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I am a stranger here below,
And what I am is hard to know.

From the shape-note hymn “Jackson,” 1810


And if on earth we meet no more,
O may we meet on Canaan’s shore

One
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Gideon Stoltz stood in the darkness, shotgun in his hands. His breath clouded in the chill air. He didn’t see light in any of the windows in Judge Biddle’s house. Had the judge overslept?

Yesterday, on the way home from hunting grouse, they’d passed a pond where ducks were coming in. The judge had stopped the wagon and, in the evening light, they had sat side by side on the hard bench seat and watched the ducks fly over, heard the rapid whick-whick-whick of their wings, then splashes as one, and another, and another lit on the water and began quacking.

Gideon had suggested they come back first thing the next morning. He was the county sheriff; young for that job. He respectfully pointed out to his friend and mentor, Judge Hiram Biddle, that the pond was no more than a quarter hour’s walk from town. They wouldn’t need the wagon. Tramp there, get in a quick hunt, and be back in time for the day to begin.

Finally, the judge had nodded.

Now Gideon stood fidgeting in the dark outside the judge’s house. In his mind’s eye he could already see the ducks floating on the water, bright as jewels. He and Judge Biddle would creep up on the pond. At first light they would rise up together on the brushy bank. Startled, the ducks would lift off. He imagined the brilliant streams of water trailing from their bellies as their wings grabbed the air, mallards with emerald heads and sprigs with long pointed tails and wood ducks with ruby eyes and speckled breasts. How many would they get? He could practically taste roast duck already.

He waited for what he figured was another five minutes. Clearly the judge wasn’t out of bed, and his housekeeper, Mrs. Leathers, hadn’t arrived yet.

Five more minutes passed. Still no sign of activity from within: no sudden glow as a lamp was lit, no muffled footfalls, no creaking of stairs.

He walked around back to where the judge kept Old Nick. The red setter danced at the end of his chain and whimpered and licked Gideon’s hand. When Gideon returned to the front of the house, the dog started barking. Surely that would rouse the judge.

Nothing.

He tried the door. Unlocked. He knew it was a presumptuous thing to do, but he let himself in anyway. He closed the door behind him and stood in the entry. All he could hear was the ticking of the big walnut-cased clock in the judge’s study. Gideon knew how the house was laid out: the judge had invited him there for drinks and conversation. They were friends, improbable as that sometimes seemed, the young sheriff from away and the senior jurist who’d had a long and distinguished career in Colerain County. Friends united by their love of sport, the admirable hunt, the gentlemanly art the judge called “shooting-flying.”

He called out: “Judge Biddle?”

Nothing.

He leaned his shotgun in a corner, felt his way down the hall, and turned left into the kitchen. Well, they’d be late, but maybe the ducks would still be on the pond. He put his hand on the stove, felt a remnant warmth. A lamp sat on the table. He opened the stove’s door. He picked up the poker and prodded around inside the firebox until he saw an orange glow. He got a splint from the tin box on the mantel, held it to the ember, and blew on it gently. He smelled brimstone as the splint flared. He carried it to the lamp, lifted the globe, and held the flame to the wick.

“Judge Biddle?” he called again.

Dead silence. And now he began to worry.

He told himself that Hiram Biddle must still be asleep in bed. The fact that his calling had gotten no response didn’t necessarily mean there was a problem. The judge was old. A bit hard of hearing. And no doubt worn out from slogging through the brush all yesterday. Or maybe he was ill—maybe he’d been stricken with an attack of some sort, maybe even expired in his bed. Gideon shook his head and tried to banish that thought.

Holding the lamp in front of him, he went down the hall. He looked into the dining room. Chairs were neatly positioned on both sides of the drop leaf table. He checked the parlor. No one there. The door to the judge’s study was half-open. He pushed it the rest of the way.

His nostrils flared at the acrid smell of combusted gunpowder. The tang of blood, like wet hay gone sour, hung in the air. Cutting through those scents, the stench of dreck.

Judge Biddle sat sprawled in a chair. He didn’t move. In the center of the judge’s chest a fist-sized hole punched through his vest. At the edges of the hole the green woolen cloth was charred black.

Gideon groaned. He almost dropped the lamp but managed to set it on the table with a clatter, the flame leaping wildly. He felt a weird prickling sensation gather in the center of his back, then spread out across his shoulders. It almost took his breath away. He knew the feeling, remembered it from the past.

Judge Biddle’s eyes were half-open. His head lolled back. His cheeks and forehead were chalk white, his nose pinched and greenish. Blood had pooled in his mouth, run down the side of his neck, and dried there. The chair in which he sat faced the table. The judge’s shotgun lay on the table, its buttstock braced against the wall, its twin muzzles aimed at the judge in his chair.

Lieber Gott.

Gideon felt his spine stiffen. Looking at the judge, he no longer saw the body of his friend. Instead he saw something that had dwelt in the back of his mind for years, crouching there like some fearsome ungovernable beast, always ready to spring forth.

“Memmi,” he whispered.

