls asking me to dinner because she
wanted to, and the simplicity of it made something loosen
behind my ribs.

“I’d like that,” I said.
“Good.” She glanced at Holt, who had stepped back and

was standing near the fence with his arms crossed, watch-
ing us without interrupting. “You’re being very quiet over
there.”

“You’re doing fine without me.”
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“I always do.” She turned back to me. “Next week some-
time. I’ll call.”

She walked back toward her truck, and I watched her
go, and when I looked down at Holt he was still watching
me with an expression I could not quite name. He looked
like a man who had been handed something he had not
asked for and was trying to decide whether he was allowed
to keep it.

“She likes you,” he said.
“She’s known me for five minutes.”
“She’s  a  good  judge  of  people.”  He  came  back  to

Sergeant’s head and took the bridle. “You want to ride back
to the barn or walk?”

“Ride. I’ve got momentum.”
We started back, and the tractor sound had stopped,

and the pasture was quiet except for the creak of the sad-
dle and the soft thud of Sergeant’s hooves on the grass.
Holt walked beside us, and I noticed that he had not asked
me anything since Maeve left. He was giving me space to
process the invitation, or maybe he was processing it him-
self.

“Do you expect me to keep riding?” I asked. “Once I’ve
learned, I mean.”

He considered the question for longer than I expected.
“I expect you to decide what you want to keep.”

“That’s not an answer.”
“It’s the only one I have.” He looked up at me, and the

sun was behind him, and the scar through his eyebrow was
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a pale line against his skin. “I’m not going to tell you what
to do with the ranch. That’s not how this works.”

“How does it work?”
He did not answer right away. We walked another ten

yards before he spoke. “You tell me what you want. I tell
you what I can do. We find the place where those things
meet.”

“And if they don’t meet?”
“Then we figure out what comes next.”
I wanted to push further. I wanted to ask him what he

wanted, what he was hoping for beyond the terms we had
signed in the bakery, whether he thought about the year
after the fair or whether he was taking it one day at a time
the way I was. But the question felt too large for a morning
riding  lesson,  and  I  was  not  sure  I  was  ready  for  his
answer.

“I can’t make promises beyond what we signed,” I said. “I
need you to know that.”

“I know that.”
“I mean it. I’m not going to pretend this is something it

isn’t.”
He stopped walking,  and Sergeant stopped with him,

and I looked down and found Holt’s eyes on mine, steady
and gray and giving nothing away except patience.

“I’m not asking you to pretend,” he said.
Travis came around the corner of the barn just then, a

coil of wire over his shoulder, and saw us. He was young,
maybe twenty-two, with sunburned ears and a habit of talk-
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ing before he thought. “Look at that,” he said, grinning.
“The two of you on Sergeant. Like a matched pair.”

Holt did not react. I felt the words land somewhere in
my  chest,  and  I  laughed  because  it  was  easier  than
acknowledging that the comment had made the gold band
on my left hand feel suddenly heavier, more visible, a thing
that other people were noticing and cataloguing and filing
away.

“He’s giving me a lesson,” I said. “Not a portrait.”
“Sure,” Travis said, still grinning, and walked on toward

the equipment shed.
I looked at Holt. “Matched pair.”
“Travis talks too much.”
“He’s not wrong about the optics.”
“Optics don’t matter.” Holt started walking again, and

Sergeant  followed,  and  I  let  the  rhythm of  the  horse’s
stride settle me back into the saddle.  “What matters is
whether you want to try again tomorrow.”

We had reached the barn. Holt stopped and held the bri-
dle while I  swung my right leg over and slid down. My
boots hit the ground harder than I intended, and I stum-
bled  half  a  step  before  I  caught  myself  on  the  stirrup
leather. Holt did not reach out to steady me this time. He
let me find my own balance.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “Same time?”
“Same time.”
I brushed the horsehair off my jeans and looked back at

Sergeant,  who  was  already  nosing  at  Holt’s  pocket  for

Sergeant’s First Lesson

76



another carrot. The morning had started with flour and
butter and the familiar heat of the oven, and it had ended
with my legs sore in places I had not known had muscles,
and somewhere in between I had stopped thinking about
the bakery debt and the repair estimate and the careful
arithmetic of what I owed and what I was owed.

“Tomorrow,” I said again, and the word felt like a small
promise, the kind that did not need a contract.
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C H A P T E R  8

Rain on the Creek

The  rain  had  been  building  since  noon,  stacking  dark
clouds over the ridge until the light went flat and green,
the way it does before a real storm. I checked the creek
level at four and again at six, and by seven I knew we had
maybe an hour before the pasture flooded.

Clem was at the kitchen table with one of her note-
books,  working  through  a  list  of  bakery  suppliers.  She
looked up when I came in, rain already starting to streak
the window behind her.

“The calves,” I said.
She closed the notebook. “How bad?”
“Bad enough.  I  need to move them before the creek

comes over the bank.”
She stood and reached for the jacket hanging by the

door. Not mine, the one she had bought at the feed store
in town three weeks ago, a canvas thing that was already
stiff with dried mud. I had watched her pick it out. She had
stood in the aisle comparing two different sizes, holding
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them up by the shoulders, and something about the way
she checked the stitching before she bought it told me she
was not planning on going anywhere.

“You don’t have to,” I said.
“I know.” She zipped the jacket. “I’m faster than Travis,

and you said he’s off tonight.”
She was right. I had said that, two days ago at dinner,

and she had filed it away without comment. I grabbed my
own coat and the heavy flashlight from the hook, and we
went out into the rain together.

The creek pasture sat low, a long flat stretch that ran
along the western edge of the property where the water
bent around a stand of cottonwoods before straightening
toward the county road. In dry weather it was good graz-
ing. Tonight it was a trap waiting to happen.

The calves were already restless when we reached the
fence line, twenty-three head of them bunched near the
gate,  lowing at  the water that was creeping across the
grass in a sheet too fast to soak in. The rain came down in
ropes, hard enough that I had to raise my voice even stand-
ing close.

“Gate first. Then push them toward the ridge.”
Clem nodded, rain plastering her hair to her forehead.

She  moved to  the  gate  without  hesitation,  worked  the
latch that always stuck, swung it open. The calves saw the
gap and started toward it, but the lead heifer balked at the
water, and the rest crowded behind her, uncertain.

“Move left,” I called. “Give her a wide berth.”
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Clem circled wide, her boots squelching in the mud, and
the  heifer  decided  the  open  gate  was  better  than  the
human closing in on her flank. She lurched forward, and
the rest followed, a surge of wet brown bodies pushing
through the  gap.  I  counted as  they  went.  Twenty-two.
Twenty-three.

“Clear,” I said.
We followed them up the slope, away from the rising

creek, and the rain kept coming. The ground turned soft
underfoot, the kind of mud that grabbed at your boots and
made every step a negotiation. Clem was ten yards ahead
of me, keeping the calves moving, when her left foot went
out from under her.

She went down hard, one knee and both hands in the
mud. I reached her in three strides, caught her arm before
she could try to stand on the slick ground.

“I’ve got you.”
She was breathing fast, but she did not pull away from

my grip. Her fingers dug into my sleeve, and for a second
she just stayed there, crouched in the mud with the rain
running down her face. Then she found her footing, tested
it, and stood.

“I’m fine,” she said, and she said it like she meant it, not
like she was trying to convince either of us. She wiped her
hands on her jeans and turned back toward the calves.

We got them to the upper pasture and closed the gate
behind them. The creek was still rising when we walked
back down,  but it  had not breached the bank,  and the
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calves were on high ground. I let out a breath I had been
holding since the kitchen.

The walk back to the farmhouse was slower. The rain
had eased to a steady fall, and the dark was full dark now,
the kind that presses in from all sides. Clem walked beside
me, close enough that our shoulders brushed every few
steps. Neither of us spoke. The silence did not need filling.

The kitchen light was still on, spilling yellow across the
wet porch boards. Inside, the warmth hit like a wall. I shut
the door behind us, and the sound of the rain dropped to a
drum on the roof. Clem stood in the middle of the floor,
dripping onto the linoleum, her canvas jacket dark with
water.

“Stay there,” I said. “I’ll get towels.”
I brought two from the bathroom, the good ones, the

ones that were not stiff from the line. She took one and
pressed it to her face, then worked it through her hair.
Mud  streaked  her  jeans  and  the  knees  were  soaked
through. There was a smear of it across her cheek.

“You’re a mess,” I said.
“You’re one to talk.” She looked at me, and something

flickered at the corner of her mouth. “Your hat is dripping
into your collar.”

I took the hat off and set it on the counter. Water ran
down the back of my neck. I did not care.

She  handed  me  the  other  towel,  and  our  fingers
touched. Her hand was cold. I closed mine around it with-
out thinking, just long enough to register the chill, and she
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did not pull away.
“I’ll put coffee on,” I said.
“I’ll find dry clothes.”
She went down the hall toward the bedroom. I stood at

the stove, listening to the percolator start its rattle, and
tried not to think about the way her hand had felt, small
and cold and still in mine.

We ate at the kitchen table, leftover stew from the night
before,  heated too fast so the bottom scorched a little.
Clem did not mention it. She ate with the focus of some-
one  who  had  burned  more  than  she  realized,  and  I
watched her across the table, the way her hair was drying
in tight curls at her temples, the mud still under her finger-
nails.

“The calves would have been fine,” she said, not quite
looking at me. “You could have managed alone.”

“Probably.”
“So why did you let me come?”
I set my spoon down. “Because you wanted to.”
She nodded slowly, as if that answer satisfied something

she had been working out for a while. We finished eating
without talking. The rain kept up its steady rhythm on the
roof, and the kitchen was warm, and Biscuit had wandered
in  from wherever  he  had  been sleeping  and settled  at
Clem’s feet.

I washed the bowls. She dried them. It was the kind of
ordinary thing that had become ordinary between us over
the past weeks, and I did not want to stop doing it.
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The bedroom was cool, the window still cracked from
the afternoon heat. Clem sat on the edge of the bed, on her
side, the left side, and pulled off her socks. Her feet were
pale and pruned from the wet boots. I stood in the door-
way, one hand on the frame, and she looked up at me.

“You don’t have to stand there,” she said.
“I know.”
I crossed the room and sat on my side, the right side,

and the bed dipped under my weight. The space between
us was the same space that had been there every night
since the Fourth of July, a careful distance measured in
inches that neither of us had crossed. Tonight it felt differ-
ent. Smaller. Less like a rule.

She turned toward me. Her eyes were dark in the low
light, and she was looking at me the way she looked at a
recipe she was memorizing, steady and thorough.

“Holt.”
“Yeah.”
“I want you to stay.”
The words landed in the quiet and stayed there. I did

not move. I did not want to move before I was sure I had
heard her right.

“Are you asking,” I said, “or are you telling me what you
think I want to hear?”

“I’m asking.” She did not look away. “I’ve been asking
since the kitchen. Maybe since the creek.”

I reached out and touched her face, the side that still
had the mud smear, and she leaned into my hand. Her skin
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was warm now. Her breath came a little faster, and I felt
the change in the air between us, the shift from careful to
something else.

“If you want me to stop,” I said, “you tell me.”
“I won’t.”
She kissed me first. Her mouth was soft and certain, and

she tasted like the coffee we had drunk, bitter and warm. I
pulled her closer,  and she came without hesitation, her
hands  finding  the  back  of  my neck,  my shoulders,  the
damp collar of my shirt. We undressed each other slowly,
not rushed, the way you unwrap something you have been
waiting to open. Her shirt first, then mine. Her jeans, still
wet at the knees. My belt, which took longer than it should
have because her fingers were still cold and I was not help-
ing.

She laughed, a small sound against my collarbone. “You
could assist.”

“I’m distracted.”
When the last of the clothes were on the floor, I laid her

back against the pillows and let myself look at her. The
oven-burn scar on her right forearm, a pale stripe against
her skin. The small tattoo on her left wrist, the whisk I had
noticed the first morning she baked in my kitchen. Her
ribs,  the curve of her waist,  the way her breath moved
through her body.

I traced the scar with my thumb. She watched me do it,
and something  in  her  face  opened,  something  she  had
been holding closed.
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“That was a bad day,” she said. “Three hundred and fifty
degrees, and I was in a hurry.”

“You’re not in a hurry now.”
“No.” She pulled me down to her. “I’m not.”
I kissed the scar, then the inside of her wrist, then her

mouth. She arched under me, and her hands moved across
my back, learning the shape of me the way I was learning
her. Every place our skin touched felt new and necessary. I
found the hollow of her throat and felt her pulse there,
steady and quick, and she made a sound that was not quite
a word.

We moved together slowly at  first,  finding a rhythm,
adjusting when she caught her breath or I paused to let
her.  She was responsive in a way that undid me, every
small shift of her hips a question I answered with my own.
When she tightened around me, I felt it everywhere, and I
stopped thinking about careful or distance or the agree-
ment folded into her notebook. There was only her, the
heat of her, the way she said my name like it was the only
word she had left.

Afterward we lay tangled in the sheets, and the rain was
still  falling outside,  softer  now.  Her head rested in  the
curve of my shoulder. Her hand was flat against my chest,
over my heart, and I did not try to slow it down. She would
feel what she felt.

“The calves are safe,” she said, her voice drowsy.
“Yeah.”
“And I’m still here.”
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I turned my head and kissed her hair. “Yeah.”
She was quiet for a long moment, long enough that I

thought she had fallen asleep. Then her hand moved, slid-
ing down my chest, and she shifted against me, and I felt
her intention before she spoke.

“Again,” she said. Not a question.
I rolled toward her, and in the dark I could see the out-

line of her smile. The agreement was still in her notebook,
the terms still waiting to be resolved, but she had reached
for  me,  and that  was  not  in  any  contract.  That  was  a
choice.

The rain  kept  falling.  The  creek  kept  rising.  But  the
calves were on high ground, and Clem was beside me, and
for now that was enough.

At first light, the storm had eased to a drizzle, and the
creek was still high and brown, running fast over the bank
where the pasture had been. I stood at the bedroom win-
dow and watched it, and behind me Clem stirred in the
bed, pulling the quilt up around her shoulders. The day
ahead was full of things we would have to assess, fence
lines and washed-out gates and the slow work of putting a
flooded pasture back together. None of it was certain.

She was still  there when I turned back. That was the
thing I held onto.

Rain on the Creek

86



C H A P T E R  9

Lucille’s Warning

I checked the bakery’s rear kitchen clock at ten past two.
The afternoon light came through the front windows at an
angle that meant late August, the kind of gold that makes
dust look intentional.  Holt  was under the prep counter
with a pipe wrench, and the sound of metal on metal had
been going on long enough that I’d stopped wincing at it.

“Tell me that’s the last one,” I said.
“Second to last.” His voice came from somewhere below

the sink,  muffled by the cabinet.  “The cold-water line’s
seated. Hot water needs a new coupling.”

“Which means what in pastry-chef terms.”
“It means you get cold water now and hot water after I

go to the hardware store.”
I ran the tap. Cold water came out, clear and steady, no

brown rush of rust the way it had done the first time I’d
turned the handle back in June. I’d been coming here every
afternoon for weeks, splitting my time between the ranch
in the mornings and the bakery once the sun got high. Holt
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came with me when the work was too heavy for one per-
son, which turned out to be most of it.

The rear kitchen looked different than it had in June.
The floor was scrubbed down to the original tile, a checker-
board pattern in cream and faded green that someone had
covered  with  linoleum  sometime  in  the  eighties.  The
linoleum was gone now. The gas oven sat against the back
wall, pilot lit, thermostat tested and accurate within ten
degrees.  I’d spent three afternoons calibrating it  with a
thermometer and a notebook, and the margin of error was
better than the one I’d had in Portland.

Holt slid out from under the counter and stood up, wip-
ing his  hands on a rag.  There was a smudge of  grease
across his forehead. “The front shop’s next. You said the
display case needs new glass.”

“It needs a whole new case. The glass is cracked and the
seal’s gone, and I’m not putting pastry behind something
that won’t hold temperature.”

“Can you order one?”
“I can order one if I want to spend three thousand dol-

lars.” I picked up the clipboard from the counter and ran
my finger down the list.  “Walt  said he knows a guy in
Billings  who  does  commercial  refrigeration.  He’ll  come
look at it next week.”

Holt  nodded.  He  didn’t  offer  to  pay  for  it,  which  I
noticed because I was keeping track. The twenty-two thou-
sand in the agreement had been my estimate back in June:
the plumbing, the electrical panel Walt had looked at, the
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roof patching, the gas line, new glass for the case. A whole
new case was not on that list.  Whatever went over the
number was mine.

I set the clipboard down. “Thank you. For the pipes.”
“You already said that.”
“I’m saying it again. It’s my bakery. I get to say thank you

as many times as I want.”
The  corner  of  his  mouth  moved.  Not  quite  a  smile.

