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​Prologue — A Town Full of Trouble
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Public Notice

Emergency town meeting to be held at six o’clock this evening in the schoolhouse, weather permitting and roof permitting.

Subject of discussion: railroad freight stop consideration, town readiness, bridge condition, road condition, water access, depot site, public order, and any other matter not involving personal insult, unpaid accounts, loose livestock, or the church bell.

Citizens are requested to come prepared for serious business.

Children may attend only if quiet.

Goats may not attend at all.

Mercy Creek had never been accused of being ready.

The town sat in the Kansas dust like somebody had dropped a handful of buildings beside a creek and trusted the Lord to arrange them later. The general store leaned a little toward the blacksmith shop. The schoolhouse roof had three good shingles, four proud ones, and the rest doing what they could. The church stood higher than everything else, though its bell sounded less like a call to worship and more like a mule remembering an injury.

Still, Mercy Creek had people. Farms within hauling distance. Cattle moving through in dry months. Creek water when the season behaved. Families, wagons, tools, debts, children, graves, gossip, and enough pride to build a courthouse if pride could be sawed into lumber.

What it did not have was a railroad stop.

That lack had become dangerous.

Freight cost too much. Crops moved too slowly. Tools came late. Seed came later. Families had begun speaking softly about leaving, which frightened the storekeeper worse than robbery. A town could survive drought, bad manners, and one poor sermon too many, but it could not survive being passed by when iron rails were deciding which names stayed on maps.

So when word came that the railroad company was considering one modest freight stop between Mercy Creek and Dry Fork, the town discovered urgency.

Dry Fork sat twelve miles east, flatter, duller, and better organized. It had a straighter road, cleaner records, and men who could speak of growth without once mentioning whose hog had ruined whose wash.

Mercy Creek had better long-term promise.

Dry Fork had better present behavior.

The railroad wanted proof, not charm: a safe freight road, a repaired bridge, reliable water access, a usable depot site, accurate ledgers, evidence of farm and cattle traffic, local labor support, and basic civic order.

Mercy Creek had thirty days to stop embarrassing itself.

By six o’clock, the schoolhouse was full past decency.

Men stood along the walls with hats in their hands and opinions in their throats. Women sat where they could, some with children pressed against their skirts, some with baskets, sewing, ledgers, or the worn patience of people who knew a meeting would go wrong before it started. Older boys crowded near the stove. Younger children tried to look innocent while storing information for later use.

At the front stood Thaddeus Crimp, chairman of the town council, holding a gavel he had purchased from a traveling judge’s widow and used with more confidence than success.

Beside him stood Deacon Lyle Pritlow, straight-backed and grave, as if the fate of Mercy Creek depended mostly on posture.

Near the open window, where she could catch what breeze the evening offered, sat Zella Mae Quarles with a ledger on her lap.

She did not fan herself. She did not fidget. She watched the room with the calm attention of a woman who had already counted the foolish and was waiting to see whether any latecomers would raise the total.

Her skin was deep brown-black under lamplight, her face composed, her eyes sharp enough to trim a lie down to its useful parts. She wore a modest dark red dress with sleeves fitted for work, not display. A pencil rested between her fingers, and graphite had stained the side of her hand from writing too much already.

Nobody in Mercy Creek liked being written down by Zella Mae Quarles unless they were certain they had behaved.

Few were certain.

At the back of the room, just inside the door, stood Bram Whitaker.

He was not a citizen of Mercy Creek. Not officially. He had come through three days earlier with a freight wagon that needed a wheel reset and a driver who had blamed the road until Bram pointed out the wheel had not been repaired properly since Lincoln was alive.

Bram was tall, broad through the shoulders from work rather than vanity, with sun-browned skin, a short beard, and eyes that noticed damage before decoration. He wore a work shirt rolled at the sleeves, a dark vest, and boots with honest wear. A carpenter’s hands hung at his sides: scarred, squared, patient.

He had planned to leave that morning.