He saw her plain as day. Lying on the floor, her skirt rucked up around her waist. Her one leg, bruised, wedged against the brodehonk. Right there in the kich where she always was, where she cooked their meals, where she baked those pies—he liked shoo-fly the best, the gooey kind with plenty of molosich—all the goodies she knew he loved, cookies and cobblers, cakes and pies. They smelled like she did, warm and good. Now what he smelled was blood and dreck. The air in the kitchen had seemed to be blinking. It pulsed with yellow and purple light. The world had held still for a moment; then it had shuddered into motion again, a new and terrifying place.

He shook his head, forced a deep breath, and made himself return to the here and now. This is not my mother. But it is bad. Yesus Chrishtus, it’s bad. Judge Biddle. Dead! Killed by his own hand.

He heard a rustling and jerked his head around. He came back solidly to the present when he found himself staring into the face of Alma Leathers, Judge Biddle’s housekeeper. She stood in the doorway of the judge’s study, in the elegant house on Franklin Street, in the town of Adamant, Pennsylvania, in the year 1835. And Gideon was not a ten-year-old boy any longer, but a man of twenty-two.

Mrs. Leathers had hold of the doorjamb. Slowly she slid down it until she was kneeling on the floor, her legs hidden beneath voluminous skirts. She pulled her eyes away from the judge and fixed them on Gideon’s. Their gray irises were ringed with white.

“No,” she said. She looked at him, seeming to beseech him—as if he could somehow turn the clock back and make things right again.

So many times he had wished he could do that for his memmi.

“I waited around for a while and then let myself in,” he stammered. “We were going out hunting. Ducks. A big flock of them on a pond. We saw them last night.”

“No!” she said again.

He helped her to her feet. The room was growing light from the day coming on. The tall clock in the corner ticked loudly, implacably, ticking away the seconds, ticking away life.

“Go out to the kitchen,” he told Mrs. Leathers. “Start the fire. Make some coffee. I will take care of things here.”

She turned and walked woodenly down the hallway.

He looked back at the judge, his friend and hunting partner, the man he most admired in the town, slumped in the chair, dead.

He tried to unkink his shoulders and draw air into his lungs. He looked around the room. A poker lay on the floor beside the judge’s chair. No overturned furniture, no belongings strewn about, nothing suggesting that an assault or a robbery—or a murder—had taken place.

Next to the judge’s shotgun lay a paper with writing on it, held down by a book. He set the book aside, picked up the sheet, and read: a date, some legal verbiage about this being the last will and testament of Hiram Biddle, and superseding all others, and being of sound mind—How could anyone of sound mind have done this? His brain barely registered the words until he saw his own name.


I leave my setter, Old Nick, to Gideon Stoltz, Sheriff of the County of Colerain, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. I leave my Manton shotgun, including gun slip, case, and contents thereof, to Gideon Stoltz the same. I leave the spring wagon, my shooting brake, to Gideon Stoltz, also the bay horse Jack, along with harness and tack. The remainder of my estate, house and grounds, carriage, furniture, household goods, and personal belongings, shall be sold at auction and the proceeds used for the upkeep and betterment of the County Home for the Poor and Indigent.



Instructions for a coffin, funeral, headstone. The judge’s signature at the bottom of the page. Nothing else. No reason given why Judge Biddle had killed himself.

Gideon read through the will again. It seemed carefully written and logically ordered—although it must have issued from a deeply troubled mind.

A mind he thought he knew. A keen mind that dispensed a balanced justice in court. A mind that planned their hunts with an almost military precision. He remembered the judge just yesterday saying in his even, matter-of-fact tone: “The wind has now turned into the north. Let us hunt up the steep gully and give Old Nick the advantage of having the scent in his nose.” Gideon wished they were there now, on the piece of ground the judge called Seek No Further on account of an apple tree of that variety growing near the cellar hole of a failed homestead, beneath which there always seemed to be a grouse. He wished they could wade into the brush following the setter. A breeze combing the maples, their leaves fluttering red-white-red-white, the tang of fallen apples, the toasted-bread scent of frost.

Instead he smelled blood and dreck and the musty air of a cold room.

He said to himself: You have tasks. Now do them.

But what could he do beyond saying a prayer, informing the state’s attorney of this dreadful event, and seeing to it that Hiram Biddle’s body went gentle into the ground?


Soon as from earth I go,
What will become of me?

Two
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Suicides burned in hell.

Gideon stumbled along the muddy street past brick and stone and log and clapboard houses, past stores and shops. Smoke from wood and coal fires hung low. Rain began to fall, a few drops, then dozens drumming down on roofs and plinking in puddles.

Well-nigh impossible to absorb what he had just seen. Hiram Biddle had shown him kindness and respect. He had been for Gideon an example of how one ought to comport oneself, how one should behave and live. And now this.

He passed the gray limestone bulk of the courthouse. The rain and the wind picked up. He came to Lawyers Row. A sign dangling from an iron bracket creaked in a gust: A. FISH ESQ. He stood for a moment, then shook off his reluctance, mounted the steps, and cleaned his boots on the scraper anchored in the stoop. He knocked three times and opened the door.

