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​Prologue — The Woman Who Would Not Look Away
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Spring 1878

Ronan Briggs came into Redoak Crossing with everything he owned packed in a wagon and nothing in his heart tied down.

That suited him.

A man traveled lighter when no one expected him at supper. He could sleep in a rented room, mend what needed mending, take his pay, and be gone before folks learned to say his name like it belonged to them. Wheels, axles, porch rails, church steps, barn doors, cracked sills, broken chairs, leaking roofs—people broke things everywhere, and a man with tools could always eat.

People were harder.

He had learned to leave them alone.

Redoak Crossing sat low in the spring mud, a town of plank walks, false fronts, church bells, wagon ruts, and smoke hanging tired over cookstoves. It had one main road, one church steeple leaning just enough to make a careful man notice, one schoolhouse with white paint losing its war against weather, and more unfinished work than any town had a right to ignore.

Ronan slowed the wagon near the schoolhouse because a child screamed.

Not a playful scream. Not the kind that came from boys chasing one another through dust because God had put too much motion in their bones.

This one cut sharp.

He pulled back on the reins.

Ahead of him, three boys stood frozen near the school steps. A fourth held a length of rope. A cracked barrel hoop and a loose wagon wheel lay crooked in the street where they had rolled wild, struck the bottom step, and splintered a board clean loose.

A little girl sat in the dirt, skirts muddied, face pale, her lower lip trembling as if she had not yet decided whether fear deserved tears.

Men stood nearby.

That was the first thing Ronan noticed after the child.

Men. Grown ones. Hat-brimmed, bearded, booted, and useless for the moment God had handed them.

One laughed too late and too softly, trying to make the thing smaller than it was.

“Lord help us,” he said. “Boys will be boys.”

The schoolhouse door opened.

The woman who stepped out made the street go quiet without asking it to.

She was young. Younger than Ronan expected from the way the air made room for her. Twenty-four, maybe. Slender. Straight-backed. Dark-skinned in a way the afternoon sun did not soften but honored, deep and rich against the pale schoolhouse behind her. Her hair was pinned neatly, though one curl had escaped near her temple. She wore a plain dark skirt and a high-collared blouse, and she carried no weapon but a school slate and a look that could have stopped a mule from lying.

Ronan noticed she was beautiful.

He was a living man. He noticed.

But then she crossed the steps, saw the broken board, saw the little girl, saw the boys, and something in her face changed—not into anger alone. Anger would have been simpler. This was grief with discipline over it.

She knelt first.

Not to scold.

To check the child.

“Ruthie,” she said, low and steady, “look at me.”

The girl blinked hard.

“Are you hurt?”

The child shook her head, then nodded, then shook it again.

The woman took her small hands, checked the palms, then brushed dust from one sleeve. “Scared is not the same as hurt. You may cry if you need to. But breathe first.”

Ruthie took a broken little breath.

“There,” the woman said. “Again.”

The girl obeyed.

Only after the child was breathing did the woman stand.

The boys lowered their heads.

That seemed wise.

The man who had laughed cleared his throat. “Miss Fenner, no real harm done.”

The woman turned toward him.

“Mr. Sarn,” she said, “that child was three feet from a broken neck.”

The man’s face tightened. “Now, that is a little strong.”

“No,” she said. “The board is broken. The wheel is cracked. The child is shaking. The only thing weak here is the truth being told.”

Ronan felt one corner of his mouth almost move.

Almost.

Mr. Sarn looked around, embarrassed now that the street had witnesses. “Well, boys get foolish. We cannot hang every child for a prank.”

“No one mentioned hanging,” Miss Fenner said. “You reached for foolishness because it sounds innocent. I am telling you this was negligence with witnesses.”

One of the boys sniffed.

She turned to him.

“What is your name?”

The boy stared at his boots.

“You knew it this morning,” she said. “Try again.”

“Otho Brimm.”

“What did you do, Otho Brimm?”

He muttered something.

“Louder. Truth does not count if you hide it.”

Otho swallowed. “We tied the rope to the wheel.”

“And?”

“We was going to roll it down the road.”

“And?”

“It got loose.”

“No,” Miss Fenner said. “It did not get loose. You lost hold of it.”

The boy’s jaw worked.

She turned to the one holding the rope. “And you?”

“Judd Alder,” he said, older than the rest, proud even with shame on him. “It weren’t meant to hit Ruthie.”

“I believe you.”

The boy glanced up, surprised.

Miss Fenner’s voice did not soften. “Now tell me why that does not finish the matter.”

Judd’s face went red.

Ronan leaned an elbow against his wagon bench and watched.

He had seen preachers lose rooms with more words than this woman used to hold a street.

Judd finally said, “Because it still could’ve.”

“Yes,” she said. “Because harm does not need your permission.”

The men said nothing now.

Ronan looked from the boys to the broken step. The lower plank had split near the edge, old rot hidden under paint. The wheel had done damage, but the wood had been waiting for an excuse to fail.

That was most things, he had found.

People too.

Miss Fenner looked toward the men again. “The step was already bad. I reported it twice.”

Mr. Sarn stiffened. “The board was scheduled for repair.”

“Was it scheduled before or after a child went through it?”

A smaller man near the hitching rail coughed into his fist. Someone behind him murmured, “She has him there.”

Mr. Sarn heard it and disliked the hearing.

“This is not the place for a public quarrel,” he said.

“No,” Miss Fenner said. “This is the place where children come to learn. That is why I am particular about whether they survive the steps.”

Ronan smiled then, though he kept it small.

The woman saw it.

Her eyes moved to him for the first time.

He felt the look land and measure him in one pass: hat, coat, shoulders, hands, wagon, tools, mud on boots, no ring, no local dust yet.

A woman like that did not merely look at a man. She read what he hoped to keep folded.

“You are new,” she said.

“Just arrived.”

“With tools.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Are you the repairman?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

Ronan looked at the broken step, then the boys, then Mr. Sarn, who now looked as if he wished the whole street would sink.

“On what broke,” Ronan said.

Miss Fenner held his gaze.

Then she looked toward the schoolhouse, the boys, the men, the cracked board, the frightened child now being held by an older girl near the doorway.

“You would not believe me if I told you.”

That should not have stayed with him.

It did.

Mr. Sarn seized the chance to regain control. “This is Ronan Briggs. Hired for repairs around town.”

“Temporary repairs,” Ronan said.

Miss Fenner noticed the correction.

Of course she did.

“Temporary,” she repeated, not mocking him. Worse. Understanding him.