Then three people had asked him to look at the schoolhouse roof, one woman had asked whether he could fix a pantry door that shut only during drought, and the storekeeper had asked if he knew anything about freight platforms.

Bram had learned long ago that small towns used the word “look” the way gamblers used the word “friendly.”

Chairman Crimp struck the gavel on the teacher’s desk.

The head broke off and rolled into the front row.

Nobody spoke for a moment.

A boy near the stove whispered, “That’s a bad beginning.”

His mother pinched his ear without looking.

Crimp retrieved the gavel head, fitted it back onto the handle, and held both pieces together with dignity.

“This meeting will come to order.”

“It ain’t out of order yet,” Silas Peavy said from the wall.

“It was born out of order,” Hattie Spool replied.

Hattie Spool was a widow, seamstress, and collector of information. She had silver-threaded hair, a black dress, and the solemn conviction that gossip was sinful unless properly organized and delivered with concern.

Crimp cleared his throat. “We are gathered regarding a matter of highest civic importance.”

“Then why are we in a building with a bucket catching rainwater and it ain’t raining?” asked Jep Fallow.

Several heads turned toward the rear corner, where a bucket sat beneath a brown ceiling stain.

A single drop fell into it.

Plink.

“That,” Crimp said, “is included in the matter.”

Zella wrote something in her ledger.

Bram watched her pencil move.

Crimp continued. “As many of you know, the railroad company is considering one freight stop in this region. One. Not two. Mercy Creek is under consideration, along with Dry Fork.”

At the mention of Dry Fork, the room stiffened.

“Dry Fork ain’t got creek enough to baptize a grasshopper,” Owen Pike said.

“Dry Fork has a road,” Zella said without raising her voice.

The room turned toward her.

She looked up. “A poor one, but straighter than ours.”

“Our road has character,” Silas Peavy said.

“Our road has mud deep enough to remember people,” Zella answered.

A few people laughed.

Bram did too, though quietly.

Zella’s eyes shifted toward him for half a second, then returned to Crimp.

Crimp unfolded a paper. “The company wants proof Mercy Creek can move freight, supply water, settle a depot site, keep records, and conduct public business without becoming a warning to neighboring towns.”

“That last part may require outside help,” Hattie said.

Deacon Pritlow frowned. “Mercy Creek is a God-fearing town.”

“God has had cause,” Hattie said.

The deacon ignored her.

Crimp lifted the paper higher. “Miss Quarles has drafted a petition stating our readiness.”

Zella’s pencil stopped.

“I drafted accurate language,” she said. “Chairman Crimp improved it until it began lying politely.”

“That is not fair,” Crimp said.

“It says our roads are dependable.”

“They are roads.”

“That is not the same thing.”

Bram leaned one shoulder against the back wall.

This woman had no fear of public discomfort. That could make her either dangerous or useful.

Likely both.

From outside came a noise like wood scraping, then a soft bleat.

Bram glanced toward the door.

Nobody else did.

Which told him the sound was familiar.

Crimp said, “In thirty days, we must show ourselves fit for freight, growth, and basic public trust.”

At that, the schoolhouse door eased inward.

A goat stepped inside.

It was white, brown-spotted, narrow-eyed, and possessed of the calm arrogance of an elected official. Around its neck hung a frayed rope that had clearly failed to persuade it.

A little girl in the second row whispered, “Congress.”

Bram turned his head. “That goat’s name is Congress?”

“On account of he eats everything and improves nothing,” said the boy by the stove.

His mother pinched his ear again.

Congress walked down the aisle with grave purpose.

Crimp slapped the gavel handle against the desk. The head flew off again and struck Deacon Pritlow’s boot.

“Remove that animal!”

No one moved quickly, because Congress had horns, history, and no respect for citizenship.

The goat stopped at the front.

Zella closed her ledger.

“Who tied him?” she asked.

No child answered.

That answered it.

Congress lifted his head toward the teacher’s desk, saw the petition, and took the corner of it into his mouth.

The room erupted.