He edged his way into the office. Alvin Fish already sat working at his desk. The Cold Fish, as Gideon’s deputy, Alonzo Bell, called the state’s attorney behind his back.

Fish wrote by the clean white light of a whale oil lamp. He held up his left hand, palm outward, while continuing to scratch with his pen. Finally he set down his pen and raised his head. Fish was a gaunt man with a heavy beard that, freshly razored, made his hollow cheeks look gray. He took off the spectacles that pinched the bridge of his nose. He looked at Gideon for a long moment.

“Speak,” he said.

“It’s Judge Biddle.” Gideon heard himself say Chutch, his Pennsylfawnisch Deitsch accent betraying him yet again. He suddenly remembered to doff his hat. “He killed himself.”

Fish slowly half-rose from behind his desk. “What? Judge Biddle? Killed himself, you say?”

Gideon nodded.

“You are telling me that Hiram Biddle is dead?”

“He shot himself. Last night. I just came from his house.”

Fish searched Gideon’s face with his dark inquisitorial eyes. He was an aggressive prosecutor; Gideon had watched him tearing into witnesses in Judge Biddle’s courtroom. Wrinkles deepened at the corners of Fish’s eyes. Then the corners of his mouth tugged fractionally upward.

“How shocking,” Fish said. “How tragic, utterly tragic. I take it you’ve done nothing with the body yet?”

Gideon shook his head.

Fish straightened all the way up. He tapped his spectacles against his palm. “Go fetch the coroner. Inform him that I want an autopsy done. Right away. Tell him I will assist. And I want your report on my desk by the day’s end.”

The state’s attorney made a flicking motion with the fingers of one hand. “Get to it.”

Gideon went back outside. Raindrops smacked against his hat brim. Water gurgled into rain barrels beside buildings. The hills hemming in the town peeked through the lower edges of gray clouds, their steep brushy slopes dressed with autumnal yellows and reds. He scarcely noticed the colors as he trudged to Dexter Beecham’s house.

He knocked and waited for what seemed like hours, until the doctor’s wife opened the door. She had a doughy, sleepy face. Her husband came down the hall behind her, yawning, slipping galluses up over his shoulders. “Well, well,” he said. “Sheriff Stoltz. Good morning.”

Gideon didn’t think it was a good morning at all.

“Judge Biddle is dead,” he said. “He shot himself in the chest with his shotgun.”

Beecham blinked. “You don’t say.” His face was red—it was always red, as if he were perpetually embarrassed or had just run a mile.

“Mr. Fish wants an autopsy.”

Beecham rubbed his red face.

“He wants it right away.”

“As in, before breakfast?” Beecham gave a little laugh.

“He says he will assist.”

“All right, then,” Beecham said. “Let’s get a wheelbarrow.”

They found the wheelbarrow in the doctor’s barn. They set off, Gideon holding the handles and pushing, Beecham grabbing the barrow’s front end and helping to pull it through muddy places. People were now opening up shops and passing by in the street. They don’t know yet, Gideon thought. Will they even care? Some of the more curious paused and watched the two mismatched men with the wheelbarrow: Beecham short and rotund, Gideon tall, with broad shoulders and big hands.

Judge Biddle’s house was a particularly fine one, built of limestone and set back from the street. Green-painted shutters framed the windows. Twin fountain-shaped elms arched over the yard, beginning to turn yellow. The wind shook the trees, and a flurry of wet leaves came tumbling down.

In the house, Beecham spoke condolences to Mrs. Leathers. Gideon led the way down the hall, the doctor waddling along behind.

The judge remained slumped in the chair in the study. The shotgun lay on the table with its buttstock against the wall. It went through Gideon’s mind that the gun ought to be cleaned: black powder residue ate away at Damascus steel at a fierce rate.

The judge’s will lay on the table, although the book that had held it down was gone. Put away by Mrs. Leathers? Again Gideon looked about for a suicide note. Again he failed to find one.

Beecham stood in front of Judge Biddle with his arms crossed. He reached out a hand and slowly moved the judge’s jaw from side to side. Then, using both hands, he moved the judge’s head. He pushed down the eyelids with his fingertips. He stood back, cupping his chin in his hand. He bent forward again and touched the edge of the gaping wound in the judge’s chest. He clucked and wagged his head.

“Yep, suicide. Has to be. Last evening, I would guess.” He shook his head. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

No, Gideon thought. It is Judge Biddle who is damned.

He grimaced as he helped the doctor wrap the body in a blanket that Mrs. Leathers brought. He smelled again the dreck that had leaked out after Judge Biddle died and lost control of his bowels. The corpse was rigid and unwieldy and felt surprisingly light, like a husk instead of the dead weight that Gideon had expected. He took hold of the shoulders while the doctor lifted the feet, and together they carried the bundled body down the hallway, angled it through the front door, and placed it on the barrow. The barrow lacked sides but had a front piece. The doctor tucked in the blanket’s ends and used a rope to tie the bundle in place.