“You’re welcome.”
I turned back to the oven and opened the door to check

the thermometer one more time, not because it needed
checking but because I didn’t know what to do with my
hands. The night of the storm had been seven days ago,
and we hadn’t talked about it.  We’d moved through the
week afterward the way we moved through everything: the
calves to higher ground, the fence posts reset, the morning
coffee poured, the bed shared without discussion. He slept
on the right. I slept on the left. Some nights I reached for
him and some nights I didn’t, and he never assumed, and
neither of us named what was different.

The bell above the front door rang.
I straightened up. “Did you lock that?”
“No.”
I walked through the doorway into the front shop and

found  Lucille  Ostrander  standing  in  the  middle  of  the
empty room, her leather satchel under one arm and her
eyes moving across the bare walls and the plywood where
the display case would go and the stack of paint cans in
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the corner. She was wearing a navy blazer and a silk scarf
tied at her throat, and she looked exactly as out of place as
she had at the Fourth of July parade.

“Mrs. Ostrander,” I said.
“Ms. Reyes.” She didn’t smile. “I heard you were working

here. The front door was open.”
Holt came out of the back, still holding the rag. “Lucille.”
“Holt.” She set the satchel on the front counter, which

was the only flat surface in the room not covered in drop
cloths. “The plumbing is progressing, I take it.”

“Cold water’s on,” he said. “Hot by tonight.”
“Good. Then you’ll have a moment to talk.”
It wasn’t a question. I leaned against the doorframe and

crossed my arms. Holt stayed where he was, and the three
of us formed a triangle in the empty shop with the after-
noon light slanting through the front window and a fine
layer of plaster dust on every surface.

“The  Harvest  Fair,”  Lucille  said,  “is  six  weeks  from
Saturday. The first Saturday in October.”

“I know when it is,” Holt said.
“Then you know that’s the deadline Amos set. You must

be married and living with your wife at Crooked Pine by
that date, or the ranch passes to your uncle.”

I’d known the terms since June. Hearing them spoken
aloud in the bakery, with the smell of new copper pipe still
in the air and my clipboard full of repairs on the counter
behind me, made them land differently. The fair had been
an abstraction, a date on a calendar months away. Now it
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was six weeks.
“We’re married,” Holt said. “We’re living at the ranch.

The condition’s met.”
“It will be met when the fair arrives and you are still

there, together, in a marriage that holds up to scrutiny.
The will doesn’t specify a ceremony and a handshake. It
specifies  a  marriage.”  Lucille’s  gaze moved to me.  “You
understand what that means.”

“I understand,” I  said. “We signed the agreement. We
stood in front of Judge Morrison. We’re doing the thing.”

“The thing.” She let the word hang. “Amos also left a let-
ter. A sealed letter, to be dealt with at the fair.”

Holt’s hand stopped moving on the rag. “What kind of
letter?”

“I don’t know. It’s sealed. Amos instructed me to hold it
until the first Saturday in October and to open it at the
fair, in front of whoever is standing there, whatever has
happened by then.”

“You’ve  had  a  letter  from  my  grandfather  for  five
months and you didn’t tell me.”

“I told you now.” Her voice was dry as old paper. “I’ve
done exactly what Amos asked me to do, Holt. I’ve done it
for forty years, and I’m not going to stop because the last
request makes you uncomfortable.”

The silence that followed wasn’t a weaponized silence or
a charged silence or  any of  the things people called it
when they wanted to make quiet sound dramatic. It was
just three people in a room with a question none of them
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could answer, and the refrigerator compressor in the back
kitchen clicked on and filled the space with a low mechan-
ical hum.

I pushed off the doorframe. “Does the letter change any-
thing now? Before the fair?”

“No,” Lucille said. “It stays sealed. Amos was clear.”
“Then it’s not a problem yet.”
“It’s not a problem you can solve yet,” she corrected.

“That’s not the same thing.”
Holt set the rag on the counter. “Is there anything else?”
“No.” She picked up her satchel. “I’ll be at the fair. So will

your uncle. So will most of the county, and they’ll all be
watching to see whether Amos’s grandson shows up with
his wife or shows up alone.” She walked to the door and
paused with her hand on the handle. “I liked your grandfa-
ther very much. I’m not your adversary here. But I am the
executor of his will, and I will do what the will requires.”

The bell rang again as she left.
I stood there for a moment, looking at the empty door-

way. Then I walked back into the rear kitchen and picked
up the clipboard and wrote hot-water coupling under the
list of things Holt needed from the hardware store. My
handwriting was steadier than I felt.

Holt followed me. “Clem.”
“I’m making a list.”
“I can see that.”
“The display case guy from Billings.  Walt’s  contact.  I

need to call him, and I need to order flour, and the front
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window needs washing before anyone sees this place from
the street.” I kept writing. “Lucille’s news doesn’t change
the list.”

He didn’t answer. I looked up and found him watching
me with an expression I couldn’t read, his gray eyes steady
and  his  jaw  set  the  way  it  got  when  he  was  working
through something he didn’t want to say wrong.

“Six weeks,” he said.
“I heard her.”
“If  the letter changes something at  the fair,  and you

want to renegotiate...”
“Holt.”  I  set the clipboard down. “I signed the agree-

ment. I knew the terms. A sealed letter from your dead
grandfather doesn’t change the fact that I owe you a year
of living at that ranch, and I pay my debts.”

He absorbed that.  Something shifted in  his  face,  not
quite relief and not quite disappointment, and I realized I
didn’t know which one he’d been hoping for.

“The hot-water coupling,” I said. “Hardware store closes
at six.”

“I know when it closes.”
“Then go get the coupling. I’ll wash the window.”
He went.
I washed the front window with a bucket of cold water

and a rag that left streaks on the glass, and I was still scrub-
bing when a woman walking a dog slowed on the sidewalk
and peered through the streaky glass at me. She was about
sixty, wearing a fleece vest and gardening clogs, and she
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held the dog’s leash with one hand while the other shaded
her eyes against the glare. I lifted my hand in a half-wave.
She nodded once,  the way you nod at  someone you’ve
already formed an opinion about, and kept walking.

By the time Holt got back with the coupling, I’d finished
the window and started sorting through the box of mixing
bowls I’d found in the storage closet. Most of them were
chipped. A few were usable. I set the usable ones on the
counter in a row, largest to smallest, the way Odile must
have done it every morning for years.

He installed the coupling while I sorted bowls. The hot
water came on at four-fifteen, and I filled the biggest bowl
and set it in the sink and watched the steam rise.

“It works,” I said.
“Told you it would.”
I  turned  off  the  tap.  “I  brought  food.  Sandwiches.

They’re in the cooler.”
We ate in the front shop, sitting on the floor with our

backs against the wall because there was nowhere else to
sit.  The plywood where the display case would go was
gritty under my legs, and the bread was a little stale, and
Holt’s  shoulder  pressed  against  mine  because  the  wall
wasn’t wide enough for both of us to lean without touch-
ing.

“Lucille’s letter,” I said. “Any idea what’s in it?”
“No.”
“Did  Amos  do  things  like  this?  Sealed  letters,  last-

minute conditions?”
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“He did things his own way. Always.” Holt took a bite of
his sandwich and chewed slowly. “He taught me to ride
when I was five. Put me on a horse and walked beside it for
an hour, and when I asked him to hold the reins he said no.
Said I had to learn to hold them myself.”

“That’s either good teaching or terrible teaching.”
“It was Amos.” He said it the way someone might say it

was raining, a fact too big to argue with.
I  finished my sandwich and wiped my hands  on my

jeans. The light outside the window was starting to turn,
the gold shifting toward amber. “I should check the oven
one more time before we go.”

“You checked it an hour ago.”
“I’m a pastry chef. I check ovens.”
He  didn’t  argue.  I  went  into  the  back  kitchen  and

opened the oven door and looked at  the thermometer,
which read exactly what it had read an hour ago, and I
closed the door and stood with my hands flat on the prep
counter and breathed in the smell of new copper and old
vanilla and plaster dust.

Six  weeks.  The repairs  were maybe two-thirds done.
The display case wasn’t ordered, the flour wasn’t bought,
the front shop still  looked like a  construction site,  and
somewhere in Lucille Ostrander’s office was a sealed letter
from a dead man who had apparently believed in making
his grandson prove something before he could keep his
own land.

Holt appeared in the doorway. “Clem.”
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“The oven’s fine.”
“I know.” He didn’t move from the doorway. “It’s getting

late.”
I turned around. He was standing with one hand on the

doorframe, and the grease smudge was still on his fore-
head, and I thought about the night of the storm and the
way he’d asked me if I was sure and the way I’d answered
without hesitating.

“We should go home,” I said.
“We should.”
Neither of us moved.
He crossed the kitchen in three steps, and I met him

halfway, and when he kissed me it was careful, a question
asked without words. I answered by pulling him closer, my
fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt, and the question
turned into something else.

Later, back at the farmhouse, we lay in the bed with the
window open and the evening air coming in cool from the
pasture. The quilt was tangled at the foot of the bed. Holt’s
hand rested on my hip, his thumb moving in a slow circle
that wasn’t asking for anything, just staying.

“The display case,” he said.
“What about it.”
“You said three thousand. If the guy from Billings can’t

fix it.”
“I’ll figure it out.”
“I know you will.”  His thumb stopped moving. “That’s

not what I meant.”
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I turned my head on the pillow to look at him. His face
was half in shadow, the scar through his eyebrow catching
the last light from the window. “What did you mean?”

“I meant you don’t have to figure everything out alone.”
I didn’t answer. I didn’t know how to answer, because

the agreement said he’d pay for the structural repairs and
I’d pay for the equipment, and offering to help with the dis-
play case was either kindness or a renegotiation,  and I
couldn’t tell which one he meant.

“I’m not trying to change the terms,” he said, as if he’d
heard the question I hadn’t asked. “I’m saying the offer’s
there.”

“I’ll think about it.”
He nodded. His hand moved from my hip to the small of

my back, a brief pressure, and then he rolled onto his side
and reached for the paperback on his nightstand. I stayed
on my back and watched the ceiling and listened to the
sound of the pages turning.

The repair list was still on the clipboard in the bakery
kitchen. The sealed letter was still in Lucille’s office. The
fair was six weeks away, and after that there would be
another letter, and another question, and a whole year of
living inside an agreement that neither of us knew how to
talk about.

Outside the window, a coyote called once across the pas-
ture, high and thin, and then the dark came down and the
only sound was Holt’s  breathing and the faint rustle of
paper every time he turned a page.
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C H A P T E R  1 0

A Familiar Promise

The afternoon sun came through the bakery’s front win-
dow at a slant that meant September, and I had my hands
inside the cold-water pipe fitting under the rear kitchen
sink when the bell above the front door chimed.

Clem’s voice carried through the doorway,  quick and
casual the way it always was with customers. “We’re not
open until tonight.”

Then nothing. No reply. No shuffle of feet heading back
out.

I straightened up and wiped my hands on the rag tucked
into my belt. Through the pass-through window I could
see the back of a man’s head, dark hair combed neat, the
collar of his shirt pressed and white. He stood with his
weight on one hip like he had all the time in the world.

“Clem.”  His  voice  was  polished.  Measured.  “You look
well.”

She was behind the front counter.  I  couldn’t  see her
face, but I saw her hands stop moving on the clipboard.
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One beat. Two.
“Graham.” She said it flat, the way you’d name a bill that

came due.
I set the rag on the counter and stayed where I was. The

rear kitchen put me ten feet from them, visible through
the pass-through but not in the room. Clem didn’t look my
way.

Graham Pruitt stepped farther into the shop, and I got
my first real look at him. Tall, lean, the kind of careful dress
that costs money without looking like it does. His shoes
were clean.  Nobody in Sorrel  Creek had clean shoes in
September.

“I drove up from Portland,” he said. “Left before dawn.
Beautiful country once you clear the pass.”

“What do you want?”
He smiled. Not a real one. The corner of his mouth lifted

like he was trying it on. “To talk. That’s all. You’ve been
hard to reach.”

“I changed my number.”
“I noticed.”
Clem  came  around  the  counter.  She  was  wearing  a

faded apron over her jeans, and her hair was pulled back
with a clip that was losing its grip. She crossed her arms
and leaned one hip against the display case, putting the
width of the shop between them.

“So talk,” she said.
I  picked  up  the  wrench.  Not  because  I  needed  it.

Because it gave my hands something to do that wasn’t walk-
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ing into the front shop and telling Graham Pruitt to get
back in his car and drive the nine hours to Portland with-
out stopping.

Graham spread his  hands.  “I  made mistakes.  I’m not
here to pretend I didn’t. But I’ve been putting things back
together,  Clem.  The  bakery,  the  accounts.  There’s  an
investor in Lake Oswego who’s willing to back a relaunch.
Your recipes, your name on the door. No debt.” He paused.
“No strings.”

I tightened a coupling I’d already tightened.
“No strings,”  Clem repeated.  “That’s  a  new one from

you.”
“I’m trying to make this right.”
“Make it right.” She tilted her head. “You drained the

account, Graham. You left thirty-eight thousand dollars in
my name and you disappeared. That’s not a misunderstand-
ing. That’s not something you fix by showing up with a
pitch.”

“I  know.”  He didn’t  flinch.  “I  know what I  did.  I  was
scared, and I handled it badly. But this offer is real. I have
the paperwork in the car. You can look at the terms your-
self.”

Clem didn’t move toward the door. She didn’t uncross
her arms.

“What terms?”
“Fifty-fifty ownership. You’d be the creative lead. I han-

dle the business side, same as before, but with oversight
this time. An accountant we both sign off on. The investor
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wants to meet you.”
“The investor.”
“Her name is Diane. She built a chain of patisseries in

Seattle  and sold  them three  years  ago.  She  knows the
industry.”

Clem was quiet for a moment. I could see her working
through it, the way she worked through a recipe, turning
each piece over to check for cracks.

“And the thirty-eight thousand?” she asked.
“Somebody paid that off in July. In full.  I  still  get the

statements.” He let that sit. “Diane’s putting up two hun-
dred thousand. You start clean, and we build from there.”

“So I’d be working for her.”
“You’d be working for yourself. With backing.”
Clem glanced toward the pass-through. Just a flick of

her eyes, but I caught it. I kept my hands on the wrench
and my face neutral.

“I already have a bakery,” she said.
Graham looked around the front shop, at the empty dis-

play case and the plywood where the front window glass
had been replaced last week. He didn’t say anything about
the dust on the floor or the ladder still propped in the cor-
ner. He didn’t have to.

“You have a building,” he said. “And I respect that. I do.
But you’re a pastry chef, Clem. You belong in a real kitchen
with real foot traffic. Not scraping by in a town of two thou-
sand people.”

“I belong wherever I decide I belong.”
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“Of course you do. I’m not saying otherwise. I’m saying
you have options.” He took a step closer, and I saw Clem’s
shoulders go tight. “Come back to Portland. Just for a meet-
ing. Talk to Diane. If you hate it, you walk away. No harm
done.”

Clem let the silence sit. She was better at it than she
used to  be.  I  wondered  if  she’d  learned that  from the
ranch, from the long quiet of the pasture at dawn, or if
she’d always had it and Graham had never given her room
to use it.

“You want me to trust you,” she said finally. “After what
you did.”

“I want you to trust the paperwork. The terms are solid.”
“The terms were solid last time too. Until you emptied

the account.”
Graham’s composure flickered. Not much. A tightening

around the  mouth.  “I’ve  spent  six  months  trying  to  fix
that.”

“You spent six months trying to fix your conscience.
That’s not the same thing.”

I set the wrench down. The clink of metal on metal was
louder than I meant it to be.

Graham looked toward the sound. Saw me through the
pass-through  for  the  first  time.  His  expression  didn’t
change,  but  his  posture  did,  straightening  a  fraction,
reassessing.

“I didn’t realize you had help,” he said.
Clem  didn’t  introduce  me.  “I’m  not  coming  back  to
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Portland, Graham. Not for a meeting, not for Diane, not for
a fresh start with the same person who wrecked the last
one.”

“Clem.”
“I’m reopening this bakery tonight. The display case is

empty right now, but it won’t be by six o’clock. I’ve got a
gas oven that holds temperature within ten degrees and a
front window that doesn’t leak and a whole town that’s
been waiting for this place to open since last August.” She
uncrossed her arms. “I don’t need your investor. I don’t
need  your  paperwork.  And  I  really  don’t  need  another
round of pastry drama with you.”

She smiled at the last line, quick and sharp, the way she
did when she was deflecting something that cut close. I
didn’t smile back. I was still watching Graham’s hands, the
way they hung at his sides, too relaxed.