Crimp lunged. Deacon Pritlow shouted. Hattie stood and declared this exactly why animals should not be allowed near politics. Two boys cheered until their father reached for them. The goat backed up, chewing steadily.

“Don’t pull,” Zella said.

Crimp pulled.

The petition tore.

Half remained in Crimp’s hand.

Half remained in Congress.

The goat chewed with the slow satisfaction of a creature participating in government.

Bram laughed.

It was not loud. It was not cruel. It was one short sound that escaped before he could stop it.

The room heard it anyway.

Zella turned.

Her gaze found him at the back wall.

“A man laughing near work,” she said, “has usually mistaken himself for safe.”

That ended Bram’s amusement.

Mostly.

He pushed off the wall. “Ma’am, I wasn’t laughing at work.”

“No?”

“I was laughing at the part where y’all gave the paper to the goat.”

“We did not give it to the goat.”

“Didn’t keep it from him either.”

A few people made the mistake of laughing.

Zella stood.

She was not tall, but the room adjusted to her as if she were. She crossed to Congress, took hold of the remaining paper close to his mouth, and waited. She did not yank. She did not plead. She looked the animal in the eye with the same expression she had used on several adults that evening.

Congress chewed twice more, then released the damp remains.

“That is the first sensible surrender in this room,” Hattie said.

Zella held up what was left of the petition.

The top half read:

We, the undersigned citizens of Mercy Creek, being a town of order, industry, moral steadiness, and commercial promise—

The bottom half was gone.

Zella looked at the room.

“This may be the most accurate version.”

Nobody answered.

Outside, the evening wind moved dust against the windows.

Zella placed the wet paper on the desk. “The railroad does not need our compliments. It needs proof. It needs the bridge sound, the road passable, the water rights written plainly, the depot site settled, and the freight numbers honest.”

The storekeeper looked away.

Zella saw him.

“And it needs evidence that Mercy Creek can conduct public business without livestock interference.”

Congress sneezed.

Bram covered his mouth with his thumb.

Zella noticed.

“Mr. Whitaker.”

He lowered his hand. “Ma’am.”

“You repair wagons?”

“I do.”

“Bridges?”

“If they’re not too proud to hold still.”

That earned a few laughs.

“Schoolhouses?”

“Sometimes.”

“Bell frames?”

Bram looked toward Deacon Pritlow. “Depends who thinks the rot is holy.”

Hattie made a sound she tried to disguise as a cough.

Deacon Pritlow’s face reddened. “The bell is not rotten.”

“No,” Bram said. “But the frame holding it is.”

The room turned toward him.

Crimp blinked. “You looked at it?”

“I looked at the tower from outside. South brace is bowed. West side has water damage. If the bell rings hard enough in bad wind, I wouldn’t stand under it.”

Silence settled, heavier this time.

The church bell had sounded wrong for years. Everyone knew it. No one had wanted to admit that a thing used for Sunday worship might also be an accident waiting above their heads.

Zella studied Bram differently now.

“You can inspect it properly?”

“I can.”

“And the school roof?”

“I already did.”

Crimp leaned forward. “You did?”

“Hard not to. It leaks in shapes.”

The boy near the stove laughed and ducked from his mother’s hand.

Bram pointed toward the ceiling stain. “That one’s old. Roof patch failed near the east seam. Back wall is taking water too. Door latch is weak. Floor near the stove needs replacing before a child learns gravity the hard way.”

Zella’s pencil was already moving.

Bram looked at her ledger. “You write fast.”

“I listen fast.”

“That a warning?”

“Yes.”

Something moved between them then, small but alive: not fondness yet, not trust, not even liking. Recognition. The kind that came when two practical people found themselves in a room full of smoke and both reached for water.

Crimp gathered his torn dignity. “Mr. Whitaker, as chairman of this council, I propose we retain your services for public repairs necessary to railroad consideration.”

“With what money?” asked the storekeeper, too late to sound innocent.

Zella turned a page. “The town improvement fund has four dollars and seventeen cents.”

A groan went through the room.