People had begun to gather in the street. Eight, ten of them, standing there gawking in the rain. Gideon saw them looking at the blanketed corpse, and looking at him as well. He couldn’t read their faces. How had they learned of the judge’s death? Mrs. Leathers must have told someone. Or maybe the doctor’s wife. And that person told someone else. Soon the news would be all over town.

“Who will lay this body out?” he asked Beecham. He envisioned someone, maybe Mrs. Leathers, maybe himself, washing the judge and clothing him in his best suit for burial. Would there be a wake? The judge hadn’t put it in his will. Did you even do that when someone killed himself?

“My wife will take care of those things.” Beecham jammed his hat down on his head and turned his collar up against the rain. “She’ll make a shroud for the judge here. You know, Sheriff, an autopsy don’t leave a real pretty corpse.” He gave Gideon an inquiring look. “Want to be there when I open him up?”

Gideon shook his head. He lifted the barrow’s handles and pushed it down the walk. The barrow’s wheel, a sycamore round, wobbled and squeaked across the stones.

***

In the lot behind the judge’s house, Gideon fed the horse and dog. Both were ravenous. The gelding pitched into his hay; the setter wolfed down his tripe. Old Nick pushed his bowl around, licking up every scrap. The judge had been proud of the dog; he said he had a “long nose,” which meant he could pick up bird scent at a considerable range, then go charging or pussyfooting in, depending on what was needed to pin the bird. Gideon thought about all the times he had watched the red setter weaving through the brush, homing in on a hidden grouse or woodcock: the bell going silent as Old Nick came to a halt, his head low like a snake’s, his eyes bulging, his feathery tail sticking out behind. Such a sense of anticipation, as they crept up on the point. The sudden whirring of wings as the bird flushed; the abrupt thunderous shot. When the judge called “Fetch!” Old Nick would run on ahead and find the bird brought down by Gideon or the judge (usually the judge), bring the game back, and lay it in his master’s hand.

Gideon went back inside the house. He disassembled the judge’s shotgun and took the barrels into the back yard. He got some soap and a pot of hot water from Mrs. Leathers and scrubbed clean the barrel that had fired the fatal shot. He dried the barrels with a rag and greased them. In the study he put the gun away in its leather case.

A third time he searched for a suicide note and failed to find one.

He walked back to the jail through the rain and hung up his coat and hat. He wondered where his own gun was, then recalled that he’d left it at the judge’s house. The judge had given Gideon his old shotgun last year after Gideon had accepted, with great enthusiasm, the judge’s offer to take him hunting. And now Judge Biddle had willed him his graceful Manton 16. Such a beautiful firearm it was! He felt a moment of greedy delight that quickly dwindled to despond.

His deputy, Alonzo Bell, handed him an old sack. Gideon used it to dry himself off.

“Why in Pete’s sake did he do it?” Alonzo said.

Gideon shook his head.

Alonzo was in his early forties, twenty years older than Gideon. His big jaw and protruding lower lip always put Gideon in mind of a contented horse. But now Alonzo looked as agitated and confused as Gideon himself felt. “Well, for crying in a bucket,” Alonzo said, then went stumping off to attend to chores in the cell block.

Gideon sat down at his desk. He got out a quill and ink bottle and paper to prepare a report. He stared at the sheet and wondered how to begin.

***

It was dusk when he got home.

“True,” he said to his wife, “something terrible has happened.”

She hugged him hard and kissed him on the lips. “Mrs. Sayers told me over the fence.”

Their baby, David, seven months old, lay on a blanket on the floor. The child crawled jerkily toward his father, craning his neck upward, smiling and burbling and reaching out a tiny hand. Gideon picked David up and held him to his chest.

True laid her hand on her husband’s shoulder. “Was it you who found him?”

Gideon nodded.

“Oh, Gid.” She raised her hand and cupped his cheek. Her eyes searched his. “I heard he killed himself.”

“He left his will sitting out on a table.”

“Did it say why?”

“No. Just a will. Nothing else, no explanation.”

“You must be heartsick.”

He let out a sigh. “Why would he do such a thing?”

“Maybe you will find out by and by.” True took the baby from him and gently laid him on the blanket. “Supper’s ready. We need to eat right away so we can get to the singing.”

He had forgotten. “I don’t want to go.”

“You need to go. It will make you feel better.”

***

The rain had subsided to a drizzle. True had swaddled David against the miasmas that rose from the earth at night, carrying disease. They hurried along through the muddy streets.

The Methodist church was a low log building. Inside, tallow candles gave off a pungent smell and a wavering light. No organ, such as the one in the brick Episcopal church on Spring Street where the town’s better citizens worshipped; not even a piano. Here were only the voices folks had been born with.

Forty people filled the church. They picked up the oblong tunebooks and sat down on benches made from split logs. Gideon sat with the tenors. True, holding David, sat to his right with the trebles. On the tenors’ left were the basses, and on the opposite side of the hollow square sat the counters.