“Pastry drama,” he said. “That’s what we’re calling it.”
“That’s what I’m calling it.”
He nodded slowly, the way you nod when you’re buying

time.  “You’re  angry.  I  understand  that.  But  this  offer
doesn’t expire. If you change your mind…”

“I won’t.”
“If you do,” he repeated, “you know where to find me.”
He turned toward the door, then stopped. Looked back

at her with something that might have passed for regret on
a face less practiced at wearing it.

“For what it’s worth,” he said, “I am sorry.”
Clem picked up her clipboard. “The door’s behind you.”
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The bell chimed again. Graham stepped out onto Main
Street, and the door swung shut, and Clem stood very still
with the clipboard pressed against her chest like a shield.

I came out of the rear kitchen. Stopped at the corner of
the  counter  where  she  could  close  the  distance  if  she
wanted to.

She didn’t look at me. Her eyes were on the front win-
dow, tracking Graham’s figure as he walked toward a silver
sedan parked two doors down.

“You heard all of that,” she said.
“Most of it.”
“He drove nine hours to pitch me a fifty-fifty split with

an investor named Diane.” She let out a short breath that
was almost a laugh. “He couldn’t even be bothered to make
up a better name.”

“You think she’s not real.”
“I think it doesn’t matter.” She set the clipboard on the

counter. Her hands were steady. “I told him no.”
“I heard.”
“You didn’t say anything.”
I leaned my hip against the counter. “Wasn’t my place.”
She looked at me then, really looked, and I saw some-

thing flicker behind her eyes. Not relief. Something closer
to a question she wasn’t ready to ask.

“Most people would have,” she said.
“I’m not most people.”
“No.” She picked up a rag and started wiping down the

counter, even though it was already clean. “You’re not.”
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I watched her work for a moment. The way her hands
moved, quick and sure, muscle memory taking over while
her mind was still somewhere else. The rag swept across
the  same  stretch  of  counter  three  times  before  she
noticed.

“He could have been telling the truth,” I said. “About the
investor.”

“He could have been.” She kept wiping. “But he wasn’t
telling the truth about the part that mattered.”

“Which part.”
“The part where he said he was sorry.” She tossed the

rag into the sink. “Graham’s sorry when it costs him some-
thing. He wasn’t sorry when he emptied the account. He
wasn’t sorry when I had to sell my mixers to make the first
loan payment. He’s sorry now because he needs something
from me.”

I didn’t have an answer for that. She wasn’t looking for
one.

Through the front window I saw Graham stop beside his
car. He didn’t get in. He was talking to someone on the
sidewalk, someone with polished boots and an easy stance
that I recognized before I saw his face.

Dale.
I straightened up.
Clem followed my gaze. “Is that Dale?”
“That’s him.”
She went still. “He has never once come into the bak-

ery.”
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“Yeah.”
We watched through the window. Dale was nodding, his

public smile fixed in place, the one he used at Chamber of
Commerce meetings and equipment auctions. Graham was
talking,  his  hands  moving  in  short,  precise  gestures.  I
couldn’t hear a word through the glass.

“Do they know each other?” Clem asked.
“Not that I know of.”
Graham reached into his jacket and pulled out some-

thing small. A business card, maybe, or a folded note. He
handed it to Dale. Dale glanced at it, then tucked it into his
shirt pocket without looking at it twice. His smile didn’t
change,  but  something  behind  it  did,  a  tightening  I’d
learned to read over thirty-four years of family dinners.

Graham got into his sedan. The engine turned over, and
he pulled away from the curb and headed east, toward the
highway.

Dale stood on the sidewalk for a moment longer. Then
he turned and walked back up Main Street toward his deal-
ership, his hands in his pockets, his pace unhurried.

“What was that?” Clem said.
“I don’t know.”
But I knew the shape of it. Graham had come to Sorrel

Creek with a pitch and left with a rejection, and some-
where between the bakery door and his car he’d found a
different audience. Dale Brannigan didn’t talk to strangers
on the sidewalk unless there was something in it for him.

“He gave him something,” Clem said.
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“I saw.”
“Do you think Graham knows about the will?”
I turned away from the window. “He knows something

now.”
Clem’s face was hard to read. She was still holding her-

self  the  way  she  had  when  Graham  was  in  the  room,
braced for a second wave. But her voice was steady.

“What do we do?”
We. The word landed somewhere behind my ribs and

stayed there.
“We finish the plumbing,” I said. “You finish the display

case. We open the bakery tonight.”
“And Dale?”
“Dale’s been looking for leverage since March. If Graham

gave him some, we’ll find out soon enough.”
She nodded. Picked up the clipboard again, then set it

back down. “Thank you.”
“For what.”
“For staying in the kitchen.” She met my eyes. “For not

making my choice for me.”
I didn’t know how to say what I was feeling, so I didn’t

try.  I  picked up the wrench and went back to the rear
kitchen and knelt beside the sink, fitting the cold-water
coupling into place with my hands working slower than
they needed to.

Through the pass-through I  could hear Clem moving
around the front shop, opening the refrigerator,  setting
out bowls. The sounds of someone who’d made her choice
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and was getting back to work.
The fair was three weeks away. The sealed letter was

still  in  Lucille’s  office.  And now Dale had a note in his
pocket and a conversation with Graham Pruitt that I hadn’t
heard and couldn’t account for.

I tightened the last coupling and stood up. Through the
rear window I could see the ridge above Crooked Pine, the
first yellow showing in the aspens, and below it the pas-
ture where the calves were grazing on ground that had
been dry for weeks. The ranch was still there. The ranch
was always there. The question was whether it would still
be mine come October, and I was starting to think the
answer depended on more than a marriage certificate and
a signature on a piece of courthouse paper.

I wiped my hands on the rag and went back to work.
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C H A P T E R  1 1

The Door on Main Street

The first customer through the door was Mrs. Callahan,
and she brought half the town with her.

I had my hands on the display case latch when the noise
hit me, a wall of conversation and scraping chair legs and
somebody’s  laugh that  carried  clear  over  the  rest.  The
front shop had been quiet for more than a year, closed
since last  August with nothing but dust settling on the
glass and my own footsteps echoing off  the tin ceiling.
Now it was full of voices, and the sound of it made me stop
with my fingers still on the metal, not quite ready to turn
around.

Holt  was  behind the  pass-through,  wiping  down the
espresso machine I’d found secondhand from a café supply
place in Billings. I could hear the cloth moving in slow cir-
cles, the way he worked when he was paying attention to
something other than what his hands were doing.

“They’re waiting for you,” he said.
I turned. The front counter was lined with people, three
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deep in places, and more were still pushing through the
door. Mrs. Callahan had claimed the spot by the window
with two other women I recognized from the parade. Walt
from the garage was studying the pastry case like it was an
engine he was about to rebuild. Maeve had somehow got-
ten herself wedged near the register,  her vet truck still
idling at the curb where she’d left it with the hazards on.

“You opened without me,” I said.
“You  were  in  the  back  checking  the  oven.”  Maeve

shrugged. “The door was unlocked. People had opinions
about that.”

Mrs.  Callahan  leaned  over  the  counter,  her  handbag
swinging  dangerously  close  to  the  napkin  holder.
“Clementine,  dear,  is  that  a  brioche? The one with the
honey glaze?”

“It is. I made them this morning.”
“I’ll take two. And one of those little fruit things.”
“The galettes. Apple and blackberry.” I reached for a tis-

sue and my fingers fumbled it,  the paper slipping twice
before I got a grip. My hands were doing that thing they
did when I was nervous, the tremor I’d learned to hide by
keeping them busy. I set the galette in a box and pressed
the lid down too hard, creasing the corner.

Nobody mentioned it. Nobody was looking at my hands.
They were looking at the pastry.

Walt took a cinnamon roll and a coffee, black, and told
me the electrical panel was still holding steady. “Checked
it myself this afternoon. You’ve got another ten years in
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that wiring, easy.”
“You told me that last week.”
“And I’ll tell you again next week. Free pastry’s a good

deal for me.”
A man I didn’t know bought four croissants and said his

wife had been asking when the bakery would open since
July. Two teenagers split a chocolate tart and argued about
whether the crust was better than the filling. Someone’s
toddler grabbed a fistful of napkins and scattered them
across the floor, and his mother apologized three times
while I told her it was fine, it was fine, it was actually kind
of great to have napkins on the floor because it meant peo-
ple were here.

I didn’t make a joke about it. I almost did, the words
already  shaped in  my mouth,  something  about  napkins
being cheaper than therapy.  But Mrs.  Callahan was still
standing  there  with  her  brioche,  and  she  said,  “You’ve
done something lovely with this place, dear. Odile would
be pleased.”

The joke died before I could say it. I swallowed and said,
“Thank you. That means a lot.”

Holt appeared beside me with a fresh pot of coffee. He
didn’t say anything, just refilled Mrs. Callahan’s cup and
moved on to the next person. His shoulder brushed mine
as he passed, a brief warm pressure, and then he was back
behind the pass-through, loading the dishwasher.

The  crowd  thinned  around  eight.  I  sold  out  of  the
galettes and most of the brioche, and the cinnamon rolls
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were down to the last two, the ones I’d set aside for Holt
and me. Maeve bought a loaf of sourdough and a coffee
she’d been nursing for an hour, and before she left she
caught my eye across the counter.

“Not bad for a first night,” she said.
“Not bad.”
“You’re allowed to say it was good.”
I wiped the counter with my rag, folding it into smaller

and smaller squares. “It was good.”
She nodded once, sharp, like I’d passed a test she hadn’t

told me I was taking, and walked out to her truck. The haz-
ards were still blinking.

By  nine  the  last  customer  had  gone,  a  woman  who
bought the final  loaf  of  rye and told me she’d be back
Thursday. I locked the front door and stood with my back
against it, looking at the shop. The floor was dusted with
crumbs and sugar. Napkins were still scattered under the
window table. The display case was nearly empty, the glass
smeared with fingerprints, and the cash register drawer
wouldn’t close all  the way because I’d stuffed too many
bills into the slot.

Holt came out of the rear kitchen with a broom. He
handed it to me.

“You sweep,” he said. “I’ll do the dishes.”
“That’s a terrible division of labor. Dishes take twice as

long.”
“You’re faster at sweeping.”
I couldn’t argue with that. I took the broom and started
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at the far corner, working my way toward the door. Holt
disappeared into the back, and a moment later I heard the
water running, the clink of plates stacking in the rack.

We  worked  without  talking  for  a  while.  The  broom
scratched against the floorboards, a sound I’d heard a hun-
dred times in the Portland shop, late nights when Graham
had already gone home and I was alone with the cleanup.
But this was different. The silence had a shape to it that
wasn’t loneliness. It was just two people too tired to make
conversation, moving around each other in a kitchen they
both knew.

I finished sweeping and carried the dustpan to the trash.
Holt was drying his hands on a towel when I came into the
rear kitchen, and he’d set the last two cinnamon rolls on a
plate between us.

“You didn’t eat,” he said.
“Neither did you.”
We sat on the low step that led to the alley door, the

plate balanced between us. The cinnamon rolls were cold
by then, the icing set firm, but I didn’t care. I ate mine in
four bites and licked sugar off my thumb. Holt took longer,
breaking off small pieces, and I watched his hands, the way
his fingers moved with the same careful precision he used
on a stuck coupling or a fence wire that needed splicing.

“Mrs. Callahan asked about you,” I said.
“What did she ask?”
“Whether you were still sleeping in the barn.”
He snorted. “What did you tell her?”
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“I told her you’d upgraded to the house.”
“Generous.”
“I thought so.”
He finished the last bite of his roll and wiped his hands

on his jeans. The alley outside was quiet, the street noise
fading  as  Main  Street  closed  down  for  the  night.
Somewhere a door banged shut, and a car engine turned
over once, twice, then caught.

“What do you want to do next?” Holt asked.
I turned to look at him. The question was simple, no

weight behind it,  but I  could feel the edges of what he
wasn’t saying. The fair was three weeks away. The will was
unresolved. Graham had been here this afternoon with his
smooth promises and his investor named Diane, and I’d
sent him away, and Holt had let me do it without stepping
in.

“I want to celebrate,” I said. “With you.”
He held my gaze for a beat longer than he needed to.

“You sure?”
“I’m sure.”
He nodded and stood, reaching down to pull me up. His

hand was warm and rough, callused at the base of his fin-
gers, and he didn’t let go right away.

I led him through the rear kitchen and up the narrow
stair to the flat. The stairs creaked under our feet, a sound
I’d  memorized in  the weeks I’d  spent  sleeping up here
alone. The flat was bare, still just the narrow bed and a
chair with my spare apron over its back, and a window I
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had never gotten around to curtaining. But tonight it didn’t
feel empty. It felt like a room that was waiting for us to fill
it.

Holt stopped just inside the doorway. He was giving me
space, I realized, the same way he’d given me space in the
front shop while Graham talked. Waiting for me to decide
what happened next.

I still had flour on my hands. I looked down at them, the
fine white dust settled into the creases of my knuckles,
and I laughed.

“What?” Holt said.
“I was going to wash up first. But I don’t think I want to

wait.”
I crossed the room and put my hands on his chest, leav-

ing two pale  prints  on the dark  fabric  of  his  shirt.  He
looked  down  at  them,  and  the  corner  of  his  mouth
twitched.

“You’re making a mess,” he said.
“You started it.”
I backed him toward the bed. He let me, moving slowly,

his  hands  finding  my  hips  and  settling  there  without
pulling. When his knees hit the mattress he stopped, and I
stepped into the space between us, close enough to feel
the heat coming off his skin.

“You can change your mind,” he said.
“I know.”
I kissed him. He kissed me back, careful at first,  and

then not careful at all. His hands slid up my back, finding
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the hem of my shirt, and I made a sound against his mouth
that I hadn’t planned on making. He paused.

“Still sure?”
“Holt.” I pulled back far enough to look at him. “Stop ask-

ing.”
He stopped asking.
I took my time undressing him. The buttons on his shirt

were stubborn, the third one catching on a loose thread,
and I worked it free with my thumbnail while he waited,
his breath coming faster. When I pushed the shirt off his
shoulders I let my palms follow the line of his collarbone,
the ridge of muscle below it, the scar that ran through his
eyebrow and the smaller ones I’d found over the months, a
map of fence wire and horses and work.

He unbuttoned my shirt with the same methodical atten-
tion he gave everything, his knuckles brushing my stom-
ach, my ribs, the underside of my breasts. I shivered and
he stopped, his fingers resting on the clasp of my bra.

“Cold?”
“No.” I covered his hand with mine and guided it. “Keep

going.”
He did. When my shirt was on the floor and his jeans

were somewhere near the dresser, I pushed him back onto
the bed and climbed over him. The mattress creaked. The
street noise had faded to nothing, just the distant hum of
the refrigerator downstairs and the sound of our breath-
ing, already uneven.

I leaned down and kissed the hollow of his throat. His
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pulse jumped under my lips, a quick flutter I felt more than
heard. His hands settled on my thighs, not guiding, just
there, and I moved against him slowly, letting the friction
build until he made a sound low in his chest.

“Clem.”
“I’ve got this.”
I took him in my hand, and he closed his eyes. The scar

through his eyebrow pulled tight, and his jaw worked, and
I watched his face as I sank down onto him, the way his
mouth opened and no sound came out. I stayed still for a
moment, adjusting, and then I started to move.

It  wasn’t  urgent the way the night of  the storm had
been, that first time with the rain hammering the farm-
house roof and both of us half-desperate. This was slower.
Deliberate. I set the rhythm and he matched it, his hands
on my hips now, his thumbs tracing small circles on my
skin. When I leaned forward he kissed my collarbone, my
shoulder,  the scar  on my forearm where the oven had
burned me three years ago. He kissed it like it was some-
thing worth noticing.

I laughed again, breathless this time. “You’re going to
make me lose count.”

“Of what?”
“I don’t know. Something.”
He laughed too, a short exhale against my skin, and then

I stopped thinking about anything except the way he felt
inside me and the sound of his name when I said it, once,
twice, and then not at all.
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Afterward I lay with my head on his chest, listening to
his heartbeat slow. The flour on my hands had smeared
across his shoulder, and I traced a line through it with my
fingertip.

“Sorry,” I said. “You’re covered in pastry chef.”
“I’ve had worse.”
His hand came up to rest on the back of my neck, his

thumb brushing the hairline behind my ear. We stayed like
that for a long time, the bare flat settling around us, the
refrigerator cycling on downstairs.

I thought about Portland. About Graham’s offer, the two
hundred thousand dollars, the partnership that would have
put me right back where I’d started, working for someone
else’s vision of what my life should be. I thought about the
bakery downstairs, the fingerprints on the display case and
the cash register that wouldn’t close. I thought about the
fair, three weeks away, and the sealed envelope in Lucille’s
office, and the ranch that might or might not be Holt’s by
October.

None of it felt like a bargain anymore. It felt like a choice
I was still making, minute by minute, and that was the dif-
ference.