“And,” she added, “three unpaid pledges, one of which was written by a man presently avoiding my eyes.”

Silas Peavy looked at the ceiling.

Bram folded his arms. “Four dollars won’t fix the schoolhouse.”

“No,” Zella said. “But pride built most of this town for free. Perhaps we can put it to work.”

That line landed better than Crimp’s gavel ever had.

Zella faced the room. “Those who cannot pay cash can pledge labor. Hauling, cutting, digging, planing, stacking, cooking for work crews, watching children while others work, repairing harness, gathering stone, clearing road brush. Every hour written down. Every board accounted for. Every debt named plainly.”

The storekeeper shifted. “Some folks don’t want their private accounts made public.”

“Then they should stop making public claims on private falsehood,” Zella said.

Bram watched the room take the hit.

She did not raise her voice. She did not need to. Her words carried because they were not thrown.

Deacon Pritlow stepped forward. “We must not forget the Lord in this effort.”

“No,” Zella said. “We should not.”

The deacon looked pleased.

Then she added, “But I do not believe He will repair the bridge while we stand around admiring our need.”

Hattie Spool nodded once. “That’ll preach short enough to survive.”

Crimp lifted his broken gavel, thought better of striking it, and set it down.

“All in favor of retaining Mr. Whitaker for inspection and repair planning?”

Hands rose across the room.

Bram did not raise his.

“I haven’t agreed.”

The hands lowered awkwardly.

Crimp blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“I fix wagons and move on,” Bram said. “Towns are wagons with more opinions, and they never know when a job is finished.”

A few men shifted, offended because it was true.

Zella closed her ledger halfway. Not all the way. Just enough to show she was listening to him now, not only recording him.

“This town does,” she said.

Bram looked at her.

“Thirty days,” she said. “That is the job. Inspect what must be fixed. Name what can be done. Price it fairly. Work where the work matters. When the thirty days are finished, you decide whether Mercy Creek is still your trouble.”

That was better than a plea.

Bram distrusted pleas. Pleas had a way of becoming unpaid invoices.

“I charge for skilled work,” he said.

“Good. Skilled work should be paid.”

“And if the town can’t pay?”

“Then the town will learn the difference between wanting help and honoring it.”

That answer unsettled him more than bargaining would have.

Bram had known towns that smiled at a working man while quietly expecting him to donate his back. He had known church committees that paid in blessings, widows who tried to pay in biscuits because pride would not let them accept charity, and rich men who forgot invoices until reminded in front of witnesses.

Zella Mae Quarles, it seemed, believed labor had dignity.

He liked that.

Against his better judgment, he liked that very much.

Crimp cleared his throat. “Then Miss Quarles will oversee records. Mr. Whitaker will oversee repair assessment, should he accept. Deacon Pritlow will assist with church matters. I will coordinate council action.”

No one looked comforted by that last part.

The meeting broke into smaller arguments. Men debated road grading without knowing how much gravel existed. Women discussed food for work crews and which households could spare older boys. Children drifted too close to Congress until Zella sent them back with one look. Deacon Pritlow retrieved the gavel head and held it like evidence of decline.

Bram moved toward the door.

Zella stepped beside him before he reached the threshold.

“You were leaving this morning,” she said.

“I was.”

“You still may.”

“I know.”

She looked out at the town.

The sunset had laid gold over Mercy Creek, improving it from a distance. Up close, everything showed: cracked boards, sagging porch rails, dusty windows, tired horses, children with patched knees, women carrying too much, men pretending they were less afraid than they were.

“We have thirty days,” Zella said.

“You keep saying we.”

“It is a dangerous habit.”

“For me or you?”

“For anyone standing too close.”

Bram studied the street, the crooked store sign, the school roof, the church bell tower, the bridge road beyond town.

“It’s more work than thirty days.”

“Yes.”

“And less money than work.”

“Yes.”

“And half the people who voted will complain by breakfast.”

“Half is generous.”

He looked at her then.