Before they began, an elder stood up and announced that Judge Biddle had killed himself: “Blew himself ’most in half with a shotgun.” Gideon saw people looking at him. Of course they knew he was Judge Biddle’s friend. Of course they’d heard it was he, Gideon Stoltz, the Dutch Sheriff, who had found the body. Two of the basses leaned their heads together and traded whispers. One was a laborer named Bevins, the other a fellow named Raines who worked at the hotel. They straightened and stared at him, their faces hard and their eyes narrowed.

What was that about?

The lead tenor announced the first song: “Idumea,” on page twenty-five. He pitched the starting notes up and down the scale and the singers tuned in, the sound swelling as the parts found their places: the high trebles, the lower tones of the counters, the grave voices of the basses, and above them the higher tones of the tenors, all blending into one sonorous trembling chord.

The harmony was raw, in the minor mode, utterly different from the predictable, mellifluous Hoch Deutsch hymns of Gideon’s childhood. The congregation had been singing this new music for over a year, ever since a singing master had come down from New York and taught them to read the music. They’d dug deep into their pockets to buy the tunebooks—True made him contribute five whole dollars! At each singing they might do twenty, thirty hymns, with names like “Northfield” and “Delight” and “Cowper” and “Schenectady” and “Primrose” and “New Jerusalem.” The minister was glad, since the vigorous new hymns were building zeal and bringing more people to church. Gideon enjoyed the strange and unexpected harmonies; he often found himself humming or singing the songs later, when splitting firewood or working at his desk or riding somewhere on his horse. The hymns’ poetry, their lyrics, never failed to move him. Each song, it seemed, had the power to inspire him, or terrify him, or uplift him—or wound him. Some of them made him recall things he didn’t want to remember. Like his memmi’s death.

He hadn’t mentioned this to True, who loved the singing. She said it strengthened her faith and brought her closer to God. She made sure they never missed a single Wednesday night.

With his hand the leader beat out the tempo. The people sang out faw and sol and law and me, voicing the syllables of the differently shaped notes—triangles, ovals, squares, and diamonds—printed in the books. The second time through, they launched into the words. They sang loud and strong. Gideon let his voice soar. He knew “Idumea” by heart; the congregation sang it every Wednesday night and sometimes during Sunday service as well.

And am I born to die?
To lay this body down!
And must my trembling spirit fly
Into a world unknown?

Others in the chorus kept time, arms rising and falling, hands clapping down on thighs, feet tramping the floor.

A land of deepest shade,
Unpierced by human thought;
The dreary regions of the dead,
Where all things are forgot!

The words pierced Gideon’s own heart. He thought of Hiram Biddle’s soul wandering restlessly in the dreary regions of the dead, with no hope of entering into the light of God’s saving grace.

Soon as from earth I go,
What will become of me?
Eternal happiness or woe
Must then my portion be!

The judge had committed suicide. His portion must be eternal woe. Yet Gideon prayed that Hiram Biddle’s soul might somehow find salvation.

Waked by the trumpet’s sound,
I from my grave shall rise;
And see the Judge with glory crowned,
And see the flaming skies!

This Judge was God in all His power. On the day of redemption, those who had kept the faith would rise from their graves and join Him. The voices filled the church as the people sang the repeat, belting out again those final, awful words: And see the Judge with glory crowned, and see the flaming skies!

Gideon could almost see the heavens red with fire, hear them crackling from one horizon to the other. But his mind stayed stubbornly earthbound.

By killing himself, Judge Biddle had spurned the gift that God had given. There had to be some reason for him to have taken an action so dire. Was it something from the past? Something that he’d buried and tried to forget, only to have it emerge anew? Something evil, or scandalous, or grievously sad?

Gideon felt resentment well up. The judge should have realized that it would be he who would find his body. He would have to forgive Judge Biddle for that.

And he wanted to understand.

He made up his mind to learn the reason why. Yes, he would do it. He would look, and ask, and listen, and figure out what had caused Hiram Biddle to throw away his life, on earth and in heaven everlasting.


Give joy or grief, give ease or pain,
Take life or friends away

Three
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The rain had let up. Walking home through the dark and quiet town, Gideon carried David, fast asleep. During the singing Gideon had looked across at his son, held in True’s arms, and seen him smiling and waving his little hands and making hooting sounds as if trying to join in singing the hymns.

True linked her arm in his, and he told her about the things that Judge Biddle had willed to him. She looked up at him, clasping his arm tight. “The dog and gun would have been more than enough for you to remember him by. But a horse and wagon! What a generous gift! And him in such turmoil and pain.”

At home, Gideon banked the fire while True nursed David and put him in his cradle. She snuffed the candle, took Gideon by the hand, and led him to their bed. They undressed and lay down together. It seemed they always made passionate love after singings—and tonight especially Gideon wanted to lose himself in her. True ran her hand through his sandy hair. She kissed him gently on the mouth, then slowly moved her lips down his neck and chest. His stomach fluttered as her lips went farther down. She brought him nearly to a climax, then stopped. She lay down on her back, and he covered her with his body. She wrapped her arms and legs around him. He felt himself go deep inside her, even as he went deep inside himself, and as they moved together and approached the sudden cleansing release, he heard their cries as if from far away.