I reached over to the chair where I’d set my things. The
bakery key was there, and beside it the gold band Holt had
bought at a pawn shop in Livingston,  the one with the
scratches on the inside from a previous owner. I picked up
the key and set it down again, deliberately, next to the
ring.
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Holt watched me do it. He didn’t say anything.
“I’m not going back to Portland,” I said. “I wanted you to

know that. Not because of the agreement. Because I don’t
want to.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then his hand tightened on
the back of my neck, a brief squeeze, and he said, “Okay.”

Just that. Okay. Like it was simple. Like he’d been wait-
ing for me to say it but would never have asked.

I  closed  my  eyes  and  listened  to  the  bakery  settle
beneath us, the old building creaking in the dark, and I let
myself believe him.
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C H A P T E R  1 2

The Paper in Dale’s Hands

The morning work had been routine enough to let  my
mind drift. Fence checks along the north pasture, a call to
Gus about the water tank,  the kind of  small,  necessary
tasks  that  filled  the  hours  without  demanding  much
thought. But the congratulations followed me anyway.

Walt had flagged me down on the county road.  Mrs.
Callahan had stopped her Buick to lean out the window
and say she’d heard the bakery opening was a success.
Even Travis, who had never once kept an opinion to him-
self, had mentioned the cinnamon rolls while we were sad-
dling the horses.

I didn’t mind it. Clem had earned the attention. But it
meant the whole town was watching now, and that made
the back of my neck prickle in a way I couldn’t quite shake.

I was still turning it over when I pulled up to the farm-
house and saw Dale’s truck parked by the barn.

The engine was off. No trailer, no equipment. Just the
clean silver cab sitting in the afternoon sun like it belonged
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there.
I cut the ignition and sat for a moment, my hands still on

the wheel. He had a key. He’d always had a key, from back
when Amos was alive and Dale still made a point of stop-
ping by.  I  hadn’t  thought  to  change the locks.  I  hadn’t
thought he’d use it.

The  front  door  was  unlocked  when  I  reached  it.  I
stepped inside and heard him before I saw him.

The office was off the kitchen, a small room with a desk
Amos had built himself and a filing cabinet that hadn’t been
organized in  twenty  years.  The drawer  was  open.  Dale
stood beside it, one hand resting on the metal edge, his pol-
ished boot catching the light from the window.

“Afternoon,” he said, not looking up.
I stopped in the doorway. “What are you doing?”
“Family business.”  He straightened, and his smile was

easy,  the  one  he  wore  at  the  dealership  when he  was
explaining a payment plan. “I had some concerns about the
paperwork. Thought I’d take a look while I was out this
way.”

“You didn’t call.”
“Didn’t think I needed to.” He turned a page, not reading

it,  just letting his fingers move. “We’re still  family, Holt.
The door’s always been open.”

I  watched  his  hands.  They  were  clean,  the  nails
trimmed, nothing like Amos’s hands or mine. “That drawer
doesn’t have anything you need.”

“Maybe not.” He set the paper down and reached for
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another. “But I like to be thorough.”
The filing cabinet held old vet records, tax forms from

years back, the kind of papers Amos had kept because he
kept everything. I knew what else was in there. The agree-
ment wasn’t hidden, exactly. It was in a folder with the
ranch’s  current  legal  documents,  the  ones  Lucille  had
helped us organize after the will was read. I’d put it there
myself, months ago, and I hadn’t thought about it since.

Dale found the folder before I could decide whether to
stop him.

He opened it. His eyes moved down the page, and his
smile didn’t change, but something behind it did.

“Well,” he said. “This is thorough too.”
I took a step into the room. “Put it back.”
“Payment of thirty-eight thousand dollars in debt,” he

read, his voice smooth and warm, like he was quoting a
warranty. “Plus twenty-two thousand in bakery repairs. In
exchange for marriage and cohabitation at Crooked Pine
Ranch through the Harvest Fair and for one year after-
ward.” He looked up. “That’s quite a contract.”

“It’s not yours to read.”
“It’s family business.” He tapped the page. “You paid her

to marry you. That’s what this says.”
I didn’t answer. The words were right there in black ink,

my  signature  and  Clem’s,  and  they  didn’t  say  anything
about the August storm or the alley step or the way she’d
set her ring on the dresser and told me she was staying.
The paper said what it said.
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“The town’s been talking about the two of you,” Dale
went on. “The rancher and the baker. It’s a nice story. But
this isn’t a story. This is a transaction.”

“Give me the paper.”
“I  don’t  think  so.”  He  folded  it  carefully,  once,  and

slipped it inside his jacket. “People deserve to know what
kind  of  marriage  they’re  celebrating.  Before  the  fair
decides who gets the ranch.”

I could see it then, the shape of what he meant to do.
The Harvest Fair was two weeks away. Lucille would open
Amos’s sealed letter, and whatever it said, the town would
be watching. If Dale stood up with our signed agreement in
his hand, the marriage wouldn’t look like a choice. It would
look like a purchase.

“That paper doesn’t change what’s between us,” I said.
“Maybe not.” He moved toward the door, and I didn’t

step aside fast enough, so he stopped, close enough that I
could smell the clean sharp scent of whatever he used on
his boots.  “But it  changes what it  looks like.  And that’s
what matters now.”

He walked past me into the kitchen. I followed.
“You’ve had that key since Amos was alive,” I said. “You

never used it before.”
Dale paused at the front door, his hand on the frame. “I

didn’t have reason before.”
I  thought of Graham on the sidewalk,  the small  card

changing hands. I couldn’t prove it. But I didn’t need to.
Dale had known exactly  where to look,  and he’d found
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what he came for.
“The  fair’s  not  a  courtroom,”  I  said.  “Lucille’s  letter

decides the inheritance, not town opinion.”
“Lucille’s letter.” He shook his head, still smiling. “You

don’t know what’s in it. Neither do I. But I know what’s in
my pocket.”

He opened the door. The afternoon light fell across the
kitchen floor, and I saw the key still in his other hand, the
brass one Amos had given him years ago.

“Leave the key,” I said.
Dale looked at it, then at me. He set it on the kitchen

table, carefully, like he was doing me a favor. “I’ll see you at
the fair, Holt.”

He walked out. The truck started, and the sound of it
faded down the county road until there was nothing but
the wind and the far-off bawl of a calf in the creek pasture.

I stood in the kitchen for a long time. The key sat on the
table where he’d left it, catching the light. I picked it up
and closed my fist around it, the metal cold against my
palm.

The agreement was gone. The terms we’d signed, the
terms that had seemed like a solution in June, were now in
Dale’s jacket, and there was nothing I could do to get them
back.

I thought about calling Clem. But what would I tell her?
That the private bargain we’d built something real on top
of  was  about  to  become  public  ammunition?  That  her
choice  to  stay  might  look  like  a  contract  obligation  to
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everyone who heard Dale speak?
I didn’t call. I put the key in my pocket and went outside

to finish the chores, because the cattle still needed water
and the fence still needed mending and the sun was still
moving across the sky like nothing had changed.

But my hands were slow on the gate latch, and I kept
seeing the paper in his fingers, the way he’d folded it so
carefully, like it was something precious.

It  wasn’t  precious.  It  was just the truth of  how we’d
started. And that truth, in Dale’s hands, was a weapon I
didn’t know how to disarm.
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C H A P T E R  1 3

A Table for Two

Three days of ranch rhythm hadn’t erased it. The paper.
The careful fold of Dale’s fingers. Holt had told me that
same evening, standing in the kitchen with his voice flat
and his hands still, as if reciting a weather report. I’d lis-
tened, asked the practical questions, and then I’d gone to
bed because there was nothing else to do. But the image
had lodged somewhere behind my ribs, and it surfaced at
odd moments:  stirring  the  soup,  brushing  flour  off  my
apron, watching Holt’s back as he walked toward the barn.

He  hadn’t  brought  it  up  again.  Neither  had  I.  We’d
worked, we’d eaten, we’d slept in the same bed with six
inches of sheet between us, and the silence wasn’t angry. It
was just full of something neither of us knew how to name.

By the third night I was tired of it.
I stood in the farmhouse kitchen at half past six, survey-

ing what I’d assembled on the counter. Half a loaf of sour-
dough from yesterday’s bakery batch. A wedge of cheddar
Gus had left in the refrigerator. Three eggs, a knob of but-
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ter softening in its wrapper, and a jar of roasted red pep-
pers I’d found pushed to the back of the cabinet. The soup
was already simmering on the stove: potato and leek, thick-
ened  with  cream I’d  brought  from the  bakery  walk-in.
Nothing ambitious. Just food worth sitting down for.

I heard Holt’s boots on the porch before the door swung
open. He stopped in the doorway, keys still in his hand,
and looked at the table. I’d set it with actual plates instead
of eating out of the pot.  Two glasses. A candle stub I’d
found  in  the  drawer  with  Amos’s  will,  wedged  into  an
empty jam jar.

“What’s the occasion?” he asked.
“Monday.”
He hung his keys on the hook. “Big one.”
“I pulled out all the stops.” I gestured at the candle. “Fire

hazard and everything.”
He almost smiled. That was the thing about Holt: you

had to watch for the almost-smile, the flicker at the corner
of  his  mouth  that  came and  went  before  most  people
would notice. I’d learned to read it the way I read an oven
thermometer:  quick,  precise,  calibrated to his particular
scale.

He washed his hands at the sink while I ladled soup into
bowls. We moved around each other in the narrow kitchen
the way we’d learned to, him reaching past me for a towel,
me ducking under his arm to grab the butter. Eleven weeks
of sharing this space had taught us a choreography we
didn’t have to think about anymore. It should have felt rou-
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tine. It didn’t. Every time his shoulder brushed mine, some-
thing in my spine unclenched a little.

“Bakery was busy,” I said, settling into my chair. “Mrs.
Callahan brought her sister.  They bought six  croissants
and asked if I was planning to have children before the end
of the year.”

Holt  paused  with  his  spoon  halfway  to  his  mouth.
“What’d you tell her?”

“I told her croissants don’t have a gestation period.”
He made a sound that was almost a laugh, and I felt the

tightness in my chest ease another fraction. We ate in a
quiet that felt different from the past three days: less care-
ful, more like the silence we’d built before Dale had walked
into the house and taken something that belonged to us.

The soup was good. The bread was better. Holt tore off
a chunk and used it to wipe the bottom of his bowl, a habit
I’d teased him about the first week I’d moved in and now
found myself watching with something too warm to name.

“I talked to Walt,” he said, setting his spoon down. “He
knows a guy in Billings who does commercial refrigeration.
Said he’d give you a decent price on the walk-in if  you
want to replace it before winter.”

I  knew about Walt’s  contact.  I’d  been the one who’d
asked Walt about it, back in August, standing in the bakery
kitchen with my clipboard list and a head full of numbers I
couldn’t  make  add  up.  Holt  hadn’t  been  there.  Which
meant he’d followed up on his own.

“I can handle it,” I said. The words came out faster than I
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meant them to.
He didn’t react. Just waited, his gray eyes steady on my

face.
“The walk-in,”  I  said.  “I’ve  been putting aside money

from the reopening. It’ll take a couple of months, but I can
manage it myself.”

“Okay.”
One word. No pushback. No offer to write a check. I’d

braced for something else, and the absence of it left me
off-balance, like missing a step I’d expected to be there.

I tore a piece of bread I didn’t want and didn’t eat it. The
candle  flame  bent  in  a  draft  from  the  window,  then
straightened again.  Holt’s  hands rested on the table on
either side of his empty bowl, and I noticed the way his
thumb moved in a slow circle against the wood, a small
restless motion that told me he was thinking about some-
thing he wasn’t saying.

“The repairs,” I said. “The debt. The bakery. You paid for
all of it.”

He didn’t deny it. There was nothing to deny.
“I’m not keeping a ledger,” he said.
“I know.” And I did know, or at least I believed it. But

believing and feeling were different things, and the feeling
was a knot I couldn’t unpick with logic. “It’s just that I don’t
know where the line is. Between what you paid and what I
owe. Between being your wife and being a line item.”

The word hung there: wife. I’d said it before, in the court-
house, in the flat above the bakery. But I’d never said it like
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this, with the agreement hovering behind it like a second
person at the table.

Holt was quiet for a long moment. The kind of quiet that
wasn’t avoidance. I’d learned the difference. This was the
quiet of someone turning a thought over carefully before
offering it.

“The money was a condition,” he said finally. “It’s not the
reason.”

“It’s still true. The condition, I mean. It happened. You
wrote a check, and I married you, and now there’s a piece
of paper in your uncle’s hands that says exactly that.”

“Doesn’t say why.”
“The paper doesn’t care about why.”
His thumb stopped moving. “Do you?”
I looked at him across the table. The candlelight caught

the scar through his eyebrow, the line of his jaw, the way
he was holding himself very still, as if I were a fence post
he didn’t want to spook.

“I care,” I said. “That’s the problem. If I didn’t care, it
would just be a transaction. I’d take the bakery, pay you
back eventually, and we’d shake hands at the end of the
year. But I can’t make myself not care, and I don’t know
what that means when I’m still  trying to figure out if  I
belong here or if I’m just something you bought.”

The words came out steadier than I felt. I was proud of
that, in a small distant way, even as my stomach tightened
around the soup I’d just eaten.

Holt reached across the table and covered my hand with
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his. His palm was rough, the calluses familiar against my
knuckles.  He  didn’t  squeeze.  He  just  rested  it  there,  a
weight I could pull away from if I wanted to.

“You’re not something I bought,” he said.
“Prove it.”
“Can’t. Not with words.” He lifted his hand and sat back.

“You have to decide that on your own. I can’t talk you into
believing it.”

I wanted him to try. I wanted him to argue, to list rea-
sons, to give me something I could hold onto that wasn’t
just the quiet certainty in his voice. But that wasn’t Holt.
Holt let the silence carry what he wouldn’t say, and what
he wouldn’t say was: I’m not Graham. I’m not going to make
you pay for trusting me.

He didn’t have to say it. I heard it anyway.
We cleared the table together. I washed; he dried. The

chore was automatic, plates passing from my wet hands to
his dry ones, and the rhythm of it was steadier than the
conversation had been. I bumped my hip against his reach-
ing for a towel, and he nudged me back without looking,
and something in my chest cracked open just enough to let
the warmth in.

“The walk-in,” he said, setting a dried bowl on the stack.
“When you’re  ready,  I  can call  Walt’s  guy.  Or you can.
Doesn’t matter.”

“I’ll call him.”
“Okay.”
I  hung  the  dish  towel  over  the  oven  handle.  Holt
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checked the window lock, the way he did every night, and
the small  click of the latch was so familiar it  made my
throat tight. I’d been here three months. Long enough for
his habits to feel like mine. Long enough to be afraid of los-
ing them.

He turned from the  window and looked at  me.  The
kitchen was dim now, the candle burned down to a puddle
of wax in the jam jar, and the only light came from the fix-
ture  over  the  sink.  It  caught  the  gray  in  his  eyes  and
turned them almost silver.

“You coming to bed?” he asked.
I nodded.
We walked down the hall in the dark. I knew the creak

of the fourth floorboard, the way the bedroom door stuck
slightly  at  the  top.  I’d  learned  this  house  the  way  I’d
learned its owner: gradually,  attentively,  with a growing
sense that I didn’t want to unlearn it.

The bedroom was cool. The window faced the pasture,
and through it I could see the dark shapes of the ridge
against a sky just beginning to show stars. The bed was
made; I’d pulled the quilt up that morning, a small act of
order in a week that had felt anything but orderly.

Holt stood by the dresser, his back to me, and I watched
him take off his watch and set it beside the paperback with
the cracked spine. The missing drawer pull was still miss-
ing. I’d stopped noticing it weeks ago, and now I noticed
that I’d stopped noticing.

“Holt.”
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He turned.
I crossed the room and put my hands on his chest. The

flannel was soft under my palms, worn thin at the shoul-
ders. I could feel his heartbeat through it, steady and slow,
not racing the way mine was.

“I don’t want to talk anymore,” I said.
He didn’t answer. He lifted his hand and tucked a curl

behind my ear, his fingers grazing the side of my neck, and
the touch was so careful it made my eyes sting.

“You can change your mind,” he said. “Anytime.”
“I know.”
I reached for the top button of his shirt. My fingers were

steadier than I expected. He stood very still  and let me
work, his breath deepening as each button came undone.
When the shirt fell open, I pressed my palm flat against his
ribs, and the heat of his skin was a shock even though I’d
felt it before. Maybe it was always a shock. Maybe that was
the point.

He undressed me slowly, not like he was unwrapping
something but like he was remembering the shape of me.
My shirt,  my jeans,  the worn cotton of  my underwear.
Each piece of fabric dropped to the floor, and he paused
between each one, his eyes on my face, waiting. I didn’t tell
him to hurry. I didn’t want him to.