Ronan stepped down from the wagon. Mud took his boots at once. He crossed to the broken step and crouched, running two fingers along the split grain. Old rot underneath. Poor nail placement. Paint covering neglect.

“You need more than a board,” he said.

“I know.”

He looked up.

She stood above him, the sun behind her shoulder, slate still in one hand, fury settled now into purpose. He had known beautiful women. Some soft, some vain, some kind, some dangerous, some lonely enough to make a man feel useful for an evening.

This one was different.

She did not invite saving.

She demanded truth.

“You reported this twice?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“To him?”

“To the school board.”

Ronan glanced at Sarn.

The man flushed. “There are priorities in a town, Mr. Briggs.”

Ronan pressed his thumb into the underside of the step. The wood gave too easily.

“Rot usually becomes one.”

A laugh came from somewhere behind him. It died fast when Sarn looked over.

Miss Fenner’s mouth did not smile, but something in her eyes warmed for half a second.

It was gone before Ronan could enjoy it.

The boys began edging backward.

She did not turn. “No.”

They stopped.

“All four of you will come back after dismissal,” she said. “You will remove the broken wood Mr. Briggs tells you to remove, carry what he permits you to carry, sweep what you scattered, and apologize to Ruthie Valeen.”

Otho looked horrified. “All of us?”

“You participated in all of it.”

Judd muttered, “I got chores.”

“You have restitution first.”

Mr. Sarn cleared his throat again. “Miss Fenner, perhaps punishment should be discussed with their families.”

“Excellent,” she said. “Send for them. They may help.”

This time Ronan did not hide his smile quickly enough.

Miss Fenner saw it again.

“Something amusing, Mr. Briggs?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The street held still.

Her brow lifted.

Ronan stood and dusted his hands. “Mostly that you are correct and nobody here seems pleased by it.”

That got the wrong kind of silence.

Or maybe the right kind.

Mr. Sarn looked at him as if temporary repairmen should remain decorative until paid.

Miss Fenner looked at him longer.

“What is your rate?” she asked.

“For steps?”

“For honesty.”

Ronan considered that. “Usually costs people more than they want to pay.”

“Then you may fit this town better than you planned.”

He should have corrected her.

He should have said again that he was temporary. He should have made it plain that he fixed what could be fixed, took what was owed, and moved on before women with steady eyes began speaking as if they already saw the shape of a man’s cowardice.

Instead, he looked at the broken step.

“I can make it safe before sundown.”

“Safe is not the same as sound.”

“No.”

“Can you make it sound?”

“With better wood.”

“We have some behind the church.”

“Good wood?”

“No.”

“Then no.”

That almost brought her smile out. Not quite.

“Honesty is expensive,” she said.

“So is bad lumber.”

Behind them, Ruthie Valeen sniffled again. Miss Fenner turned at once, and the whole force of her softened—not weakened, softened—as she went to the child and brushed a bit of dirt from her cheek.

Ronan watched that too.

He saw the difference in her. Steel for men who excused danger. Gentleness for children who suffered from it. Not two women. One woman with sense enough to know which hand the moment required.

It had been a long time since he had admired anyone so quickly.

He did not trust it.

Admiration had roots if a man was not careful.

He went back to his wagon and opened the tool chest. His tools lay wrapped in oiled cloth, each one placed where his hand expected it. Plane. Brace. Saw. Hammer. Chisel. Square. Level. Auger.

A life arranged so no one could ask anything of him but skill.

He lifted the hammer.

A boy stood near the wagon, watching.

Ronan had not seen him approach.

He was smaller than Judd, maybe nine or ten, mixed by the look of him, brown-skinned with guarded eyes and a chin held too high for a child. His shirt sleeves were patched. One hand had a scrape across the knuckles, fresh enough that the blood had dried dark.

Ronan looked at the scrape. “You need that washed.”

The boy pulled his hand back. “Ain’t yours.”

“No. But dirt does not care whose hand it infects.”

“I don’t need nobody watching me.”

He said it too fast. Like a sentence learned before he had grown tall enough to carry it.

Ronan studied him.

“What is your name?”

The boy’s eyes moved to the tools, then Ronan’s boots, then the street behind him. Always looking for exits.

“Tavian,” he said at last. “Tav Cole.”

“You one of the wheel-rollers?”

“No.”

“Friend of theirs?”

“No.”

“Enemy?”

That caught him. The boy frowned. “I ain’t scared of them.”

“I did not ask that.”

Tav’s jaw tightened.

A woman called from near the mercantile. “Tavian Cole.”

The boy turned at the voice. A Black woman stood with a folded parcel against her hip, thin from work and worry, but with kindness still holding in her face. She looked tired in a way sleep would not fix.

Tav shoved his scraped hand behind his back.

The woman saw it anyway.

Mothers did.

“Come here,” she said.

“I’m fine.”

“I did not ask what story you were telling yourself. Come here.”

Ronan glanced toward Miss Fenner. She had heard the exchange and was watching, though she did not interfere.

Tav looked once more at Ronan’s tool chest.

There was hunger in that look. Not for food. For the ordered certainty of things that fit where they belonged.

Then he ran to his mother, angry at being called, angrier at wanting to be.

Miss Fenner came back toward the steps.

“Elsera Cole’s boy,” she said quietly.

Ronan unfolded his saw. “Looks like trouble.”

“He is a child.”

“Those can be trouble.”

“Yes,” she said. “Especially when trouble is the only thing that looks back at them.”

Ronan set the saw across the broken plank but did not cut yet.

“You talk like every child is a sermon.”

“No. I talk like every child is listening before men decide to teach.”

He looked at her then.

It was a mistake.

Her eyes were dark and direct. No flirtation. No coyness. No soft little performance to make a man feel large. If she liked how he looked, she gave no sign. If she disliked it, she gave no sign of that either.

She simply saw him.

Ronan had faced bad weather, bad roads, drunk teamsters, cheating merchants, broken axles on slopes, and horses determined to die at the least convenient hour.

He found himself less comfortable under Keziah Fenner’s gaze.

“You always speak this plain?” he asked.

“When I am tired.”

“And when you are rested?”

“I try to be merciful.”

He laughed once, low.

There it was—the smile. Brief, unwilling, and better than it had any right to be.

Then the school bell rang from inside, struck by some child too eager or too hard. The sound came cracked through the open door, thin and bright over the mud street.

Miss Fenner turned toward it.