Later, coming back to awareness, he heard her whisper in his ear.

“You should see your legs,” she said. “I peeked when you dropped your drawers. Scratched and scraped all over.”

He cracked one eye open. “From hunting in the briars, I guess.”

She nibbled his earlobe, chuckling. “I like it when you talk Dutch.”

“Hmm?”

“‘Haunting.’ What you just said.”

“I meant …” His voice trailed off.

“I know what you meant. If my brothers heard you say ‘haunting’ instead of ‘hunting,’ they would ride you hard.” She chuckled again. “Though not the way you ride me hard.” She kissed his ear. “Foreigners, that’s what we call you Dutch.”

Dutch. It meant German. Pennsylfawnisch Deitsch was the dialect Gideon had grown up speaking.

His people had lived in Pennsylvania as long as True’s Scotch-Irish clan, but that didn’t stop the Deitsch from being treated as foreigners, along with the French, the Catholics, and the Jews.

He disliked it when others made fun of his accent or scorned him for being of German descent. But True could tease him all she wanted. He knew what she was trying to do: take his mind off the day’s events. Well, he’d play along. “We Dutch are the worst of the lot,” he said. “We love to hold a grudge. Schtubbich, set in our ways. Some of us even refuse to learn English.”

“It didn’t trouble me any, you being Dutch. I wouldn’t have cared if you were a Frenchman or a Jew or even an African. Though if you’d’ve been black, I expect the jaybirds would’ve killed you.”

“Jaybirds” was what True called her brothers: James, Jackson, Jared, and Jesse Burns. All of them worked at the iron plantation at Panther, east of Adamant, where True had grown up. Gideon had a hard time pronouncing his J’s. To him, those rugged men were Chames, Chackson, Chared, and Chesse.

True kissed him on the lips. And again. “Dutchman or not,” she said, kissing him one more time, “I do love you.”

“I love you, too.”

He lay upon her, resting his weight on his forearms, breathing in her scent. He felt safe in the warmth of her embrace. He dozed off.

Suddenly she was pushing at his chest, grunting, “Get off!”

He rolled onto his side.

She sat up, her head lowered and held between her hands, her hair draped over her arms.

“True, honey, what is it?” He reached out, placed his hand on her back.

“I saw something.” Her voice was small and quavering. She took rapid breaths. She raised her face and looked at him, her eyes wide. “It just … came into my head. I saw it like it was right in front of me. Two people, a woman and a man. They were arguing. Screaming at each other! I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could tell they were angry, angry and in pain.”

She shuddered beneath his hand.

“Then they were gone, and I saw two candles flickering on a table, side by each. All of a sudden, they both guttered and went out.”

Gently Gideon rubbed her back. True had told him that sometimes she had visions, saw things that had happened in the past—or would take place in the future. She called this troubling ability “the second sight,” or just “the sight.”

But who could believe in such things? Gideon considered himself a rational man, a man who saw only those objects that were in front of him, in the here and now. He had no time for visions and superstitions. Then he thought with a start of how, when confronted with the judge’s body this very morning, he had suddenly seen his memmi. He had seen her vividly, as if she lay on the floor in front of him, bloody and ravaged and dead. But that wasn’t a vision—it was just a horrible memory, one that had been burned into his brain, a memory he’d never been able to get rid of.

True lay back down. He settled the quilt over them both. He turned his body toward hers, rested his hand on her hip, and pressed his lips against the soft skin at her temple.

“It’s the sight,” she said. She stared up at the ceiling. “I wish I didn’t have it. Seems like nothing good can ever come of it.” She shivered and pulled the quilt tight around her. She claimed to have gotten this unwanted gift from her gram, who believed it hit every other generation.

He had met True’s grandmother once, at her parents’ cabin at the ironworks. Arabella Burns was the mother of True’s father. Gideon had been introduced to her quite casually, which seemed to be typical of the way True’s people behaved, even at times when you’d think they’d be formal and polite. The old woman was small and thin, yet she seemed large and powerful in some strange way. She had said little, sitting perched on a stool in the corner of the room, erect and proud, watching over things with a sharp eye.

“When I was little, Gram had this raven’s foot,” True said. “It was big, black as tar, with scales all over it and sharp claws. The toes were clenched most of the way shut, except for this little hole between them. She could look through that hole and see things that would come to pass.”

True turned her face toward his. He could barely see her features in the dim light. Her hair was dark and thick, her eyebrows arching. Gideon thought of the trim strong body beneath the quilt and felt himself wanting her again.

“Gid, do you believe in the sight?”

He paused before answering. “No. I can’t say that I do.”

She looked away. “Well, at least you’re honest.”

He knew she wasn’t stupid or silly. But he didn’t share her belief in visions or spirits or the supernatural—or being able to read the future or perceive the past.

“Maybe you just had a dream,” he said.