The bed was cold when I lay down, but Holt was warm
beside me, and the quilt bunched under my shoulders as
he leaned over me. He kissed the hollow of my throat, the
ridge of my collarbone, the scar on my forearm that I usu-

A Table for Two

133



ally forgot about. I closed my eyes and let myself feel it: the
rasp of his jaw, the weight of his hand on my hip, the way
his breath changed when my fingers found the back of his
neck and pulled him closer.

We didn’t speak. There was nothing to say that hadn’t
already been said at the table, and the silence between us
now was different from the silence of the past three days.
This  silence  was  full  of  skin  and  breath  and  the  small
sounds  we made  without  meaning  to.  My back  arched
when his mouth found the curve of my breast. His hand
tightened on my thigh when I wrapped my legs around
him. The paper in Dale’s hands was still there, somewhere
in the back of my mind, but it felt far away, as if distance
could make it less real.

When he  moved inside  me,  I  held  on  harder  than  I
meant to. My fingers dug into his shoulders, and he buried
his face in the curve of my neck, and we moved together
with a slowness that felt almost desperate, like we were try-
ing to prove something neither of us could say. His weight
was solid and steady above me, and I matched his rhythm
without thinking, my hips rising to meet his, my breath
catching on every stroke.

I came with my eyes open, watching the stars through
the window, and he followed a few seconds later with a
sound that was almost my name. Afterward, he didn’t roll
away.  He  stayed  where  he  was,  his  forehead  resting
against  my  temple,  his  breath  still  uneven  against  my
cheek.
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We lay there for a long time. The quilt had slipped off
the bed, and I was cold, but I didn’t want to move. Holt’s
arm was draped across my stomach, heavy and warm, and
I traced the line of it with my fingers: the knob of his wrist,
the ridge of a vein, the callus on his thumb.

“The paper,” I said quietly. “It’s still out there.”
“I know.”
“I keep thinking about it.”
He turned his head to look at me. “So do I.”
I didn’t ask him what we were going to do about it. I

didn’t want to break whatever this was by dragging the
future  into  it.  Instead,  I  reached for  his  left  hand and
brought it up to where I could see it. No ring. We had only
ever bought the one, and it had not occurred to either of
us that a husband might wear one too. I pressed my thumb
to the bare place on his finger, then let his hand drop back
to my stomach.

Beside  the  bed,  on  the  nightstand,  my own ring  sat
beside  the  paperback and Holt’s  watch.  I’d  taken it  off
before getting into bed, the way I always did. One ring.
Two people. One agreement that had brought us here and
might still pull us apart.

I closed my eyes. Holt’s breathing slowed, evening out
into sleep. The room was quiet except for the wind out-
side, a low sound that moved through the pasture and rat-
tled the window frame. I listened to it and tried not to
think about the Harvest Fair, less than two weeks away, or
the letter in Lucille’s office, or the look on Dale’s face when
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he’d folded our bargain like a receipt he planned to return.
Tomorrow I’d go back to the bakery. I’d check the walk-

in, call Walt’s contact in Billings, and figure out how to pay
for it myself. I’d keep building something that was mine,
regardless of what the paper said. But tonight, in this bed,
with Holt’s arm across me and my ring on the nightstand
next to his watch, I let myself belong here without asking
what it cost.

The wind picked up, and I pulled the quilt back over us,
and I stayed awake a little longer, listening to the house set-
tle around us.
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C H A P T E R  1 4

The Dream on Paper

Five days of ranch work had settled the dust from Dale’s
visit  into  something  I  could  almost  ignore.  The  cattle
needed moving to the upper pasture. A section of fence
along the creek had washed out in the August storms and
still  needed  re-setting.  Travis  showed  up  on  time  and
worked without asking questions. The rhythm held.

But the proposal pages sat in the back of my mind like a
splinter  I  couldn’t  locate.  Clem  had  mentioned  the
Portland group’s contact over supper two nights ago, her
voice quick and careful, the way she talked when she was
still deciding what she thought. She’d asked if I could stop
by the bakery when I came into town. I’d said yes without
asking what she wanted to show me.

I pushed open the bakery’s front door at half past three.
The bell above the frame rang once, a high tin note that
cut through the smell of butter and sugar and something
darker, caramelized. The front shop was empty, the pastry
case dark and unstocked, but through the pass-through I
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saw Clem in the rear kitchen with her back to me, both
hands working dough on the floured counter.

“Back here,” she called without turning around.
I walked through the front shop and leaned against the

doorframe of the rear kitchen. She was working brioche,
her fingers folding butter into the dough in quick, prac-
ticed motions. The checkerboard floor had a fresh coat of
wax. The clipboard repair list hung from a hook by the gas
oven, half the items crossed off in her handwriting.

“You waxed the floor,” I said.
“Yesterday. Walt lent me the buffer.” She pressed the

dough flat, folded it, pressed again. “There’s coffee in the
carafe by the espresso machine. It’s not fresh.”

I poured myself a cup anyway. The coffee was lukewarm
and bitter, the way she always let it sit too long when she
was deep in work. I drank it standing by the pass-through,
watching her hands move. She had flour smudged across
one cheek and a smear of butter on her apron strap.

“You said you had something to show me.”
Clem wiped  her  hands  on  a  towel  and  picked  up  a

manila envelope from the counter beside the oven. She
handed it to me without a word, then turned back to her
dough. Her fingers found the rhythm again, but her shoul-
ders were set higher than they’d been a minute ago.

I opened the envelope. Inside was a letter on heavy sta-
tionery, the letterhead a restaurant group I didn’t recog-
nize, and behind it a set of printed proposal pages maybe
eight sheets thick, stapled at one corner. I read the letter
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first. A woman named Caroline Reston, executive director,
wrote with the kind of polished warmth that corporate hir-
ing managers must practice in front of mirrors. The flag-
ship bakery would open in the Pearl District the following
spring. Clem would have full creative control of the pastry
program, a salary that made my jaw tighten, and a reloca-
tion package that covered moving costs and three months
of temporary housing.

I read the letter twice. Then I paged through the pro-
posal. Scope of role. Timeline. Budget authority. A para-
graph about the group’s commitment to chef-driven con-
cepts that sounded like it had been written by a branding
firm.

“You haven’t signed,” I said.
“I haven’t even called her back yet.” Clem didn’t look up

from the dough. “She emailed first, three days ago. The let-
ter came yesterday by courier. She wants an answer by the
end of the month.”

I set the pages down on the counter beside the carafe.
The coffee had gone cold in my hand. I put the cup down
too.

“It’s a good offer.”
“It’s a very good offer.” She folded the dough one last

time and wrapped it in plastic, then set it on the speed
rack by the oven. When she turned to face me, her expres-
sion was the one she wore when she was trying to read
something in me and not finding it.  “The kind of  job I
would have killed for three years ago. Lead a whole bakery.
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Hire my own team. No Graham anywhere near the books.”
“So what’s the question?”
She leaned back against the oven handle, crossing her

arms. “The question is whether it’s real. She flew out here
ten days ago, this Caroline Reston. Ate at the bakery on
reopening night.  I  didn’t know who she was. She intro-
duced herself after close, said she’d heard about me from
someone in Portland’s food scene and wanted to see the
place for herself.”  Clem’s mouth twitched. “Apparently I
passed the audition.”

“What do you need to decide?”
“I need to know more about their financials. I need to

talk to somebody who has worked for them and find out
what that is like. I need to see the space.” She listed each
item on her  fingers,  practical  and methodical,  the  way
she’d once laid out the bakery repair budget across the
farmhouse kitchen table. “And I need to figure out whether
I’m actually interested or just flattered.”

I  looked  down  at  the  proposal  pages  again.  Pearl
District.  Full  creative control.  A salary that meant she’d
never have to worry about a walk-in repair or a display
case replacement or a loan in her name again.

“Sounds like the life you wanted.”
Clem went still. Her hands stopped moving. The kitchen

hummed around us,  the  refrigerator  cycling  on,  a  drip
somewhere in the sink.

“The life I wanted,” she said slowly, “included a partner I
could trust. I had that once. Or I thought I did.” She picked

The Dream on Paper

140



up the towel and folded it, set it down again. “Graham’s ver-
sion of that life came with strings I didn’t see until they
were already tied around my name on a loan document.
This letter is a job offer. It’s not a guarantee that the peo-
ple behind it are any different.”

“You can’t know that until you’re in it.”
“No. You can’t.” She was watching me now, her brown

eyes steady. “But I can ask better questions than I did last
time. And I’m not signing anything until I have answers.”

I picked up the proposal pages and paged through them
again, not reading, just buying time. The paper was thick
and expensive. The group’s logo was embossed in the cor-
ner of every sheet. Somebody had spent money on this.

“What about the bakery here?”
“I don’t know yet.” She said it without flinching. “I’ve put

three months of my life into this place. I’m not walking
away from it lightly. But if I’m going to walk away from it, I
need to know what I’m walking toward.”

I set the pages down on the counter between us. They
sat there, neat and official, the embossed logo catching the
light from the front window.

“You should call her back.”
Clem’s eyebrows lifted. “That’s it?”
“What else should I say?”
She looked at me for a long moment. The refrigerator

cycled off. The drip in the sink kept going.
“You could ask me whether I  want to stay in  Sorrel

Creek.”
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The words landed and sat there. I didn’t pick them up. I
could feel the shape of what she was asking, and I could
feel myself stepping around it, the way I’d stepped around
the question of what the marriage meant beyond its writ-
ten terms ever since Dale had walked out of the farmhouse
with the agreement in his pocket.

“You said you hadn’t decided,” I said. “I’m not going to
push you one way or the other.”

“That’s not what I asked.” She pulled the towel off her
shoulder and tossed it onto the counter. “I asked whether
you wanted to know.”

I looked at the proposal pages. Pearl District. Full cre-
ative control. A life that didn’t depend on a ranch or a will
or a bargain she’d made to survive someone else’s betrayal.
The opportunity sat on the counter like an open door, and
I could see her on the other side of it, waiting for me to say
something that would make her want to stay.

“Looks like the life you should have had,” I said. “Before
Graham.”

Clem’s jaw tightened. She picked up the proposal pages
and tapped them against the counter, squaring the edges.

“You  keep  saying  that.  The  life  I  wanted.  The  life  I
should have had.” She set the pages down beside the regis-
ter in the front shop, walking past me through the door-
way. I followed her. She put the envelope on top of the
pages, aligning the corners carefully. “You’re not wrong.
This is exactly the kind of job I used to dream about. But
you’re talking about it like it’s already decided, and it’s not.”
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“You said you were weighing it.”
“Weighing it means I haven’t chosen yet.” She turned to

face me, one hand still resting on the envelope. “It means
I’m standing here, in a bakery I’ve spent three months fix-
ing with my own hands, trying to figure out whether a pol-
ished offer from a stranger is worth more than something
I’m still building. And you’re not helping me figure that out.
You’re  just  standing  there  telling  me  it  looks  good  on
paper.”

“Because it does.”
“That’s not the question I  need answered.”  Her voice

was even, but her fingers had curled against the envelope,
the tips pressing white. “The question I need answered is
whether I can trust it. Whether I can trust myself to know
the difference between a real opportunity and a pretty lie.
I got that wrong once. I’m not going to get it wrong again.”

I wanted to tell her she could trust this. That the offer
was real, that she deserved it, that she’d built something
here in three months that  most chefs  couldn’t  build in
three years. But the words felt like pushing her toward the
door, and I couldn’t make myself say them.

“You’ll figure it out,” I said.
Clem exhaled, a short sound that wasn’t quite a laugh.

“That’s not the same thing as asking me to stay.”
“No. It’s not.”
She looked at me across the counter, the proposal pages

between us,  the afternoon light going gold through the
front window. Her expression shifted, something in it clos-
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ing, the way a door eases shut when you’re not watching.
“I’m not asking you to decide for me,” she said. “I’m ask-

ing you to have an opinion.”
“My opinion doesn’t matter if you’re choosing freely.”
“Of course it matters.” She said it like it was obvious, like

I’d missed something basic. “Choosing freely doesn’t mean
choosing alone. It means knowing what the people I care
about actually want.”

I stood there with my hands at my sides, the coffee cold
in the cup behind me, the proposal pages bright and offi-
cial on the counter. I could feel the question she was hold-
ing open, the space she’d made for me to step into. And I
could feel myself not stepping.

“I want you to have the life you want,” I said.
Clem waited. When I didn’t say anything else, she picked

up the envelope and slid the pages inside.
“Okay,”  she said  quietly.  “I’ve  got  brioche proofing.  I

should check on it.”
She walked back into the rear kitchen. I heard the oven

door open, the soft clang of the rack sliding out. The smell
of yeast and butter filled the pass-through.

I picked up my coffee cup and carried it to the sink in
the rear kitchen. Clem was bent over the oven, checking
the brioche with the focus she gave everything she cared
about. I rinsed the cup and set it in the drying rack.

“I’ll be at the ranch,” I said.
She nodded without looking up. “Thanks for coming by.”
I walked out through the front shop, past the dark pas-
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try case and the empty tables. The proposal envelope sat
on the counter by the register, unsealed, the pages tucked
inside. Clem hadn’t signed anything. She hadn’t made any
promises. She was still standing in the doorway, weighing
what was in front of her, and I’d given her nothing to weigh
on the other side.

The bell  rang as I  pulled the door shut behind me. I
stood on the sidewalk for a moment, the late September
sun warm on my shoulders, and looked back through the
bakery window. Clem was still in the rear kitchen, her sil-
houette  moving  behind  the  pass-through,  her  hands
already  back  in  the  dough.

I got in the truck and turned the key. The engine caught
on the second try. I pulled away from the curb and pointed
the  truck  toward  the  county  road,  toward  the  ranch,
toward the question I hadn’t asked and the space I’d left
empty on the counter beside the proposal pages. The road
unwound in front of me, familiar and unchanged, and I
drove it without seeing it, my hands on the wheel and my
mind still  standing in the bakery, watching her wait for
something I couldn’t make myself say.
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C H A P T E R  1 5

No Strings Attached

The kitchen smelled of coffee left on the burner too long. I
noticed it the moment I pushed through the farmhouse
door, that scorched edge that meant Holt had made a pot
and forgotten it. The light through the west window had
gone thin and orange, the last push of late September sun
catching the dust on the windowsill.

Holt was at the table, one hand around a mug, the other
flat on the wood beside it. He looked up when I came in,
and something in the way his shoulders set told me he’d
been waiting for the sound of Marge’s engine.

“You’re late,” he said.
“I’m here.”
I hung my jacket on the hook by the door. The kitchen

felt smaller than it had three days ago, or maybe I did. The
jam-jar candle from our supper was still on the table, the
wax stub low and unlit. I’d left it there on purpose, a small
flag I’d planted to see if he’d move it. He hadn’t.

“You’ve been at the bakery,” he said.
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“All day. The walk-in’s holding temperature now. Walt’s
contact in Billings knew what he was doing.” I went to the
stove and poured the last of the coffee into a clean mug. It
was bitter and too hot. I  drank it anyway. “You’ve been
avoiding the subject.”

He didn’t answer right away. I  heard him shift in his
chair,  the scrape of  wood on wood.  “I’ve been thinking
about it.”

“About the offer.”
“About what it means.”
I  turned around and leaned against the counter.  The

mug was warm in my hands. Holt was watching me the
way he watched the creek pasture before a storm, gauging
what was coming and how hard it would hit.

“You could just ask,” I said. “Whether I want to go.”
“That’s not the question.”
“It’s the one I’ve been waiting three days for you to ask.”
He set the mug down. His knuckles stayed tight for a

beat longer than they needed to. “The deal is over, Clem.”
The words landed flat, no weight behind them, as if he’d

practiced the sentence until the edges wore off. I waited
for him to say something else. He didn’t.

“Over,” I said.
“You’re  free  to  go.  No strings.  The debt  is  paid,  the

repairs are covered, and you don’t owe me anything.” He
said it the way he’d read a fence report, item by item, noth-
ing left unaccounted for. “You should be able to decide
without owing me for what I paid.”
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The coffee was burning my palm through the ceramic. I
set it down on the counter behind me. “I didn’t accept the
job.”

“I know.”
“I haven’t decided anything.”
“Then decide.” His voice stayed even, but his hands had

gone still on the table. “Without the agreement hanging
over you.”

I stared at him. The window behind his head was full of
that thin orange light, and I could see the dust motes hang-
ing in it, suspended and slow. Three days I’d spent in the
bakery kitchen, turning the offer over like a dough that
wouldn’t come together, and the whole time I’d been wait-
ing for him to ask me to stay. Not to demand it. Not to bar-
gain for it. Just to ask.