For the first time since she had stepped outside, Ronan saw the weariness in her shoulders. Not defeat. Not weakness. Weariness. The kind that came from holding a line others kept stepping over.

She pressed two fingers briefly against her brow before turning back to the boys, as if patience had to be chosen before it could be shown.

Then she lifted the broken plank herself.

Ronan reached for it. “I’ll take that.”

“I can carry a board.”

“I expect you can.”

“Then why reach?”

“Because you were carrying it alone.”

She stopped.

There.

He knew he had said too much because the air changed between them. Not soft. Not sweet. Dangerous in a quieter way.

Her hand remained on the board.

His hand remained on the other end.

The street continued around them. Boys breathing. Men shifting. A mule flicking its tail. Ruthie being led inside. Tavian Cole arguing softly with his mother near the mercantile. Somewhere a hammer rang from the blacksmith shop.

But for one strange second, Ronan Briggs stood in Redoak Crossing with a woman he had known less than an hour, both of them holding opposite ends of the same broken piece of wood, and felt the future touch his hand.

He let go first.

That was habit.

Miss Fenner noticed.

That was becoming a problem.

“I will need the boys after dismissal,” he said.

“You will have them.”

“And better wood.”

“You may have to argue with Mr. Sarn.”

“I charge extra for arguing.”

“No,” she said, and this time the smile came, small but real. “You do that for free.”

Ronan looked down before he answered, because if he looked too long, he might say something foolish.

“I am only here for the work, Miss Fenner.”

“I know.”

The way she said it made him wish she had argued.

She turned back toward the schoolhouse, then paused on the bottom step—careful now, testing where the wood still held.

“Mr. Briggs?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Temporary men usually say that more than once.”

Then she went inside.

Ronan stood in the street with his hammer in his hand and the mud drying on his boots.

He had arrived that morning with his tools packed.

By sundown, he knew two things.

The schoolhouse steps were worse than they looked.

And so was leaving.
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​Chapter 1 — A Man with His Tools Packed
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By morning, Ronan Briggs had made the schoolhouse steps safe.

Not sound.

Safe was what a man did with bad wood, short daylight, and four shame-faced boys who swung hammers like they were trying to punish the nails.

Sound required better lumber, better planning, and people willing to admit the old boards had been failing long before a loose wagon wheel gave them permission.

Ronan came back at first light anyway.

That irritated him some.

He had slept in the livery loft with his coat folded under his head and his boots near his hand. His wagon sat below with his tool chest still strapped tight in the bed, because a man who unpacked too much had already started lying to himself.

A tool chest belonged best against a wall, not strapped to a wagon bed.

Ronan ignored the thought.

He had arrived in Redoak Crossing for a few repairs. He had no cause to be standing in pale spring light before a schoolhouse, shaving a crooked plank because a woman with tired eyes had asked whether children ought to survive the steps.

Yet there he was.

The repaired bottom step held under his boot. It did not creak. That was something.

The new board did not match the old paint. That was also something, though not a good one.

Behind him, the town woke by pieces. A rooster argued with God behind the mercantile. A wagon clattered past loaded with sacks of meal. Smoke lifted from chimneys in thin blue strings. Somewhere a woman called for a boy named Otho with the kind of voice that had already called twice.

Ronan crouched and ran his thumb over the plank edge.

“Too rough?”

He did not turn.

“I did not say that.”

Keziah Fenner stood behind him with a book against her chest and a small tin pail in one hand. Her hair was pinned neater than it had a right to be at that hour, though the same stubborn curl had escaped near her temple. The morning caught the line of her cheek, and Ronan looked away because looking had started to feel less like noticing and more like wanting.

He stood.

“You asked if it was too rough,” he said.

“I asked because you were frowning at it.”

“I frown at most things before breakfast.”

“Then breakfast should be warned.”

He looked at the pail. “That breakfast?”

“For children who forget theirs.”

“Children forget food?”

“Some forget. Some pretend.”

She said it plainly, not asking pity for anyone. That made it harder to dismiss.

Ronan looked toward the schoolhouse door. “You feed them out of your own pay?”

“I feed them when they need feeding.”

“That was not my question.”

“No,” she said. “But it is the answer I have.”

The school bell rang inside, clumsy and too hard.

Keziah closed her eyes for half a breath.

“Someone is eager,” Ronan said.

“Someone is going to crack the bell.”

“Same child?”

“Different sinner.”

He smiled before he could stop it.

She saw it, of course.

“I need to open school,” she said. “The boys will come after lessons to finish what they owe.”

“All four?”

“All four.”

“Otho too?”

“Especially Otho.”

Ronan lifted a brow. “He looks like he might steal the nails he’s supposed to drive.”

“He might.”

“You say that calm.”

“I did not say I was surprised.”

The door opened behind her and children began filing in. They came like weather: some quick, some late, some loud enough to wake dead grandparents, some quiet enough to make Ronan look twice.

A white girl with coppery braids held a slate to her chest like it was a shield. A Black boy older than most led a younger girl by the hand and gave Ronan one careful glance before looking away. A girl with dark hair and watchful eyes paused near the steps and waited until the others gave her space. Keziah greeted her by name.

“Nokomis.”

“Noko is fine, Miss Fenner.”

“Nokomis is your name.”

The girl’s mouth tucked to one side, not quite a smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

Ronan noticed the exchange because Keziah did not make a lesson of it. She simply honored the child’s name and let her pass.

Then Tavian Cole came along the road with a slate under one arm and his scraped hand wrapped badly in a strip of cloth.

He did not walk like the others.

Children usually approached school with reluctance, eagerness, or fear. Tavian approached it like a man entering a room where he had already counted the exits.

His mother came behind him, slower, carrying laundry tied in a cloth bundle. Elsera Cole looked younger than her weariness. She had a narrow face, soft eyes, and a back held straight by dignity rather than rest. She was Black, not as dark as Keziah, with the look of a woman who had made peace with work but not with worry.

“Tavian,” she said, stopping near the road. “Show Miss Fenner your hand.”

“I wrapped it.”

“With what? A surrender flag?”

He scowled.

Keziah stepped toward him. “Let me see.”

Tavian held still for one second too long, as if weighing whether obedience would cost him pride. Then he thrust out his hand like an accusation.

Keziah unwound the cloth. The scrape was dirty around the edges.

Ronan saw infection waiting in it.

Keziah saw the same.

“You washed this?”

Tavian looked past her. “Some.”

“With water?”

His silence answered.

“With soap?”

That silence answered louder.

Elsera shifted the laundry bundle against her hip. “He told me it was clean.”