“No. I wasn’t asleep.” She turned back toward him. “I did see something. A man and a woman, arguing. And two candles that went out. I don’t know who those people were, or when it was, or where. But I tell you, I saw it.”

He didn’t respond right away.

“You don’t believe me.”

“True,” he said, “I don’t have to think the same way you do. I don’t have to believe everything you believe or see everything that you see. I love being with you, talking with you, loving you. I will never get tired of that.” He was quiet for a moment. “I’m sure you did see something. I just wish I knew what it meant.”

Before she could reply, he kissed her on the lips. Her mouth opened to his. He circled his hand over her belly, then moved it downward. She caught her breath and pressed against him.


My silent dust beneath the ground,
There’s no disturbance there

Four
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“Go ahead and shoot!”

Alonzo Bell, deputy sheriff, lay on his back at the far end of the ore pit. He had taken off his hat. Against the orangish dirt, his bald head appeared pale as a dab of early snow. Jutting up between his bent knees was a weathered board four feet tall. On the board Alonzo had used a piece of charcoal to make a target, a black circle three inches across.

Ganz narrisch it was: completely crazy. “Alonzo!” Gideon yelled to his deputy. “This is not safe!”

Yesterday Gideon had found Judge Biddle’s body. This morning the coroner had delivered the autopsy report. There were no surprises: death from massive wounding to the heart and lungs caused by a self-inflicted shotgun blast. Now Hiram Biddle’s enshrouded remains lay in the walnut coffin that the town’s best carpenter had built and taken to Dr. Beecham’s house. Tomorrow, the coffin would go into the ground.

After getting the coroner’s report, Gideon had gone to the judge’s house, put a bridle on the gelding Jack, and walked him to the livery barn where he kept his mare Maude. He dreamed of someday owning a place with a barn and a fenced lot and maybe even enough pasture to keep horses. But for now he would have to pay board for both Maude and the gelding.

After arranging for the livery to take Jack, Gideon had gone back to the judge’s house. He wheelbarrowed Old Nick’s wooden box to his own house, the dog following along obediently. He set the box in the back yard. True had come out and given Old Nick some meat scraps. The setter had wagged his tail and licked her hand.

At the jail, Gideon let Alonzo talk him into riding out to shoot mark, even though they had a prisoner. Henry Peebles was sitting in a cell awaiting trial for gouging out one man’s eye and biting off another’s thumb during a brawl in Hammertown, as the seamy side of Adamant was known. Gaither Brown, a part-time deputy with a leatherworking shop down the street, agreed to bring his work—he was tooling some leather for a saddle—and sit in the jail’s front office, keeping an eye on things while Gideon and Alonzo went out and practiced shooting.

“Your gun’s loaded!” Alonzo yelled. “Go ahead and empty it!”

Gideon had already shot at stumps and old bottles, sending shards of green and brown glass whizzing across the ore pit. After each shot, he swabbed the rifle’s bore, then poured powder down the barrel, used the hickory rod to ram home a lead ball wrapped in a linen patch, and primed the pan.

His ears rang. When he swallowed, he tasted burnt gunpowder. In the matter of shooting the charge now loaded in the rifle, Alonzo was correct: For safety’s sake, before being placed in its scabbard for the ride back to town, the weapon should be discharged. Though not necessarily in the direction of a man with a target clamped between his knees.

Gideon winced as he settled the butt plate against his shoulder. Tomorrow that shoulder would be purple as a bunch of grapes.

He thumbed the hammer back and peered down the barrel. Earlier he had aimed at a bottle, squeezed the trigger, watched the hammer fall—and the gun had failed to shoot. One second had passed. Then another. When he lifted his head, the verfluchta thing chose just that moment to go off, the wooden stock slugging him in the jaw so that his teeth clashed and he saw stars. No idea where the ball had flown.

The rifle’s sights wavered past the black bull’s-eye, danced across gray-clad knees. Gideon lowered the gun. “I can’t do this!”

“Yes! You! Can!”

He sighed and raised the weapon again. One didn’t shoot a rifle the same way that one fired a shotgun. The rifle was concentration and precision; the shotgun was fluidity and grace. Judge Biddle always said that the two skills didn’t mix—you couldn’t be a good shotgun shot and a good rifle shot both. Gideon figured he wasn’t any great shakes at either.

He remembered something else the judge had told him. He had quoted some learned man, a lawyer or maybe another judge, saying: “The law is a gun, which if it misses a pigeon kills a crow; if it does not strike the guilty, it hits someone else. As every crime creates a law, so in turn does every law create a crime.”

The idea of a law creating a crime didn’t sit well with Gideon, who believed that laws were drafted by wise and sober men to prevent crimes by spelling out what people shouldn’t do. Such as shooting a .50 caliber ball at a target held by some dummkopp a good sixty yards off.

Was Alonzo a pigeon or a crow?

And who was the real dummkopp? If he jerked the trigger instead of squeezing it, if there was another hangfire and the ball somehow went astray and hit Alonzo, killed him—manslaughter. Gideon imagined the state’s attorney Alvin Fish—the Cold Fish—prosecuting him with vigor for such an offense.