And instead he was letting me go.
“You think the money was the only thing keeping me

here,” I said.
“I  think the money was never supposed to keep you

here.”
“Then why end the deal? If it doesn’t matter, if it’s just

paper, why does it have to be over?”
He looked away first. Holt Brannigan, who could stare

down a spooked horse and win, dropped his gaze to the
tabletop. “Because I don’t want you to stay because you
owe me.”

“I  don’t owe you. I  haven’t owed you since the day I
signed that agreement. You paid the debt. I married you.
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The math was clean.” My voice came out harder than I
meant it to. “The math has been clean for months. This
isn’t about the money.”

“No,” he said. “It’s not.”
I  waited.  The  kitchen  was  quiet.  The  refrigerator

hummed in the corner, that old tired motor I’d gotten used
to months ago, and I counted the seconds until Holt filled
the silence.

He didn’t.
“Say it,” I said. “Whatever you’re not saying, just say it.”
“I’m trying to do the right thing.”
“For who?”
His jaw tightened. I saw the muscle jump below his ear,

the one that always gave him away when he was holding
something back. “For you.”

I  pushed off  the  counter.  My hands were shaking,  a
small  tremor  I  couldn’t  stop,  and  I  pressed  them  flat
against my thighs. “You’re not doing this for me. You’re
doing this because you’re scared I’ll leave, and you’d rather
be the one who ends it first.”

“That’s not...”
“You didn’t ask me what I want. Not once. Not when the

offer  came,  not  when  I  showed  you  the  proposal,  not
tonight. You just decided.”

He stood up. The chair scraped back hard. “Because if I
ask you to stay, and you stay because I asked, then I’ve
done the same thing the agreement did. I’ve trapped you.”

“That’s not the same thing.”
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“It is to me.”
I looked at him across the kitchen table, the candle stub

between us, and I couldn’t find the man who’d held me in
the dark a week ago, who’d let me reach for him without
asking what it cost. That man had wanted me there. This
man was handing me my freedom like a receipt, proof of a
transaction completed.

“You  think  letting  me  go  makes  you  different  from
Graham,” I said. “But Graham let me go too, Holt. He left
me with thirty-eight thousand dollars and a note that said
good luck. You’re leaving me with a paid debt and a clear
conscience. Neither of you asked me to stay.”

He flinched. It was small, a tightening around his eyes,
but I saw it.

“That’s not fair,” he said.
“No. It’s not.” I reached for my jacket. My keys were in

the pocket, the bakery key and the farmhouse key on the
same ring, and the metal was cold against my fingers. “I
need space. I can’t be here tonight.”

“Clem.”
I stopped at the kitchen doorway. The light from the win-

dow had faded to a dull gold, the sun nearly down behind
the ridge. I looked back at him, standing beside the table
with  his  hands  empty  and  his  face  unreadable,  and  I
waited. One breath. Two.

He said nothing.
I left the farmhouse and pulled the door shut behind me.

The evening air  was cool and dry,  the first real  bite of
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autumn in it. Marge was parked where I’d left her, and I
climbed in and sat there for a moment with the keys in my
hand, the engine off, the windshield full of the darkening
sky.

The bakery flat had a narrow bed and a bare window
and a chair with my spare apron over its back. It wasn’t
home. But it was mine, and I could sleep there without
waiting for a question that wasn’t coming.

I started the engine and pulled onto the county road,
heading toward town.
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C H A P T E R  1 6

The Flat Above the Bakery

The  front  shop  was  dark  when  I  pulled  up,  and  the
CLOSED sign hung straight in the door glass. I sat in the
truck for a minute with the engine off, listening to the tick
of  cooling  metal  and the  silence  from the  bakery.  The
streetlamp at the corner of Main threw a cone of yellow
across  the  sidewalk,  and  in  that  light  I  could  see  the
bakery’s  window display  had been changed.  The chalk-
board that had listed galettes and brioche now read HAND
PIES:  APPLE,  CHERRY,  PEACH in  Clem’s  quick,  slanted
handwriting.

I hadn’t planned to come. I’d told myself I was driving
into town for feed-store bolts, and when I passed the hard-
ware store and kept going, I told myself I was checking
whether Walt had finally fixed the flicker in the streetlamp,
and when I pulled up outside Odile’s I stopped lying and
sat with what I was doing.

The flat above the bakery had a separate stair around
the  back,  a  narrow  wooden  flight  that  climbed  the
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building’s rear wall. A light was on up there. I could see it
through the bare window, a square of warm color against
the October dark.

I got out of the truck. The air had that sharpness the val-
ley gets when the temperature drops after sunset, and my
boots sounded too loud on the pavement. I walked around
to the back stair and found Clem halfway down it, carrying
a cardboard box against her chest.

She stopped when she saw me.  The box was  full  of
folded kitchen towels and a ceramic mixing bowl I recog-
nized from the farmhouse. She wore a sweater I  hadn’t
seen  before,  dark  green  with  sleeves  pushed  past  her
elbows, and her hair was tied back with a rubber band.

“You’re here,” she said.
“I was in town.”
She shifted the box against her hip. “At nine o’clock at

night.”
“Feed store stays open late on Thursdays.”
She didn’t answer that. She came down the rest of the

stairs and set the box on the bottom step, then straight-
ened and wiped her hands on her jeans. Flour dusted her
knuckles, and there was a smudge of something dark on
her wrist, maybe cocoa.

“I’m moving things up,” she said. “It’s faster at night. No
customers.”

I looked past her up the stairwell. I could see the edge of
a narrow bed frame through the open door at the top, and
a chair with a sweater draped over its back. The window I’d
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seen from the street faced the alley, and the light came
from a floor lamp with a crooked shade.

“You’re staying here.”
“I told you I was.”
“You said you’d sleep here that night. You didn’t say you

were moving.”
Clem picked up the box again and carried it past me

toward the bakery’s rear door. “The flat was sitting empty.
It made sense.”

I  followed her inside.  The rear kitchen was cool,  the
ovens off, the big mixer covered with a flour-sack cloth.
Stacked on the prep table were four trays of unbaked hand
pies, each one crimped at the edges with the tines of a
fork.  The shapes were neat and even, row after row of
them, and the smell of butter and spiced fruit hung in the
air like the ovens had only just cooled.

“You’ve been baking,” I said.
“Four hundred hand pies don’t make themselves.” She

set the box on the counter by the sink and began unpack-
ing the towels into a drawer. “I promised the fair commit-
tee. The fair is Saturday. That’s math.”

I stood by the door. The checkerboard floor was swept
clean, and the stainless steel worktable had been scrubbed
down to a dull shine. Clem moved through the kitchen like
she’d been working in it for years, not weeks. She knew
which drawer held the towels and which cabinet held the
mixing bowls and she didn’t have to look for any of it.

“You don’t have to do the pies,” I said. “The committee
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can find someone else.”
“I  said  I  would.”  She  closed  the  drawer  and  turned

around. “I keep my promises, Holt. Even the ones that get
inconvenient.”

The words landed exactly where she meant them to. I
didn’t flinch, but something in my face must have shifted
because she looked away first, toward the trays of unbaked
dough.

“Come see the lists,” she said, and walked through to the
front shop.

I followed. The display case was dark, its glass reflecting
the streetlamp from outside. On the counter beside the
register, Clem had spread two sheets of paper side by side.
One was written in her handwriting, a column of bakery
repairs  with  costs  noted in  the margin.  The other  was
mine, the ranch list I’d made three weeks ago and left on
the farmhouse table. She must have taken it the night she
left.

“Look at this,” she said, tapping her list. “The walk-in
seal still needs replacing. Walt’s contact in Billings quoted
me twelve hundred. The front door has a gap at the bot-
tom that’ll cost me a fortune in heating come November.
The  display  case  light  flickers  if  it  runs  more  than six
hours, and I haven’t even started on the upstairs plumb-
ing.”

“The  creek  pasture  fence  has  three  posts  rotted
through,” I said. “If we get a heavy rain before Saturday,
the whole east section goes. The barn roof needs patching
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where the August storm tore the flashing loose. Gus has
been nursing the tractor starter for two weeks, and if it
dies during the fair setup, I’m hauling hay by hand.”

Clem looked at my list, then at hers. “Neither of us is
exactly flush.”

“No.”
“I can do the walk-in seal myself if Walt lends me the

tools. That saves four hundred in labor.”
“I’ve got extra flashing in the equipment shed. Gus can

handle the tractor if I do the fence posts.”
For a second we were just two people solving problems

across a counter, the way we’d done a dozen times in the
farmhouse kitchen. Clem caught it the same moment I did.
Her hand stilled on the paper, and she pulled back half an
inch.

“I haven’t signed the Portland offer,” she said.
“I know.”
“I want you to know I haven’t signed it.”
“I’m not going to decide for you, Clem.”
She made a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. “No. You’re

not going to ask at all.”
I didn’t have an answer that wouldn’t make it worse. She

walked to the end of the counter where the proposal enve-
lope sat, still unsealed, the corner of the letterhead visible
where she’d tucked the pages inside. She folded the flap
down but didn’t lick it. Didn’t sign anything. Just set it back
where it had been, weighted under a ceramic salt shaker
shaped like a rooster.
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“Graham taught  me something,”  she  said.  “Before  he
left.”

I waited.
“He taught me that when someone makes your choices

feel urgent, it’s because they don’t want you to look too
hard at  the  options.”  She wiped a  line  of  flour  off  the
counter with the side of her hand. “He came here with that
polished pitch and the investor named Diane and the two
hundred thousand dollars in startup capital, and for about
ten seconds I almost believed him. Because it was easy.
Because it looked like a door opening instead of another
trap closing.”

“It’s not the same thing,” I said. “The Portland offer is
real. You checked it.”

“I checked what I could. I called the executive director. I
talked to someone who worked for them.” She looked at
me. “But I haven’t seen the space. I haven’t signed any-
thing. And I’m not going to let debt or promises make this
choice for me. Graham already did that once. I’m still pay-
ing for it.”

The word debt sat between us. I knew she meant the
thirty-eight thousand. I knew she also meant more than
that.

“Dale still has the agreement,” I said. “He means to read
it at the fair. In front of everyone.”

“I figured.”
“He’ll make it sound like I bought you.”
Clem’s jaw tightened. “He can try.”
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“It won’t just be him. People will talk. The committee,
the  vendors,  everyone  who  comes  through  the  gates.
They’ll  know the terms before you’ve even set  up your
booth.”

“Then they’ll know I’m still showing up with four hun-
dred hand pies.” She turned back toward the kitchen. “I
told you. I keep my promises.”

I watched her lift the first tray of unbaked pies and slide
it into the cooling rack. Her movements were quick and
sure, the same hands that had shaped dough on the farm-
house table at  four in the morning,  the same forearms
dusted with flour, the same oven-burn scar on her right
arm  catching  the  kitchen  light.  She  looked  like  she
belonged in this kitchen. She looked like she’d made her-
self a place that didn’t need me in it.

And I couldn’t tell her why that scared me. Couldn’t say
that every woman I’d ever loved had walked away from the
ranch, starting with my mother when I was nine, and that
I’d spent twenty-five years believing the place itself was
the reason. Couldn’t explain that I’d offered her freedom
because asking her to stay felt like the same kind of pres-
sure Graham had used, and I couldn’t tell the difference
anymore between wanting her and trapping her.

Because saying any of that would make her responsible
for fixing it. And she was already carrying enough.

“The pies will be ready,” I said.
“Yes.”
“I’ll be at the fair. At the ranch booth.”
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She looked at me over her shoulder. “I know you will.”
I walked back through the front shop and out the rear

door. The stairwell light was still on, and through the win-
dow above I could see the narrow bed and the chair and
the bare walls, the few things she’d carried up from the
farmhouse arranged on the floor in careful stacks. A life in
boxes, waiting to be unpacked.

The ovens clicked as they cooled behind me. The pie
tins were stacked in neat columns on the prep table, and
the smell of butter and cinnamon followed me out into the
alley. I stood by the truck for a long time, looking up at the
square of light in the window, and then I got in and drove
back toward the ranch with no bolts in the truck bed and
no answer to the question I still hadn’t asked.
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C H A P T E R  1 7

Four Hundred Hand Pies

The  morning  of  the  Harvest  Fair  broke  cold  and  gold
across the valley, the kind of October light that made every
stalk of dried grass look deliberate. I had been up since
four, baking off the last of the hand pies in Odile’s kitchen,
stacking them in wax-lined boxes I’d ordered from a sup-
plier in Billings three weeks ago. Apple, cherry, peach. Four
hundred of them, give or take the three I’d eaten standing
over the prep table because I kept forgetting to stop for
meals.

The fairgrounds sat on the west edge of Sorrel Creek, a
flat expanse of packed dirt and yellowing grass between
the creek itself and the county road. By eight in the morn-
ing the parking field was already half full, trucks and sta-
tion wagons nosed into the fence line, and the marching
band was warming up somewhere near the livestock pens
with a sound like a goose caught in a trombone. I backed
Marge into the vendor lane and killed the engine, then sat
for a minute with both hands on the wheel, watching peo-
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ple I’d come to know over three months file past with fold-
ing  chairs  and  pie  carriers  and  children  who’d  been
promised pony rides.

The  pie  table  was  a  long  folding  affair  with  a  blue
checked  cloth  I’d  found  in  Odile’s  linen  cupboard,  still
smelling  faintly  of  the  lavender  sachet  she’d  tucked
between the folds. I set the boxes out in rows, apple on the
left, cherry in the middle, peach on the right, and propped
the chalkboard sign against the front: HAND PIES: APPLE,
CHERRY, PEACH. The chalk had smeared a little on the
drive  over,  and  I  licked  my  thumb and  fixed  the  E  in
PEACH before I could think better of it.

“That’s a lot of pie.”
Maeve Brannigan stood at the corner of my table in a

canvas work coat with a veterinary association patch on
the sleeve, her hands shoved into her pockets. She had the
same gray eyes as her brother, but her face did something
different with them. Where Holt went still,  Maeve went
amused.

“Four hundred,” I said. “I promised.”
“I heard.” She tilted her head at the boxes. “Heard a few

other things,  too. Town’s been talking since you moved
above the bakery.”

“Town talks.”
“Town talks a lot.” She didn’t ask if I was coming back to

the ranch. She just stood there with her hands in her pock-
ets, letting the silence ask for her. I liked her for it.

“You want a peach one?” I asked.

Four Hundred Hand Pies

161



“I want two.”
I handed her a pair wrapped in wax paper, and she bit

into one without moving from the corner of the table. A
woman from the quilting circle whose name I could never
remember  stopped  to  buy  three  apple,  and  then  Mrs.
Callahan arrived with half the library board in tow, and for
a while I was too busy making change and stacking wax
paper to think about anything but the work.

The morning warmed. The band found its tuning and
launched into something Sousa,  and the smell  of  frying
onions drifted over from the Rotary Club tent. I sold forty-
seven pies in the first hour, then sixty-two in the second,
and my shoulders started to loosen from the clamp they’d
been in since Tuesday. This was the part I knew how to do.
Make the thing, sell the thing, count the change. No mar-
riage, no ranch, no Portland offer sitting on the kitchen
counter under a ceramic rooster. Just flour and fruit and
people who wanted to eat it.

I was restacking the cherry box when the crowd near
the livestock pens shifted, and I saw Holt.

He was standing near the 4-H booth with Gus beside
him, both of them in clean shirts with the sleeves but-
toned, which meant Maeve had gotten to them before they
left the ranch. Holt’s hair was damp at the temples, and he
was holding a paper cup of coffee he hadn’t drunk from.
He wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at the ground six
feet in front of him with the expression of a man who had
decided to be present and was enduring it one minute at a
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time.
Gus saw me first. He raised a hand, and I raised one

back, and then Holt looked up.
Across forty feet of trampled grass and folding chairs

and the entire Sorrel Creek marching band blasting its way
through “The Stars and Stripes Forever,” our eyes met. He
didn’t smile. I didn’t either. But he lifted the coffee cup half
an inch, like a question he wasn’t sure he had the right to
ask, and I felt my breath go shallow in a way that had noth-
ing to do with the altitude.

Then someone asked for two peach pies, and I turned
back to the table.

He didn’t come over. I didn’t go to him. The fair rolled
on around us, and the space between the pie table and the
4-H booth stayed exactly as wide as it had been all morn-
ing.

Around noon, Lucille Ostrander arrived.
She walked through the fair crowd the way she walked

through everything else: composed, deliberate, her leather
satchel tucked under one arm like a shield. She wore a
navy dress with a collar that buttoned at the throat, and
her  gray  hair  was  pinned  back  so  precisely  it  looked
carved. The satchel was the same one she’d carried to the
bakery in August, the same one that held Amos’s sealed let-
ter, and I knew without asking that she hadn’t opened it
yet. She never opened anything before its appointed hour.

“Mrs.  Brannigan,”  she said,  stopping at my table.  The
title still landed on me like a borrowed coat.
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“Mrs. Ostrander.”
“The pies look well.”
“They’re holding up.”
She studied the boxes for a moment, then studied me.