Keziah looked at the boy.

Tav stared back, jaw tight.

“Was that true?” she asked.

“It weren’t bleeding no more.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“No.”

“No, what?”

“No, ma’am.”

Keziah nodded once. “Inside. I will clean it before lessons.”

“I can do it.”

“I believe you can. You did not.”

Tav’s face hardened.

Ronan expected him to argue.

He did not. He walked inside with the kind of stiff back boys used when they wanted the world to know obedience had not conquered them.

Elsera looked after him, tired love in her eyes. “He is not always so sharp.”

“No,” Keziah said. “Only when someone gets close enough to see where he is tender.”

Elsera’s mouth trembled once, then steadied. “His father is away again. He does not say he minds.”

“Children say many things badly.”

The women exchanged a look that did not require Ronan.

He felt outside it, and rightly so.

Elsera glanced toward him. “You are the repairman?”

“For now.”

“For now,” she repeated softly, not judging. Just hearing.

People in Redoak Crossing seemed to have a habit of hearing too much.

She nodded, then went on toward the back road with the laundry bundle.

Keziah stood a moment longer before the schoolhouse door. Ronan saw her grip the pail handle tighter, just once, as if the morning had already laid more weight on her than she had planned to carry.

Then a boy inside shouted, “He touched my slate!”

“I did not!”

“You did too!”

Keziah inhaled.

Ronan said, “Sounds educational.”

“It will be.”

She went inside.

Ronan should have gone to the church porch. Mr. Sarn had mentioned loose railing there, and a man paid for town repairs ought to look first at the list of things that carried money.

Instead, Ronan lingered by the schoolhouse window because the plank beneath the sill had warped and needed checking.

That was the explanation he gave himself.

It held about as well as wet paper.

Inside, Keziah did not begin with Scripture or sums. She began with silence.

Not the kind of silence that came from fear. The kind a room slowly entered because one person stood still enough to make noise feel foolish.

“Slates down,” she said.

A scrape. A thump. A whisper that died before it finished.

“Tavian Cole, bring your hand.”

“I can still write.”

“You can write after I clean what you should have cleaned last night.”

“That ain’t schoolwork.”

“Neither is infection. Yet both have interrupted my morning.”

A few children laughed.

Keziah looked up.

The laughter stopped without injury.

Ronan heard water poured into a basin. Tavian hissed once and tried to swallow the sound.

Keziah’s voice gentled. “Pain is allowed. Kicking the stool is not.”

“I didn’t kick it.”

“The stool disagrees.”

A little more laughter, this time softer. She allowed that much.

Ronan moved to the side window and checked the sill with his thumb. Rotten at the corner. Not dangerous yet. Soon enough.

Inside, Keziah began recitation. The children read by rows. Some stumbled. Some rushed. Some knew the words but not the meaning. Keziah caught all of it.

“Amos Cuffe,” she said, “read the line again. Slower this time. You are not being paid by the mile.”

A boy’s voice, older and controlled, read carefully.

“Good. Otho Brimm, if your eyes are on Judd’s slate, shall I assume Judd is now responsible for your soul and spelling both?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then rescue him from the burden.”

Ronan shaved a sliver from the sill with his knife and listened despite himself.

There were white children in that room with farm dust on their cuffs. Black children with careful manners and watchful faces. Mixed children with features that made nosy adults ask too many questions. Noko Bellanger sat near the side where the light fell best, her dark braid over one shoulder, her eyes taking in more than she gave back. Tavian sat near the rear, hand freshly wrapped, body angled as if half his mind had already left.

The room was not peaceful.

It was ordered.

There was a difference.

A peaceful room meant nothing tested it. An ordered room meant something stronger than disorder had taken hold.

Keziah moved through it like a woman holding back weather with chalk, Scripture, arithmetic, and stubbornness.

Ronan stepped away from the window.

He was not there to admire schoolkeeping.

He went to the church porch.

The railing was loose, as promised. Two posts had rotted at the base. The porch boards were cupped from rain, and one support leaned meanly enough to make him dislike the look of it.

He had just begun pulling a nail when Mr. Sarn crossed the yard with a folded paper in hand and importance in his stride.

“Mr. Briggs.”

Ronan did not stop working. “Morning.”

“I see you found the porch.”

“It was attached to the church. Hard to miss.”

Sarn either ignored the tone or stored it for later. “The board met last evening in brief consultation.”

“Sounds painful.”

“We have determined the school steps will need a proper repair.”

“They needed that before yesterday.”

Sarn smiled thinly. “Yes, well, Miss Fenner can be dramatic in matters concerning children.”

Ronan pulled the nail clean, turned it between two fingers, and dropped it into his pouch.

“She was correct.”

Sarn’s face held, but not happily. “Correctness is not always the same as prudence.”

“No. But rot is still rot.”

“You are fond of that word.”

“It keeps presenting itself.”

Sarn folded his paper again though he had not read it. “We would like an estimate. School steps, church porch, and perhaps the back sill of the schoolhouse.”

“The back sill is necessary.”

“You have inspected it?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“This morning.”

Sarn looked toward the schoolhouse. “Miss Fenner asked you?”

“No.”

“Then why—”

“It was there.”

That answer seemed to trouble Sarn more than if Ronan had claimed divine instruction.

“Mr. Briggs, the town does have a manner of procedure.”

Ronan set the hammer down and looked at him.

Sarn was not a fool, not entirely. He was dressed well enough, trimmed well enough, and spoke with the practiced patience of a man used to decisions moving through his hands. He was the kind of man towns trusted because he looked like order from a distance.

Up close, Ronan saw something else.

Delay dressed as wisdom.

“It has a manner of procedure,” Ronan said. “Does it have good lumber?”

Sarn blinked. “We have lumber.”

“I asked if it was good.”

“For ordinary use.”

“Children walking over it is ordinary use.”

Sarn’s mouth tightened. “Then you will provide the estimate?”

“After I see the lumber.”

“By tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

Sarn left with his procedure intact and his temper showing at the edges.

Ronan watched him go.

Then he looked toward the schoolhouse.

Through the window, he saw Tavian Cole looking out at him.

The boy should have been reading. He was not. His wrapped hand rested on the desk. His eyes were fixed on Ronan’s hammer, then Ronan’s face, then the pouch of salvaged nails at his belt.

Keziah passed behind him and tapped his slate once.

Tav turned forward.

Ronan went back to work.

By noon, he had three piles near the church porch: wood worth keeping, wood fit only for kindling, and wood that made him wonder who had nailed it down with a clear conscience.