There was humor in her face, but it did not soften the steel. She was beautiful in a way that did not ask permission to be seen. Dark, composed, alive with intelligence and restraint. A woman who had learned to carry herself as if the world might lean if she did not.

Bram knew better than to admire that too openly.

Men had made fools of themselves for less.

He put on his hat.

“I’ll inspect the bridge at first light.”

Zella nodded once. “I will have the existing freight estimates ready.”

“Existing?”

“What little there is.”

“That bad?”

“Worse. The cattle numbers were written by optimism, the grain numbers by hope, and the water report by a man who has never carried a bucket.”

Bram almost laughed again.

This time he stopped himself.

Zella noticed that too.

A bell clanged from the church tower, harsh and warped in the cooling evening.

The sound scraped across Mercy Creek and sent three chickens flapping from beside the blacksmith shop.

Bram looked toward the tower.

Zella did not.

“We should start with the bell,” he said.

“No,” she said. “The bridge.”

“The bell might fall.”

“The bridge already has.”

He turned back to her.

She held his gaze.

“All right,” he said. “The bridge.”

Behind them, Congress bleated from the schoolhouse aisle.

Hattie Spool called, “Somebody tie up that government animal before he eats the future.”

Bram opened the door.

Dust moved in.

The schoolhouse bucket caught another drip.

Plink.

Bram sighed. “That roof is lying about tomorrow.”

Zella opened her ledger. “Then we will write down the truth tonight.”

And behind them, the goat began chewing the meeting notice.
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​Chapter 1 — No Livestock in the Schoolhouse
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Notice from Miss Quarles

Parents are reminded that livestock are not pupils, regardless of apparent curiosity.

No goats, calves, chickens, dogs, mules, pigs, or opinionated geese are to be brought inside the schoolhouse during lessons.

Any child found assisting livestock into the schoolhouse will assist in removing livestock from the schoolhouse, sweeping after livestock, and explaining to Miss Quarles why Providence gave animals barns instead of copybooks.

This notice includes Congress.

By morning, Mercy Creek had organized itself into three kinds of people.

Those who intended to work.

Those who intended to discuss working.

And those who intended to stand near work in case credit became available.

Bram Whitaker found all three waiting outside the schoolhouse when he arrived with his tool satchel, a coil of rope, a folding rule, and the expression of a man who had already lost patience with the day before the day had properly introduced itself.

The schoolhouse looked worse in sunlight.

Night had been generous to it. Morning was not. The little building sat at the edge of town with its clapboards weathered gray, its porch sagging toward one corner, and its roof patched in at least four separate eras of optimism. The chimney leaned just enough to make a man look twice. The door hung from hinges that still believed in the concept of service but had given up on enthusiasm.

Bram stood in the yard and studied it.

Zella Mae Quarles came from the road carrying her ledger, a schoolbook, and a small bundle of copy papers tied with string. She wore the same composed look she had worn the night before, though daylight showed what lamplight had softened: tiredness held back by discipline.

There was graphite on her fingers again.

Bram noticed.

She noticed him noticing and gave him a look that suggested he should choose his first words with care.

He did.

“Morning.”

“Mr. Whitaker.”

“That roof got worse since last night.”

“No,” Zella said. “You can simply see it better.”

Bram looked up at the bowed roofline. “That is not a kindness.”

“It was not intended as one.”

Children began arriving in twos and threes, some with lunch pails, some with slates, some with the solemn expression of prisoners arriving at a sentence they had earned by being born too young to refuse education. A few older boys came slower, dragging their boots through dust and practicing disinterest. Younger children ran until they saw Zella, then remembered civilization.

At her appearance, voices lowered.

Not because she frightened them.

Because she remembered things.

A small girl with two uneven braids stopped in front of Zella and held up a slate. “Miss Quarles, my brother said if the railroad comes, we’ll all get rich and never have to spell again.”

Zella took the slate, glanced at the crooked arithmetic written across it, and handed it back.

“Your brother is wrong twice.”

The girl considered that. “About rich or spelling?”

“Yes.”