“Go ahead and shoot!” Alonzo yelled.

Gideon took a deep breath. He let out half of it. He steadied the rifle so that the bull’s-eye nestled on top of the gun’s sights. He tightened his finger, felt the trigger’s slight creep. Then the hammer fell, flint struck frizzen, smoke gouted from the barrel and spurted from the touch hole as the gun went CRACK and bucked back into his shoulder.

He lowered the rifle. Peered through thinning smoke. Up came Alonzo in his labored trot, grinning like the butcher’s dog. He held up the board. “Right on the mark! By gee, you could win a turkey shoot!”

***

The road led through brush growing thick above blackened ground. A stand of forest had been logged off here within the last few years to make charcoal for the ironworks; once the colliers had moved on, someone had set the patch on fire so the huckleberries would grow.

“When we get back, you can clean these rifles,” Gideon said. Alonzo loved fiddling with guns, scrubbing out their bores after shooting, dressing their moving parts with whale oil, coating their barrels with rendered sheep fat or wax.

“Been holding my water all morning,” Alonzo announced from atop his tall gelding. “I’ll mix some hot piss in with the water, so I will. You can’t beat it for cleaning burnt powder out of a gun barrel.”

They passed a shallow pit where men chinked with picks at an ore bank. Other men shoveled the broken rock into baskets, then carried them to a wagon and dumped them in the bed. Gideon and Alonzo overtook a laden wagon on the road. The teamster sat astride the left-side mule closest to the wagon. He called out “Whoa,” pulled back on the reins, and the six-mule team walked to a halt.

The teamster’s head was level with Alonzo’s. Seated on his little mare, Gideon had to look up.

“Heard you’uns banging away,” the teamster said. His cheek bulged with a quid. “One of your balls flew over my head.”

The hangfire. “I hope no harm was done,” Gideon said quickly.

The teamster squirted tobacco juice onto the road. “No harm, Dutchman. Woke these mules up, so it did.”

“This here is Sheriff Stoltz,” Alonzo said. “And you are likely aware that I am his deputy.”

“I am aware, ’Lonzo Bell, that you are a windbag who couldn’t find his own ass with both hands and a coon dog.”

“The sheriff is perfecting his marksmanship,” Alonzo said, ignoring the teamster’s gibe. “At first he couldn’t hit a target even if it was as broad across as your wife’s bee-hind. Now I believe he could take the head offen a squirrel at fifty paces.”

“That’d be good shooting,” the teamster said. “But it would ruin the best part.”

Gideon’s stomach gave a jump. More than once Alonzo had tried to talk him into eating what he called “a mess of brains”: fried squirrel brains, considered a delicacy in these parts. Cook the heads in lard, crack them open with a knife, and feast on what was inside. The thought nearly made him gag. It must have shown on his face, because the teamster barked a laugh.

“So you figure on making a frontiersman out of this tadpole?” the man said.

Gideon flushed. Even though he held a position of authority, he was not much respected in Colerain County. Too young, for one thing. And people called him the Dutch Sheriff. They sniggered at the way he got his V’s and W’s mixed up, and his sentences all backward. Like the time he was digging in the garden and shucked off his muddy breeches before coming in the house, and called out to True, “Honey, throw me down the stairs my other pants.” She laughed so hard she almost wept.

Two years ago he had gotten on his mare, Maude, and ridden her west to this remote backwoods place. He had left his childhood home in Lancaster County to get away from his grim, narrow-minded dawdy, who drove him like another beast of burden. And, if he was honest with himself, to get away from what had happened to his memmi. Though maybe that hadn’t worked so well. Maybe you could never get away from something like that.

In Adamant, he got hired as a deputy. He did well at it, even solved a crime on his own by arresting a ne’er-do-well who was stealing items out of barns and sheds and reselling them to a peddler who took them elsewhere and sold them again. Then, just last year, Sheriff Payton had fallen dead with a stroke of apoplexy while walking in the jailhouse door, and the county commissioners appointed Gideon Stoltz, only twenty-one years old at the time, a stranger and a Dutchman to boot, as the new sheriff.

“… devil of a thing,” the teamster was saying, “I mean, him bein’ a judge and all, and what does he do? Goes and shoots himself with that fancy shotgun.”

Devil of a thing indeed, Gideon thought. And now that shotgun is mine.

They bade the teamster goodbye and rode on. The valley lay before them. On the long, parallel mountains hemming in the vale, and between the farms scattered through it, stood the forest. The trees were straight and tall, green pines and darker green hemlocks, towering chestnuts and oaks and maples and beeches whose leaves showed tints of yellow and red and bronze. A flock of pigeons crossed the bright blue sky, black specks flowing southward in an undulating stream of life, a flock for which no beginning could be glimpsed, nor an end.

They came back to Adamant. “Let’s go up on Burying Hill,” Alonzo said.

The horses huffed as they climbed the steep track. On top, the riders walked their mounts past slate and sandstone markers. Past a newly dug hole where Hiram Biddle’s corpse would soon go to rest.
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