Children spilled from the schoolhouse at midday like a bucket tipped over. Some ran straight home. Some lingered in knots. Some came to stare at the piles as if dead boards held entertainment.

Otho Brimm crouched near the nail pouch.

Ronan said, “No.”

The boy jerked back. “I weren’t touching.”

“You were thinking loud.”

Otho scowled. He was small-boned, pale, narrow-faced, with eyes too quick for innocence and hands that seemed offended when empty.

“I was just looking.”

“At nails?”

“At how you pulled them without bending them worse.”

That answer was better than Ronan expected.

He took one straightened nail from the pouch and held it up. “A nail comes out best when you do not rush it sideways.”

Otho leaned closer despite himself.

Ronan set the nail on the porch rail. “Pull wrong and you ruin the board and the nail.”

Otho’s fingers twitched.

“Touch it without asking,” Ronan said, “and I will know you are more thief than student.”

The boy’s face went red. “I ain’t a thief.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Then ask.”

Otho looked as if the word itself were heavier than the porch.

“Can I see it?”

Ronan handed him the nail.

Otho turned it carefully, attention sharpening his whole face.

There. That was the difference. Mischief scattered a boy. Interest gathered him.

“You like tools,” Ronan said.

Otho shrugged, defensive again. “They’re just tools.”

“Then give it back.”

Otho held it half a breath longer, then returned it.

Judd Alder stood a few feet away, pretending not to watch. Ronan looked at him.

“You owe work after school.”

“I know.”

“You plan on doing it poorly?”

Judd lifted his chin. “I know how to carry wood.”

“That was not my question.”

The boy’s eyes narrowed.

He was maybe thirteen, though pride had tried to make him fifteen. White, lean, hard at the edges, with a face that had learned resentment before patience. His shirt was clean but worn thin. His boots were nearly outgrown.

“I will do it,” Judd said.

“That is an answer.”

“It is the only one I got.”

“Most men have fewer. They just use more words.”

Judd did not know whether that was insult or agreement.

Good.

A shadow fell over them. Amos Cuffe stood nearby with two books under one arm. He was older than most of the children, Black, tall for his age, his shirt patched but clean, his expression level. He looked at Judd, then at Ronan, then at the woodpile.

“Miss Fenner said not to crowd Mr. Briggs.”

Judd snorted. “You her deputy now?”

“No.”

“Then why you talking?”

“Because you crowding him.”

“I ain’t.”

Ronan looked at Amos. “You always this orderly?”

Amos considered that before answering. “No, sir. I just don’t like being blamed with fools.”

Judd took one step toward him.

Ronan picked up the hammer.

Not fast. Not threatening.

Just enough.

Judd stopped.

Amos did not move.

Ronan said, “If you boys are finished arranging who is most foolish, I need this path clear.”

Amos nodded and stepped back.

Judd lingered just long enough to prove he had chosen to, then left.

Otho followed the nail pouch with his eyes as Ronan tied it shut.

From the schoolhouse door, Keziah watched all of it.

Ronan felt the watching and did not turn soon enough to pretend otherwise.

She came down the steps.

“You handled that without bloodshed,” she said.

“I have my moments.”

“Do any involve patience?”

“Not usually.”

“Shame. It is useful with children.”

“So is a locked nail pouch.”

She glanced at Otho, who had stopped near the road to look back once more. “Especially with that one.”

“You know he likes tools?”

“I know he likes anything with parts. I also know parts disappear when he is nearby.”

“Has anyone given him work?”

“He is twelve.”

“That was not my question.”

Keziah looked at him a moment, then away toward Otho.

“No,” she said. “Not work that trusted him.”

The answer sat between them.

Ronan disliked how often that happened with her. Ordinary words turned into doors, and behind every one stood something waiting to be seen.

At dismissal, the four guilty boys returned.

Otho came first, trying to look as if he had chosen the punishment. Judd came next, carrying his pride like a second shirt. Two smaller boys followed, both pale with dread and curiosity.

Keziah brought Ruthie Valeen with her.

The child stood beside her, cleaner now, hair brushed, one hand clutching the edge of Keziah’s skirt.

Judd stared at the dirt.

Otho stared at the broken steps.

The smaller boys stared at Ruthie and then away.

Keziah did not make a speech.

“Begin,” she said.

The first boy whispered an apology.

Keziah said, “Again. To Ruthie, not your shoes.”

He tried again.

Otho did better than Ronan expected. His voice shook, but he said the words plainly enough.

Judd went last.

His face was red with humiliation. He looked at Ruthie, then at Ronan, then at the men working down the street who had slowed to watch.

Ronan knew that look.

A boy could learn remorse in such a moment, or he could learn to hate the people who had seen him small.

“Judd,” Keziah said quietly.

Not sharp. Just his name.

He looked at Ruthie.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Ruthie’s small chin trembled. “You did.”

Judd swallowed.

Ronan watched something fight across the boy’s face.

Pride lost.

“I know,” Judd said.

That was the first useful thing he had said all day.

Keziah placed one hand briefly on Ruthie’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

Then the work began.

Ronan did not let the boys use saws. He gave them carrying, sweeping, sorting, and holding. They complained until he made the work more exact, then they complained less because exactness left less breath.

Otho watched every motion Ronan made.

Judd tried to lift too much at once and nearly dropped a stack of boards on his foot.

Ronan caught the top board before it fell.

“Strength is useful,” he said. “Showing it off is expensive.”

Judd glared.

“Carry two.”

“I can carry four.”

“You can nearly drop four. Carry two.”

The boy obeyed, angry but obedient.

Keziah stayed only long enough to see the work properly started. Then she went back inside with her books.

Ronan felt the absence.

That annoyed him.

By late afternoon, the worst of the steps had been pulled apart, the salvageable boards stacked, the rotten ones set aside, and the boys dirty enough to prove labor had touched them.

Otho held up a bent nail. “Can this one be straightened?”

“Some can.”

“How do you know?”

“Try.”

Otho looked startled.

Ronan set the nail on a flat stone, handed him a small hammer, and showed him where to tap.

“Not hard. True.”

Otho tapped too hard.

The nail jumped.

Ronan said nothing.

Otho looked at him, waiting for scorn.

“Again,” Ronan said.

The second tap was better.

The third better still.

Otho’s mouth opened slightly, not with a smile, but with discovery.

Judd watched from the woodpile.

Tav Cole watched from across the road.

Ronan saw him only because the boy was trying hard not to be seen.