Bram hid a smile by looking at the roof.

A boy of about ten came around the side of the schoolhouse with a length of rope over one shoulder and dirt on both knees. His hair stood up in three directions, none of them useful.

Zella turned her head.

“Toby Mears.”

The boy stopped.

That was the first sign of guilt.

The second was the rope.

The third was the way he tried to look as if he had been born carrying it.

“Yes’m?”

“Why do you have rope?”

Toby looked down at it as if surprised by evidence. “Found it.”

“Where?”

“Outside.”

“Outside is large. Narrow it.”

“By the fence.”

“What fence?”

He hesitated.

Bram watched with interest.

Toby’s eyes went toward the corner of the schoolyard where a broken rail leaned loose from its post.

Zella followed his gaze.

“So you found rope near a damaged fence.”

“Yes’m.”

“And because you are a responsible citizen, you brought it to me.”

Toby brightened. “Yes’m.”

“And not because you were trying to tie something there.”

The brightness left.

“No’m.”

From behind the building came a faint bleat.

Every child froze.

Zella closed her eyes briefly.

Bram looked toward the sound.

“No,” she said.

The bleat came again.

Bram said, “That sounded familiar.”

“It is not allowed to be.”

A few children snickered.

Zella opened her eyes and pointed to the schoolhouse door. “Inside. Slates ready. Readers on the bench. Older pupils to the back. Younger pupils to the front. Anyone laughing before lessons begin will copy Proverbs until their hand discovers repentance.”

The children moved.

Quickly.

Toby tried to blend into the middle of them.

“Toby Mears,” Zella said.

He stopped again.

“Leave the rope.”

He placed it on the porch with the sorrow of a man parting from a friend.

Bram picked it up and examined the frayed end. “This rope’s been chewed.”

Toby looked at the sky.

Zella looked at Toby.

Bram looked behind the schoolhouse.

The goat looked back.

Congress stood near the broken fence rail with a torn corner of Zella’s notice hanging from his mouth, chewing as if the morning had presented him with official business.

Bram said, “He reads fast.”

“He does not read,” Zella said. “He consumes.”

Congress swallowed.

Toby said, “I never brought him.”

“No,” Zella said. “You only tied him where a fence had already surrendered.”

“That ain’t the same as bringing.”

“It is kin to it.”

Bram walked toward the goat.

Congress watched him approach with the calm contempt of livestock that had survived many men.

“You bite?” Bram asked.

The goat chewed.

“That was not a denial.”

Zella stepped past him, took the rope from Bram’s hand, and approached Congress with the steady certainty of a woman dealing with a familiar sinner.

“Toby,” she said without turning.

“Yes’m?”

“You will repair that fence rail after lessons.”

“Yes’m.”

“And you will rewrite the notice Congress ate.”

“Yes’m.”

“And because you attempted argument before confession, you will include correct punctuation.”

Toby sagged.

Bram looked at Zella. “That last one was cruel.”

“Correction is not cruelty.”

“For a boy his age, punctuation might be.”

Her mouth almost moved.

Almost.

Then she tied Congress to the shade post farther from the schoolhouse and tightened the knot with more competence than Toby had brought to the matter.

Inside the schoolhouse, the children had arranged themselves on benches worn smooth by years of restless learning. The room smelled of chalk dust, stove ash, sun-warmed wood, and the faint dampness of a roof that had been forgiven too many times. A blackboard stretched along the front wall. Two maps hung crooked. One showed the United States with more confidence than accuracy at the edges. The other showed Kansas, cracked along a fold and patched with paste.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A TOWN FULL OF TROUBLE.
A PAIR FULL OF PURPOSE.

THAT NEEDED ;,, .

& AICLEAN %
FAMILY-FRIENDLY

WESTERN COMEDY
. WITH HEART

TODAYS AGENDA
@ Fix fhe Be

Ly

9 Patch he Roof |
[} /?eparr the B’dge I

& Earn th
Freight gto,;

o Sta/7 the Gy ot
o Try Not ¢, i






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