Her eyes were sharp and gave nothing away, but her fin-
gers  tapped  once  against  the  leather  of  the  satchel.  I
remembered that tap from the day she’d stood in Odile’s
front shop and told us about the letter. It meant she was
weighing something.

“I  understand you’ve been staying above the bakery,”
she said.

“I have.”
“And the ranch?”
I folded a sheet of wax paper into a neat square before I

answered. “That’s between Holt and me.”
“A great many things appear to be between Holt and

you.” She said it without judgment, the way she might note
a fact in a legal brief. Then she nodded once and walked
toward the bandstand, where a row of folding chairs had
been set up for the fair committee.

I watched her go and tried to remember if I’d ever heard
Lucille Ostrander ask a question she didn’t already know
the answer to.

The crowd thickened as the afternoon wore on. The pie
boxes emptied. I was down to thirty-seven apple, twelve
cherry,  and a  single  peach that  had cracked along the
crimp and wasn’t fit to sell. I set it aside for myself and was
brushing crumbs off the tablecloth when I heard the voice
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I’d been dreading since I woke up.
“There she is. The baker of the hour.”
Dale Brannigan was walking toward my table with his

polished boots  and his  easy  public  smile,  the  one  that
made you want to check your wallet. He wore a pressed
shirt with pearl snaps and a bolo tie with a turquoise slide,
and he moved through the crowd like a man who expected
people to make room. They did.

“Dale,” I said.
“Clementine.”  He stopped at  the corner of  the table,

close enough that I could smell his aftershave. “Four hun-
dred hand pies. That’s quite the commitment for a woman
who’s been sleeping above a bakery with a broken walk-in.”

“The walk-in’s fine. The seal needs replacing.”
“Of course.” His smile didn’t waver. “And the marriage?

Does that need replacing too?”
I kept my hands on the tablecloth. “I don’t know what

you mean.”
“I think you do.” He reached into his jacket and pulled

out a folded document. It was a page torn from my own
notebook, and I recognized the signatures at the bottom
before he unfolded it all the way. Mine, a little cramped
because I’d been nervous. Holt’s, in that careful block print
he used when he wanted something to be permanent.

Our marriage agreement.
“I’ve been waiting for the right moment to share this,”

Dale said, still smiling. “Seems like the Harvest Fair is as
right  as  any.  Whole  town’s  here.  Whole  town ought  to
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know what kind of marriage my nephew’s been running.”
My pulse jumped into my ears. I could hear the band fin-

ishing a number, the scatter of applause, someone calling a
child’s name near the pony rides. All of it felt very far away.

“That’s between Holt and me,” I said, and my voice came
out steadier than I expected.

“Not anymore.” He turned toward the bandstand, where
Lucille was sitting in the front row with the satchel on her
lap. “Mrs. Ostrander! If you’d indulge me, I have something
the fair committee ought to hear.”

People turned. Conversations died in clumps, the way
they do when someone raises their voice in a place where
voices aren’t usually raised. I saw Maeve go rigid near the
livestock pens, her second peach pie forgotten in her hand.
I saw Gus put a hand on Holt’s arm, and I saw Holt shake it
off.

Dale unfolded the agreement and cleared his throat.
“Ladies and gentlemen of  Sorrel  Creek,”  he began,  “I

have here a document that I think you’ll find…”
“Don’t.”
Holt’s voice cut through the fair noise like a fence wire

snapping. He was walking toward the bandstand, not fast,
not slow, the coffee cup gone from his hand and both fists
loose at his sides. The crowd parted for him the way it
hadn’t  for Dale.  Not because Holt  demanded room, but
because something in his face made people want to give it
to him.

Dale’s  smile  tightened.  “I’m  only  sharing  the  truth,
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nephew.”
“No. You’re not.” Holt stopped in front of the bandstand

and turned to face the crowd. Lucille was watching him
with her sharp eyes, and her fingers had gone still on the
satchel. “You’re holding a piece of paper you took out of
my office, and you’re planning to use it to shame my wife.
That’s not the truth. That’s a performance.”

“The agreement is real,” Dale said. “You signed it. She
signed it. The terms are right here.”

“Then I’ll tell them the terms.”
Holt looked at me. Across the trampled grass and the

folding chairs and the half-empty pie boxes, he looked at
me, and I saw his hand go still at his side the way it did
when he was afraid.  The same stillness  I’d  seen in  the
kitchen the night he told me I was free to go. The same still-
ness I’d seen when he stood in the alley behind the bakery,
looking up at the square of light in my window.

I wanted to tell him to stop. I wanted to tell him to let
Dale read the paper and be done with it, let the town think
what it wanted, let me carry the shame instead of him car-
rying whatever he was about to carry. But my throat had
closed, and all I could do was stand behind my pie table
with my hands pressed flat against the checked cloth and
wait.

“I married Clementine Reyes on July third,” Holt said,
and his voice carried across the fairgrounds without rising.
“We signed an agreement before we went to the court-
house. The agreement said I would pay her debt, thirty-
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eight thousand dollars, and the repairs on Odile’s bakery,
twenty-two thousand. In exchange, she agreed to marry
me and live at Crooked Pine Ranch through the Harvest
Fair and for one year after.”

The crowd went  quiet.  Not  the quiet  of  people  who
were bored, but the quiet of people who were holding very
still  because they didn’t want to miss a word. Even the
band had stopped tuning.

“It  was a bargain,”  Holt said.  “Not a courtship.  Not a
romance.  I  needed a wife to meet the condition in my
grandfather’s will,  and Clem needed money to pay off a
debt that wasn’t hers. We made a deal.”

Dale was still holding the agreement, but his smile had
gone stiff at the edges. This wasn’t the story he’d planned
to tell. He’d planned to read the paper and let the town
draw its  own conclusions,  let  them whisper  about  the
baker from Portland who’d sold herself for sixty thousand
dollars.  But  Holt  was  telling  the  story  himself,  and  he
wasn’t dressing it up, and that changed the shape of it.

“The agreement was real,” Holt said. “The marriage was
legal.  But the bargain isn’t  what kept her at  the ranch.
Clem stayed longer than the paper required. She baked in
my kitchen. She learned the oven my grandfather never
got around to fixing. She taught me to make pie crust, and
I taught her to ride Sergeant,  and somewhere in those
months the paper stopped being the reason we were in the
same room.”

He paused. His hand was still at his side, but I could see
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the effort it took to keep it there.
“I ended the agreement on Tuesday,” he said. “Told her

she was free to go. Not because I wanted her to leave, but
because I didn’t want her to stay out of obligation. She
moved above the bakery that night.”

Lucille’s fingers tapped once against the satchel. I saw it
from twenty feet away, and I knew she was adding up the
evidence.

“Dale wants you to believe my marriage is a fraud,” Holt
said. “He wants the ranch. He’s had a developer offering
six-point-four million dollars for it since spring, and if I
don’t  meet  the will’s  condition,  the ranch goes to  him.
That’s  what  this  is  about.  Not  the  truth.  Not  my wife.
Money.”

Dale’s face had gone the color of old putty. “That’s not…”
“It is.” Holt turned to face him. “You’ve had a key to the

farmhouse since Granddad was alive. You let yourself in
and took the agreement out of my files. You’ve been wait-
ing for today because you thought a public shaming would
get you what you wanted. But I’m not going to let you use
that paper against Clem. If the price of keeping the ranch
is letting you call her a fraud in front of this town, then I
don’t want the ranch.”

The silence that followed was the kind that hurt to sit
inside. I could hear the wind in the cottonwoods along the
creek, the distant whinny of a horse from the livestock
pens, the rustle of someone’s skirt as they shifted their
weight.
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Holt looked at Lucille. “I’m relinquishing my claim. The
will’s condition isn’t met. The ranch goes to Dale.”

Lucille didn’t move. Her face gave nothing away, but her
hand had tightened on the satchel,  and I  saw her eyes
move from Holt to Dale and back again.

“You’re certain,” she said.
“I’m certain.”
Dale opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. For

the first time since I’d met him, he looked like a man who
had walked into a room expecting to find a chair and found
a bear trap instead. He was still holding the agreement, but
it didn’t matter anymore. Holt had taken the story away
from him, and the paper in his hand was just paper.

I stood behind the pie table with my palms pressed flat
against the checked cloth and my heart beating so hard I
could feel it in my fingertips. Holt had just given up the
ranch. He’d given up the thing he’d spent his whole life pro-
tecting, the thing his grandfather had trusted him to keep,
the thing he’d been willing to marry a stranger to save.
He’d given it up rather than let Dale use me as a weapon.

And he hadn’t asked me to come back.
He hadn’t said, “I love her.” He hadn’t said, “I want her to

stay.” He’d told the truth and let go of the ranch and left
the question of us hanging in the October air like a note no
one had played yet.

The crowd started to murmur. Someone near the Rotary
tent said something I  couldn’t  catch,  and someone else
answered in a low voice. Maeve was staring at her brother
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with an expression I couldn’t read. Gus had his hat in his
hands, and his knuckles were white around the brim.

Lucille stood up. She was shorter than I remembered,
but her presence filled the space around the bandstand
the way Amos’s must have filled a room. She looked at Holt
for a long moment, then at Dale, then at the crowd.

“The will’s condition will be settled properly,” she said,
and  her  voice  cut  through the  murmuring  like  a  knife
through  shortening.  “Not  by  whoever  shouts  loudest.
Properly.”

She didn’t open the satchel. She didn’t open the enve-
lope. She just stood there with her hand on the leather flap
and her sharp eyes moving across the faces in front of her,
and I understood that whatever Amos had written in that
letter was still waiting. The fair-day truth had brought us
to the edge of something, but we hadn’t crossed it yet.

Dale still had the agreement in his hand. His smile was
gone. His face was blank in a way that was worse than
anger, the blankness of a man recalculating. Holt crossed
the few steps between them and took the paper out of his
fingers, and Dale let him; there was nothing left in it to
read. People near the bandstand stepped back, not for Holt
this time, but because they did not want to be standing
near Dale.

Holt  didn’t  look at him again.  He was looking at me,
across the forty feet of grass and the folding chairs and the
boxes of hand pies that were almost empty now. His hand
was still at his side, and his face was the same face I’d seen
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in the kitchen on Tuesday night, the face of a man who had
given up everything he knew how to give up and still didn’t
know if it was enough.

I wanted to walk over to him. I wanted to put my hand
on his arm and tell him I’d heard what he said, that I under-
stood what it cost him, that I was still furious and still hurt
and still didn’t know if I was coming back to the ranch but
that I’d seen him choose the truth over the thing he loved
most and that had to count for something.

But the pie table was between us, and the crowd was
still watching, and Lucille was still standing by the band-
stand with the unopened envelope in her satchel. The ques-
tion between Holt and me wasn’t settled. The ranch wasn’t
settled. The sealed letter wasn’t opened.

I picked up the cracked peach pie from the corner of the
table and took a bite. It was still warm from the morning’s
baking, and the filling was sweet and sharp at the same
time, and I chewed slowly while the fair noise started up
again around us, people turning back to their conversa-
tions and their pony rides and their Rotary Club onions
because the show was over and they didn’t know what else
to do.

Holt was still watching me. I held up the pie, half a ques-
tion, half an answer, and after a moment the corner of his
mouth moved. Not a smile. The beginning of one, maybe.
The possibility of one.

The  band  struck  up  another  march,  and  the  crowd
shifted, and I finished my pie and started packing up the
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empty boxes. The fair wasn’t over. The day wasn’t over.
And  somewhere  in  Lucille  Ostrander’s  leather  satchel,
Amos Brannigan’s last words were waiting to be read.
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C H A P T E R  1 8

The Sealed Envelope

Lucille Ostrander had not moved from the bandstand steps
since Holt finished speaking. Her leather bag hung at her
side, the brass clasp catching the afternoon light, and her
eyes tracked the crowd’s slow dispersal with the patience
of someone who had spent forty years watching people
decide whether to stay or go. Most of them stayed. The pie
table  still  stood  at  the  edge  of  the  fairgrounds,  Clem
behind it, stacking empty boxes with the kind of deliberate
motion that meant she was thinking hard about something
else.

I did not walk over. I had said what I came to say, and
crossing the distance between us now would look like ask-
ing for a reward I had not earned. Instead I stood near the
bandstand  with  my  hands  in  my  pockets  and  watched
Lucille lift the satchel onto the low stone wall beside her.

“I believe the time has come,” she said.
Her fingers worked the clasp and drew out the enve-

lope. It was cream-colored, the paper soft at the edges
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from  months  of  waiting,  and  Amos’s  handwriting  ran
across the front in the blunt block letters he had used for
fence-post labels and feed schedules. Lucille did not open
it  theatrically.  She  slid  a  thumb  under  the  flap  and
unfolded the single sheet inside as if she were reading a
county ordinance.

The  crowd  quieted  in  layers.  The  nearest  onlookers
noticed first, then the ripple moved outward through the
pie line and past the 4-H display tent, until the only sounds
were the band packing up their brass at the far end of the
field and Lucille’s voice carrying across the grass.

“To be read at the Harvest Fair,  the first Saturday in
October, by Lucille Ostrander, and witnessed by whoever
is present.” She paused. “That is how Amos began.”

She read on. Amos explained that he had known Holt
might  strike  a  bargain  to  meet  the will’s  condition.  He
wrote that his own marriage to Ruth had begun the same
way, a deal struck over the creek pasture when she needed
land for her horses and he needed a wife to satisfy a bank
loan. They had signed papers and shaken hands and told
no one, and it had become the truest thing in his life. The
test,  he wrote, was never whether Holt married. It  was
whether Holt would tell the truth on fair day even if hon-
esty cost him the ranch.

“Because a man who will lie to keep the land,” Lucille
read, “is a man the land will not keep.”

My throat tightened. I had heard those words before,
years ago, when I was twenty-two and my father had just
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died and Amos found me in the barn at dawn, staring at
nothing. He had said it then without explanation, and I had
filed it away as one of his ranch proverbs that meant some-
thing only if you already understood it. Now I understood
it.

Lucille  turned  the  sheet  over.  “Crooked  Pine  Ranch
belongs to Holt Brannigan, free and clear. The resort sale
Dale Brannigan has pursued cannot proceed without Holt’s
consent, which the terms of this will do not require him to
give.”

Dale stood ten feet to my left. He had not moved since I
took the agreement out of his hand, and he did not move
now. His polished boots were dusted with fairground dirt,
and his public smile was gone, replaced by the tight, still
expression of a man recalculating every angle at once. He
looked at Lucille, then at the envelope in her hand, then at
me. His mouth opened and closed.

“This doesn’t change what he did,” he said, and his voice
was smooth again but the warmth was gone from it. “The
whole town heard him admit it.”

“They did,” Lucille said, refolding the letter. “That was
the point.”

Dale’s jaw worked. He turned and walked toward the
parking lot without another word, and the crowd let him
pass. A few people stepped aside; most simply watched. He
did not look back, and after a moment the sound of a truck
engine started up and faded down the county road.

The ranch was mine. The threat was gone. I should have
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felt  relief,  and somewhere underneath the exhaustion I
did, but it was a distant thing, like rain on a ridge you are
not  standing on.  What  mattered was still  twenty  yards
away, behind a table covered in a blue cloth and stacked
with empty pie boxes.

I walked toward her.
Clem was wiping her hands on a towel she had tucked

into her apron string. Her curls had escaped whatever she
had done to contain them that morning, and there was a
smear of apple filling on her wrist. She looked up when I
stopped at the table’s edge, and her expression was not
angry. It was careful. The kind of careful that comes after
someone has hurt you and you are waiting to see if they
understand what they did.

I reached into my back pocket and pulled out the mar-
riage agreement. The paper was creased from Dale’s grip,
the signatures still stark at the bottom. I held it up so she
could see it, and then I tore it in half, and in half again, and
dropped the pieces onto the table between us.

“That’s done,” I said.
She looked at the torn paper. “It was always a real con-

tract, Holt. Tearing it up doesn’t undo what we signed.”
“I know. I’m not trying to undo it. I’m ending it.” I kept

my hands flat on the table. “No payment. No deadline. No
year of service. The debt is paid and the bakery is fixed and
that is not part of this anymore.”

“Then what is this?”
I had practiced the words a dozen times in the truck on
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the drive to the fairgrounds, and they had felt wrong every
time.  Too short,  too blunt,  not enough to carry what I
meant. But I did not have better ones, so I used the ones I
had.

“I want you to stay. Not because you owe me anything.
Not because the ranch needs you here. Because I want you
here.” I paused. “I should have said that weeks ago. I should
have  asked  what  you  wanted  instead  of  deciding  you
needed to be free of me.”

“You told me to go,” she said. “At the farmhouse. You
said the deal was over and I could leave.”