He stood near the mercantile post, one shoulder against it, wrapped hand tucked under his arm. Elsera was not with him now. His eyes stayed on Otho with the hammer.

Not jealous exactly.

Hungry again.

Keziah came out of the schoolhouse carrying a stack of books tied in cloth. She followed Ronan’s gaze and saw Tav too.

Neither of them called the boy over.

That seemed to matter.

Tav waited another minute, then pushed away from the post and walked off like leaving had been his intention all along.

Ronan turned back to Otho. “Again.”

The boy tapped the nail straighter.

The sun lowered behind the church steeple, throwing long shadows across the yard. The repaired steps were not finished, but they were better. The porch was worse than the town wanted to admit. The sill would need work. So would the church rail. So would half the things Ronan had seen between livery and schoolhouse.

He cleaned his tools, wrapped them in oiled cloth, and placed each in its proper place inside the chest.

Keziah stood nearby.

“You keep them ready to leave,” she said.

Ronan closed the chest.

“I keep them ready to work.”

“Is that what you call it?”

“Yes.”

She shifted the books against her hip. He saw the weariness again. Not dramatic. Just real.

“You did good work today,” she said.

“Steps are not finished.”

“I was not speaking only of steps.”

He did not answer.

The boys had gone. The street had quieted. The schoolhouse sat behind them, patched in places, still failing in others. Redoak Crossing seemed the sort of town that would always have something loose, cracked, or leaning.

Ronan rested one hand on the tool chest.

It was still strapped in his wagon.

Still packed.

That mattered.

Keziah stepped carefully onto the new bottom plank. It held.

“Safe,” she said.

“For now.”

“Sound?”

“Not yet.”

She looked at him.

The words seemed to belong to more than wood.

Ronan looked away first.

Again.

“I will finish it tomorrow,” he said.

“That was not on your original agreement.”

“No.”

“Then why?”

He lifted the reins and climbed onto the wagon bench.

“Bad steps offend me.”

Keziah’s eyes warmed just enough to make the lie feel seen but not exposed.

“Of course,” she said.

Ronan clicked to the horse and rolled toward the livery with his tool chest behind him, every latch closed, every tool wrapped, every part of his life still arranged for departure.

He had not unpacked.

That was the comfort he chose to believe.
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​Chapter 2 — Keziah’s Burden
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Ronan came back the next morning because the steps were not sound.

That was the reason he used.

It was sensible. Practical. A man could carry it in both hands without looking foolish. The bottom plank held, but the second and third had old weakness near the edges, and the left stringer had taken water long enough to complain under weight. Children would use those steps in rain, cold, hurry, anger, and carelessness. Safe for one day was not safe enough.

So Ronan came back.

Not because Keziah Fenner had stood on the new board yesterday with books against her hip and seen straight through him.

Not because Tavian Cole had watched a hammer like it was a doorway into another life.

Not because the schoolhouse had seemed less like a building needing repair and more like a place where too much of the town’s future was being kept together by one woman’s will.

The steps were not sound.

That was enough.

He reached the schoolhouse before the bell. Morning fog still clung low over the wagon ruts, and Redoak Crossing had the damp smell of wet wood, horse sweat, ashes, and bread somewhere beginning to brown. Ronan liked towns best at this hour. Before talk. Before bargaining. Before men had time to dress neglect in excuses.

He unstrapped his tool chest and set it near the steps.

The sound of it touching earth bothered him.

A tool chest belonged against a wall. In a shop. In a house. Someplace where the floor did not shift under it and a man did not have to fasten it every night as if preparing for escape.

He opened the lid harder than necessary.

“Arguing with your own tools?”

Keziah stood at the schoolhouse door.

She wore a dark blue dress today, plain and neat, with cuffs clean enough to make a man wonder when she found time to wash anything. A stack of slates rested in one arm. In the other hand she held a folded paper, a small reader, and the same tin pail from yesterday.

The curl had escaped again.

Ronan ignored it less successfully than he intended.

“I win most arguments with tools,” he said.

“That must be comforting.”

“More than arguing with people.”

“Tools do not talk back.”

“No.”

“Or tell you when you are wrong.”

He glanced up. “Good tools do.”

That almost earned him a smile.

Almost.

Keziah stepped carefully around the loose plank. “You are early.”

“So are you.”

“I work here.”

“I was hired here.”

“Were you hired for today?”

“No.”

She waited.

Ronan removed his hammer, square, and pry bar, placing each on the cloth beside the chest. “The steps are not sound.”

“I know.”

“You say that often.”

“Because I often do.”

Children were already appearing along the road. A few came in pairs. One little white boy dragged his slate by the string and left a pale line in the mud. Lottie Greer walked with her chin tucked against the cold and her books hugged close. Amos Cuffe came steady and alert, as if he had already finished one day’s worth of work before beginning another.

Tav Cole was not among them.

Ronan noticed.

He wished he had not.

Keziah noticed him noticing.

“His father came home late,” she said.

“Whose?”

She gave him a look that spared him nothing.

Ronan bent to examine the stringer. “I was looking down the road.”

“At nothing particular?”

“Roads are useful.”

“So are honest answers.”

He tapped the wood with the back of his hammer. Hollow at the lower joint. “Tavian absent often?”

“Not often enough for some to notice. Often enough for me.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he is clever about being missing.”

Ronan pried the bad board loose. “That a talent?”

“In children, it is usually a warning.”

He set the plank aside. “You have many of those?”

“Warnings?”

“Children.”

“More than I can carry properly.”

The answer had no ornament on it. That made it heavier.

Inside, a bench scraped across the floor. Someone laughed. Someone else shouted, “That was mine!”

Keziah closed her eyes for one breath, then opened them with duty already back in place.

“I have to begin.”

“You have a board loose inside?”

“Several.”

“Benches?”

“Children.”

He looked at her.

This time she did smile. Briefly. Tiredly.

Then she went inside.

Ronan worked through the first lesson hour with the schoolhouse door open behind him. Keziah’s voice came out between hammer blows and saw strokes, sometimes steady, sometimes sharp, sometimes warmed by a patience he could hear her choosing.

“Lottie, read it again. Do not run from the comma.”

A pause.

“Good.”

Another pause.

“Otho Brimm, if you sharpen that pencil any further, you will have nothing left but intention.”

A boy muttered.

“Intention does not write sums.”

Ronan smiled down at the board.

He cut it wrong.

Not badly. Not enough to ruin it. But wrong enough to know he had been listening instead of measuring.

He looked toward the open door with irritation that had nowhere honest to land.

A man distracted by a schoolteacher’s voice ought to be charged extra for his own foolishness.

He recut the edge.

By midmorning, the new plank sat true. He had begun setting a brace when a small girl appeared in the doorway. Black. Dark-eyed. Serious.

“Miss Fenner says may I bring this to you?”

She held a folded note.

Ronan took it. “Your name?”

“Lottie Greer.”

“You always this formal?”

She considered him like the question had weight. “When carrying a note.”

“Wise.”

She nodded, then fled back inside as if relieved the errand had not bitten her.

Ronan unfolded the note.

Mr. Briggs,

Please do not use the shorter boards from behind the church. The left stack has beetle damage. The right stack is better but warped. If you must choose between them, choose the warped wood and make it confess.

—K. Fenner

Ronan read it twice.

Then he looked toward the schoolhouse door.

“Make it confess,” he muttered.

Inside, Keziah said, “I heard that.”

He turned the note over and found a second line on the back.

Also, Otho has asked twice whether bent nails can be made useful again. Do not let him near your pouch without counting first.

Ronan folded the note and put it in his shirt pocket.

Not because he meant to keep it.

Because his hands were full.

By noon, the children poured out for dinner. Some had food wrapped in cloth. Some had apples. Some had cornbread. Some had nothing and pretended that running was more interesting than eating.

Keziah watched all of them.

Ronan watched her watching.

It was a quiet kind of labor, but it had weight to it.

She crossed to the edge of the yard where a thin boy with pale hair was making a great show of looking into the road. Finch Roker, if Ronan remembered right from yesterday’s noise. The boy had one suspender twisted and a grin too lively for his empty hands.

“Finch,” Keziah said.

“I am waiting on a man.”

“What man?”

“The man bringing my dinner.”

“Is he invisible?”

“Delayed.”

“By what?”

“Possibly wolves.”

“In Redoak Crossing?”

“Small wolves.”

Keziah looked at him.

The boy held out under the look for nearly three seconds.

Then his grin wobbled.

She took a cloth-wrapped biscuit from her pail and handed it to him. “Eat before the small wolves develop manners and ask for half.”

Finch took it too fast, then slowed as if remembering pride. “I was not hungry.”

“No. You were heroic.”

He bit into the biscuit and looked away.

Keziah did not watch him eat. That was mercy. She moved on before shame could catch up.

Ronan bent over a board, but his eyes followed her.

She gave Lottie a folded paper. Spoke quietly to Amos. Adjusted Ruthie’s scarf. Sent Otho away from the woodpile with one pointed finger. Checked the road twice.

For Tavian.

He did not come.

After the noon break, Ronan went to the back of the schoolhouse to inspect the sill properly. It was worse than he liked. Water had crept under the paint and sat there year after year, doing its patient work. The corner would hold for a while.

But “for a while” was where fools built their houses.

He set his hand against the wood and felt the give beneath the surface.

The schoolhouse window was open above him.

Inside, Keziah’s voice had gone quieter.

“No, Mrs. Roker,” she said. “I am not accusing Finch.”

A woman’s voice answered, brittle with exhaustion. “When folks call my boy hungry, they mean I do not feed him.”

“I said he had no dinner.”

“You think I do not know that?”

Silence.

Ronan stayed still. He did not want to hear. He could not help hearing.

Keziah spoke lower. “I think you are tired.”

The woman made a sound halfway between a laugh and a break.

“I have flour,” Keziah said. “Not much. Enough for two days. Take it as a loan if pride requires interest.”

The woman’s voice came back rough. “I cannot pay interest.”

“Then take it as Christian theft from me and let God sort the account.”

Ronan stared at the sill.

There was no answer for a while.

Then Mrs. Roker said, “He ate?”

“Yes.”

“Fast?”

“Yes.”

A long breath. “He always eats fast when he gets it.”

Ronan stepped away from the window.

Some conversations a man had no right to keep hearing.

He carried two boards to the front yard and spent longer than necessary checking their grain.

When school resumed, Keziah came outside with a ledger under one arm and a folded cloth bag in her hand. Her face looked composed, but not untouched. She passed the bag to a woman waiting near the side gate without letting the exchange become public.

Then she came to where Ronan was measuring a support.

“You have been quiet,” she said.

“I am usually quiet.”

“No. You are usually working loudly enough to discourage questions.”

He set the pencil behind his ear. “That a complaint?”

“Observation.”

“Those can be worse.”

“Only when true.”

He did not answer.

She looked at the exposed sill. “How bad?”

“Bad.”

“I suspected.”

“You suspect too much.”

“I would enjoy being wrong more often.”

Ronan tapped the wood. “This will need replacing before winter.”

“Before summer, if children keep leaning on it.”

“They lean on sills?”

“They lean on anything that does not move away.”

That sounded less like a schoolhouse comment than it had a right to.

Ronan glanced toward the yard where a few children were lining up after recess. “You know all their troubles?”

“No.”

“But you try.”

She held the ledger tighter.

There it was: a guardedness he had not seen yesterday. Not fear. Something nearer to weariness protecting itself.

“I know enough to worry over the rest,” she said.

“That why you keep the ledger?”

Her face changed.

A small change. Most men would have missed it.

Ronan was not most men when wood or people shifted grain under his hand.

“What ledger?” she asked.

“The one under your arm.”

“This is school business.”

“I expect so.”

“You inspect books too, Mr. Briggs?”

“Only when they look heavier than paper.”

She looked as if she might rebuke him.

Instead, she laughed once under her breath. Not with amusement exactly. With surrender to the fact that he had seen too much.

“I keep attendance,” she said.

“And?”

“Lessons.”

“And?”

“Supplies.”

“And?”

Her eyes sharpened. “You ask like a man prying up floorboards.”

“I find rot that way.”

That was the wrong word.

He knew it the moment her shoulders stiffened.

“Children are not rot,” she said.

“No.”

“Poverty is not rot.”

“I did not say it was.”

“Absence is not always rot. Hunger is not rot. Ignorance is not rot.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

He stood fully then.

The yard noise thinned around them, or maybe he only stopped hearing it.

“I know the difference between damage and fault,” he said. “I know wood can be neglected until it fails, then blamed for breaking under weight. I know a thing can be weak because nobody protected it from weather. That is not the same as calling it worthless.”

Keziah’s anger held one more breath.

Then loosened.

She looked away first this time.

“I am sorry,” she said.

He had not expected that.