“I know.”
“That  didn’t  sound like  someone who wanted  me to

stay.”
“I know.” I made myself keep looking at her. “I thought

the ranch drove people away. My mother left when I was
nine. I grew up believing the place was too much, too hard,
and anyone who came here would eventually want out.
When the Portland offer came, I thought that was the exit
ramp. I thought I was letting you take it before the ranch
took something from you.”

Clem set the towel down. “You decided that for me.”
“Yes.”
“I spent years letting Graham decide things for me. I am

not doing that again.”
“I know.”
She was quiet for a moment, and I watched her work

through it. Clem’s face was not built for hiding things. The
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thoughts moved across it in sequence, and I saw the anger
surface and recede, and the hurt surface and recede, and
then something else, something I could not name, settle in
around her eyes.

“I need to be chosen,” she said. “Not released on my
behalf. Not managed. Chosen.”

“I am choosing you.” I reached into my shirt pocket and
pulled out the small velvet box that had been sitting in the
kitchen drawer since before I understood why I had kept it
there. Ruth’s sapphire ring. The stone was deep blue, set in
gold that had gone soft with age, and it caught the October
light as I opened the box and set it on the table beside the
torn paper. “No conditions. No contract. Just this.”

Clem looked at the ring. Her hand moved toward it and
stopped, her fingers hovering an inch above the sapphire.
She pulled the pawn-shop band off her left hand and set it
beside the box, the plain gold glinting dull against the blue
cloth. Then she picked up Ruth’s ring and held it in her
palm.

“I’m not signing the Portland offer,” she said.
“That’s your choice.”
“It is.” She slid the sapphire onto her finger. It fit. “I’m

staying  because  I  want  the  life  we  were  building.  The
kitchen. The creek pasture. The oven that runs hot and the
fence posts that need replacing and the coffee you make
before I’m awake enough to talk.” She looked up at me. “I’m
staying because I want you. Not the debt payment. Not the
bakery repairs. You.”
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I did not trust myself to speak, so I did not. I reached
across the table and covered her hand with mine, the sap-
phire cool against my palm, and she turned her fingers up
to lace through mine.

Around us, the fairgrounds had gone quiet. The crowd
was still there, Mrs. Callahan and Walt and the 4-H kids
and the Rotary Club members and a hundred other faces I
had known my whole life, but they had drawn back a little,
giving us a pocket of space around the pie table. Lucille
stood by the bandstand with Amos’s letter still in her hand,
and she nodded once, a small, precise motion that was the
most warmth I had ever seen her permit herself in public.

Clem squeezed my hand. “I have forty-seven empty pie
boxes to break down.”

“I’ll help.”
“You don’t know how to fold a pie box.”
“Then you’ll have to show me.”
She smiled, and it was the real one, the one that started

slow and reached her eyes. “That’s going to take a while.”
“We have time.”
The  band  had  stopped  packing  up.  Someone  in  the

crowd laughed, a short, surprised sound, and then some-
one else clapped, and then the applause spread, not the
polite kind you give a performance but the warm, ragged
kind you give neighbors when they have figured something
out  in  front  of  you.  Clem’s  cheeks  went  pink,  and she
ducked her head and started stacking the boxes, but she
did not let go of my hand.
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I picked up the torn pieces of the agreement and walked
them to the trash barrel by the bandstand. The paper set-
tled among coffee cups and napkins, and I stood there for
a  moment,  watching the October  sun drop toward the
ridge. The fair was not over. The day was not over. And
Clem was behind me, breaking down pie boxes with Ruth’s
sapphire on her hand, waiting for me to come back and
help.
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C H A P T E R  1 9

Beneath the Crooked Pine

The ridge wind had teeth in early October, but beneath the
crooked pine the air held still, as if the old tree had learned
how to shelter something besides itself. I stood where the
roots broke the surface of the ground and watched the val-
ley open below us, the creek pasture a dull October green,
the barn roof catching the afternoon sun where Holt and
Gus  had  patched  the  flashing  the  autumn  before.  The
ranch spread out from the ridge like a map I had learned to
read by walking it,  by  baking in  its  kitchen,  by waking
beside the man whose shoulder nearly touched mine now.

Holt wore a clean shirt, the pearl snaps done all the way
up, and his hands hung at his sides in that loose, still way
they did when he was nervous and trying not to show it. I
could see the ridge of the scar through his left eyebrow,
the one the snapped fence wire had left years before I ever
drove into Sorrel Creek with a station wagon full of debt
and a bakery key I was afraid to use.

“You’re staring,” he said, without turning his head.
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“I’m counting your eyelashes.”
“That a baker thing?”
“It’s a wife thing. You wouldn’t understand.”
The corner of his mouth pulled, and he let it. A year ago

he would have ducked the joke, filed it away behind some-
thing practical about fence posts or water levels. Now he
just  stood there,  letting me look at  him,  and the wind
moved through the pine and dropped a scatter of needles
onto the grass.

Gus had set out folding chairs in a rough half-circle, the
same ones from the fairgrounds that lived in the barn most
of the year. Maeve was wiping them down with a rag, her
vet truck parked beside the farmhouse with the back gate
open and a bag of feed still visible in the bed. She saw me
watching and grinned.

“You’re getting married on a ridge,” she called. “To the
same man. Again.”

“Technically I’m already married. This is the director’s
cut.”

“With better catering, I hope.”
“Gus brought scones.”
Gus looked up from where he was arranging chairs with

the same attention he gave to calving season.  His shirt
pocket had a napkin folded into it, the corner of a scone
visible. He had been carrying baked goods in that pocket
since the first week I started using the farmhouse oven,
and I had stopped being surprised by it sometime around
Christmas.
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“Scones are structural,”  he said.  “You can’t do a cer-
emony on an empty stomach.”

“That’s not a thing,” Maeve said.
“It’s a ranch thing. You wouldn’t understand.”
Maeve threw the rag at him. He caught it one-handed

and tucked it over the back of a chair.
Biscuit had claimed the patch of shade beneath the pine,

his blue heeler body curled into a tight circle with his nose
tucked under his tail. He had moved back into the farm-
house kitchen the summer before, after months of sleep-
ing in the barn like he was waiting for something to be set-
tled. Now he barely lifted his head when people arrived,
and I understood that too.

Lucille Ostrander had come up the ridge path slowly,
leaning on a walking stick Holt  had cut for her from a
downed branch of the pine. She took the chair nearest the
trunk and set her leather bag beside her, the same bag that
had held Amos’s sealed envelope a year ago. There was no
envelope today. She had told me, when I stopped by her
office to ask if she would witness the renewal, that Amos
would have been insufferable about being right.

“He’d have said something folksy,” she said now, settling
into the chair. “Probably about trees.”

“The crooked pine grows crooked and stands straight,”
Holt said, and his voice was quiet in the way it got when he
was quoting his grandfather.

“There it is,” Lucille said.
Mrs. Callahan had brought her knitting, which she did
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not actually knit but held in her lap like a signal. Walt had
closed the garage for the afternoon and stood near the
back with his hands in his jacket pockets, the same jacket
he wore when he lent me the floor buffer for the bakery
that first  autumn. Caroline Reston had driven out from
Portland and was talking to Maeve about something that
made them both laugh, their heads bent together. I had
told Caroline no, politely and finally, the week after the
fair. The Pearl District bakery would have been a good life.
It would not have been this one.

The bakery on Main Street was closed today, a sign in
the  door  that  said  CLOSED FOR A  FAMILY WEDDING,
BACK TOMORROW WITH CROISSANTS. I had written it
myself that morning, the chalk dust still under my thumb-
nail. The flat above the bakery was my office now, my test
kitchen, the place I went when a recipe needed three tries
and I didn’t want Holt to see me fail at it first. The walk-in
seal had held through the summer. The display case light
had been rewired by Walt in April. The front door gap was
still there, and I had decided I didn’t mind it. A bakery that
let a little air in was a bakery that was still open.

I looked at the crooked pine and remembered the first
time Holt had brought me up here, the week after the fair.
The pawn-shop ring, the thin gold band that had felt like a
receipt, had been off my finger for a week by then. He had
told me the tree was older than the ranch, older than the
Brannigans, older than anyone in the valley had a name for.
I had asked him why it grew like that, bent sideways at the
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trunk before straightening toward the sky, and he had said
no one knew. Wind, maybe. A heavy snow when it was
young. Something that tried to push it over and didn’t.

Now I stood under it in a dress I had bought in Billings, a
blue so dark it was nearly black, and on my left hand Ruth’s
sapphire caught the thin October light.  The pawn-shop
ring was in a box in the farmhouse kitchen drawer, next to
the folded copy of Amos’s will. I had not looked at it in
months, but I knew exactly where it was.

Holt turned to face me, and the small crowd quieted.
Gus  stopped  adjusting  chairs.  Maeve  put  her  hand  on
Biscuit’s back and left it there.

“I wrote something,” Holt said. His voice was steady, but
I saw his thumb move against the side of his leg, the way it
did when he was working up to a sentence. “But I’m not
going to read it.”

“Good start,” Maeve said.
He ignored her. He was looking at me the way he looked

at a fence that needed mending, the way he looked at a
calving heifer at three in the morning, the way he looked at
things he intended to get right.

“A year ago I stood in front of a judge and said words I
meant as a contract,” he said. “I told myself I was keeping
the ranch. I told myself you knew what you were signing. I
told myself a lot of things that let me pretend I wasn’t ask-
ing you for something I had no right to ask.”

I could hear the wind in the pine, a low sound like a door
swinging open and shut very far away.
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“You  stayed  anyway,”  he  said.  “Not  because  of  the
money. Not because of the agreement. I tore that up in
front of half the town.”

“I remember,” I said. “You walked it to the trash barrel
by the bandstand.”

“You watched me do it.”
“I watched you do a lot of things that day.”
He held my gaze, and something in his expression loos-

ened, the way it did when he was about to say something
plain and true and slightly off-center.

“I don’t have a ranch to offer you this time,” he said. “I
already gave you half of it, legally, which Gus says was the
smartest thing I ever did and Maeve says took me long
enough.”

“It did,” Maeve said.
“I don’t have a debt to pay or a condition to meet. All I

have is a kitchen that smells like your sourdough starter
and a bedroom window that still  rattles when the wind
comes down from the ridge and a barn cat that likes you
better than me.”

“All the barn cats like me better than you.”
“That’s true,” he said, and his voice dropped into some-

thing quieter, something that was not careful so much as
spent, the way a man sounds when he has finally said the
thing he spent a year learning how to say. “I want to wake
up beside you every morning this ranch has left in it.  I
want to argue about whose turn it is to make coffee and
whose fault it was that the oven ran hot. I want to watch
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you sell four hundred hand pies at the fair and know you’re
coming home with me after.  I  want the life we already
have, and I want to promise you I’ll keep choosing it, every
day, no matter what the will says or doesn’t say.”

I opened my mouth and nothing came out. The wind
moved through the pine again, and a needle landed on my
shoulder. Holt reached over and brushed it off, and his fin-
gers stayed against my collarbone for a moment longer
than they needed to.

“Your turn,” he said.
I had not written anything down. I had tried, twice, on

the back of a bakery order form, and both times the words
had come out like a contract,  like a list of terms I was
agreeing to. Clem Reyes, who talks fast when she’s scared,
who fills every silence with a joke, who spent her first year
at Crooked Pine trying to earn her place by baking enough,
cleaning enough, staying out of the way enough.

I looked at Holt and thought about the morning after
the fair, the first morning I woke up in the farmhouse with-
out a deadline ticking in the back of my mind.  He had
made coffee and burned the toast and set it in front of me
like an offering, and I had laughed until I cried, and he had
not asked me to explain either one.

“I came to Sorrel Creek with thirty-eight thousand dol-
lars of debt and a car that broke down beside your fence
line,” I said. “I thought I was here to fix a bakery. I thought I
was here to pay off what Graham left me with and prove I
could do it alone.”
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Mrs. Callahan made a small sound, the kind she made
when someone mentioned a name she disapproved of, and
Walt put his hand on her arm.

“I didn’t do it alone,” I said. “I did it with a man who paid
my debt and then tore up the paper that proved it. I did it
with a foreman who carries scones in his shirt pocket and
a sister-in-law who told me the truth about this ranch
before I was ready to hear it.  I  did it with a town that
watched the whole bargain fall apart and decided to trust
me anyway.”

I reached for Holt’s hand. He gave it to me without hes-
itating, his palm rough and warm, the callus on his thumb
exactly where I remembered it.

“I am not staying because you paid my debt,” I said. “I
am not staying because the bakery is doing well or because
the flat above it is finally painted or because the walk-in
seal held through August. I am staying because this is my
home. I built it. I chose it. And I am choosing it again, right
now, with no contract and no deadline and no one’s signa-
ture but my own.”

I looked up at him. The scar through his eyebrow was
pale in the afternoon light. His hand had gone still in mine.

“You,” I said. “The ranch. The crooked pine and the barn
cats and the oven that runs twelve degrees hot. All of it. I
want all of it.”

“Even the oven?”
“Especially the oven. I know how to compensate now.”
He laughed, a short sound that was half exhale, and then
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he pulled me against him and kissed me, and I heard Gus
say something about scones and Maeve tell him to hush,
and Biscuit lifted his head from the shade and thumped his
tail once against the ground.

Lucille produced a pen from her leather bag and a doc-
ument that Holt and I signed without reading, because we
had both read it  the day before in her office,  a  simple
paper that said we renewed our vows freely and without
condition. She signed as witness, and then Gus signed, and
then Maeve, and then Mrs. Callahan, who put down her
knitting and wrote her name in careful loops.

Afterward we ate at the farmhouse table, the same table
where I had set actual plates and a candle for the first time
the autumn before. The candle stub was still in its jam jar,
burned down to a nub, and someone had lit it again. Gus
had brought  a  ham.  Maeve had made a  salad that  was
mostly cheese. Walt had contributed a bottle of something
that turned out to be very good whiskey, and Caroline had
brought  bread from a bakery in  Portland that  she said
wasn’t as good as mine.

“Flattery,” I said.
“Market research,” she said, and raised her glass.
The kitchen was warm and full of voices, and Biscuit had

wedged himself under the table in the exact spot where
someone was most likely to trip over him. Holt sat beside
me  with  his  knee  pressed  against  mine,  and  halfway
through the meal he leaned over and said, very quietly,
“You really don’t mind the oven?”
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“I have adjusted my entire baking schedule around that
oven. It’s a relationship now.”

“Longest relationship you’ve had with an appliance.”
“Second longest,” I said. “Marge still has seniority.”
Maeve overheard and launched into a story about the

time the tractor starter failed during calving season and
Gus had to hand-crank it in the dark, and Gus said that
was an exaggeration, and Maeve said it was only a small
exaggeration,  and the argument carried us through the
ham and into the whiskey.

When the plates were empty and the light outside had
gone the deep gold  of  an October  evening,  Holt  and I
walked our guests to their cars. Lucille left last, her walk-
ing stick tapping the porch steps, and she turned at the
bottom and looked at the two of us standing in the farm-
house doorway.

“Amos would have said something folksy,” she said. “I’ll
say this instead. You did the hard part. The rest is just liv-
ing.”

She drove away down the road toward town, and the
sound of her car faded into the quiet that settles over the
valley at dusk.

Holt closed the door and leaned against it. The kitchen
was a wreck of dishes and empty glasses, and the candle in
the jam jar had guttered out. I could smell the ham and the
whiskey and, underneath it, the faint yeasty sweetness of
the starter I had fed that morning.

“Tomorrow,” I said, “I have to open the bakery at six.”
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“I have to move the herd to the north pasture.”
“So we’re both getting up at five.”
“Looks that way.”
I stepped toward him, and he pushed off the door and

met me in the middle of the kitchen. His hands found my
waist, and mine went to his collar, and for a moment we
just stood there in the quiet house, the dishes waiting, the
morning  waiting,  the  whole  ordinary  life  we  had  built
together waiting for us to step back into it.

“Next promise,” I said, “we make at home.”
“This is home.”
“Then we’re already there.”
He kissed me again, slower this time, and the kitchen

around us was warm and dark and full of the things we had
made together.  When we pulled apart,  he reached over
and turned off the light, and we walked through the living
room toward the stairs, open again since he and Gus had
finished the roof in the spring, his hand resting on the
small of my back, the old floorboards creaking under our
feet in the familiar pattern I had memorized a year ago and
still noticed every night.

Biscuit  followed  us  to  the  bottom  of  the  stairs  and
stopped, as he always did, curling onto the rug by the cold
wood stove.  I  looked back  once  at  the  kitchen,  at  the
dishes on the table and the dead candle and the window
above the sink where the first  stars  were beginning to
show. Then I turned and climbed the stairs, and Holt came
up behind me, and the bedroom door closed with a soft
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click that sounded, finally, like the end of something and
the beginning of everything else.
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