“I thought you meant something uglier,” she added.

“I speak plain when I mean ugly.”

Her mouth moved. “I believe that.”

A bell rang inside. Children began shifting back toward the door.

Keziah looked down at the ledger.

“I keep names,” she said.

Ronan waited.

“Not gossip. Not judgment. Names. Who misses school. Who comes hungry. Who has no coat. Who lies about bruises. Who stops laughing, or laughs too much. Who goes quiet after their father comes home.”

Her voice had not risen. That made it worse.

Ronan looked at the closed ledger.

It did seem heavier than paper.

“You carry that alone?” he asked.

“Who else would I give it to?”

“The pastor.”

“He knows some.”

“The board.”

A bitter little smile touched her face and vanished. “Mr. Sarn would form a committee to determine whether hunger is within the school’s jurisdiction.”

Ronan grunted.

“The mothers know pieces,” she said. “Widows know too much of their own. Men know what is made inconvenient enough to stand in front of them.”

“That include me?”

“You are still new.”

“That is not an answer.”

“No,” she said. “But it is the one I have.”

He deserved that.

She turned to go.

“Keziah.”

It was the first time he used her given name.

Both of them noticed.

She looked back.

He should have said Miss Fenner. He should have stepped behind courtesy and stayed there.

Too late.

“What do you need fixed first?” he asked.

She looked at the steps.

Then the sill.

Then the children.

Then him.

For once, she seemed not to know what to say first.

That did something to him he had no name for.

“The back sill,” she said at last.

“After that?”

“The cupboard door sticks. The children fight with it every morning.”

“After that?”

Her brow tightened. “Mr. Briggs—”

“Ronan.”

The correction left his mouth before wisdom could stop it.

Her fingers shifted on the ledger.

“Ronan,” she said carefully, “if you ask me that too many times, I may answer honestly.”

He bent and picked up the pry bar.

“Then I will ask after coffee.”

She gave him a look that almost smiled, but behind it was something tired enough to make the near-smile hurt.

Then she went inside.

He worked until the sun moved past the steeple.

The back sill did not come out clean. Rotted wood rarely did. It broke in damp pieces, clinging where it should have released and crumbling where it should have held. Ronan scraped, pulled, measured, braced, and fitted. He salvaged what he could and discarded what would betray weight later.

At some point, Otho appeared beside him.

Ronan did not look up. “No.”

“I did not say nothing.”

“I know.”

The boy was quiet for almost four seconds.

“That piece any good?”

“No.”

“What about that one?”

“No.”

“That one?”

Ronan looked at him.

Otho pointed to the smallest discarded scrap, already split at one end.

“You collecting failures?”

The boy shrugged.

“I could make something.”

“Out of that?”

“Maybe.”

Ronan picked up the scrap and handed it to him. “Show me tomorrow.”

Otho blinked. “I can keep it?”

“If you bring it back as something other than stolen wood.”

“I did not steal it.”

“Keep the streak alive.”

Otho held the scrap like it mattered and ran off.

Ronan watched him go.

“You will regret encouraging him.”

Keziah stood at the back door with her sleeves pushed to her forearms and chalk dust near her wrist.

Ronan looked at the wrist longer than he should have.

Not long enough to be disrespectful.

Long enough to know he had noticed.

“I regret many things in advance,” he said.

“Efficient.”

“I try.”

She stepped outside and looked at the sill. “That already looks better.”

“It is open.”

“It still looks better.”

“Most things look worse before repair.”

“I have noticed.”

Their eyes met, and for a moment the conversation leaned toward something neither of them had named.

Then a child inside called, “Miss Fenner, Finch put paste on Otho’s seat!”

Keziah shut her eyes.

Ronan said, “Small wolves?”

“Worse. Educated ones.”

She went back inside with a speed that made the loose curl at her temple tremble.

Ronan stood under the window, smiling to himself like a fool.

By late afternoon, the sill was braced well enough to last the week but not the season. He would need better lumber. He would need nails that did not look as if they had been used in Noah’s second barn. He would need more time than his original agreement allowed.

That was becoming a habit.

School ended in a rush of feet, voices, slates, and released energy. Children scattered toward homes, chores, errands, and whatever mischief could survive Keziah’s watch.

Tav Cole appeared last.

He moved slowly, not because he was tired, but because he wanted to give the impression no one had dismissed him. His hand was wrapped properly now.

Ronan was kneeling near the tool chest, cleaning dirt from the pry bar.

Tav stopped several feet away.

Ronan kept working.

“You got many tools,” the boy said.

“Yes.”

“They all yours?”

“Yes.”

“You buy them?”

“Some.”

“Steal any?”

Ronan looked up.

Tav’s face gave nothing away.

“No.”

“Find any?”

“One.”

“What kind?”

“Small awl. Roadside near Mankato.”

“You kept it?”

“After asking around.”

Tav frowned. This answer displeased him by being less useful than he hoped.

“What if nobody claimed it?”

“Then it was mine to keep.”

The boy looked at the chest.

“My pa has a knife,” he said.

“That so?”

“Bone handle. He lets me sharpen sticks with it when he is home.”

“When is that?”

Tav shrugged. Too large a shrug for the question.

“Depends.”

“On work?”

“On him.”

There was no self-pity in it. That made it worse.

Ronan set the pry bar down. “You like sharpening sticks?”

“I like knives.”

“Knives are tools before they are anything else.”

“I know.”

“Some men do not.”

Tav’s eyes lifted. “I ain’t some men.”

“No. You are a boy with a dirty hand and a father’s knife you do not own.”

The boy’s face hardened at once.

Ronan had pushed too far.

He knew it.

Tav stepped back. “I did not ask you nothing.”

“You asked several things.”

“I did not ask you to talk like you know me.”

“No.”

The silence between them tightened.

Then Tav turned and walked off, not running, because running would have admitted injury.

Ronan watched him go and felt the old familiar irritation of having mishandled something delicate because he had treated it like hardwood.

Keziah appeared beside the doorway, one hand on the frame.

“You saw that?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You going to correct me?”

“Do you need it?”

“Likely.”

“Then yes. Later.”

She came down the steps with a cloth bag and her ledger. “He talks about his father when he wants someone to know he has one.”

Ronan looked down the road where Tav had gone.

“I guessed that after I bruised it.”

“At least you noticed.”

“That enough?”

“No.”

She said it without cruelty.

He nodded once.

“His father gone much?”

“Work takes him. So does restlessness. Grief sometimes, though I do not know from what.”

“His mother looks tired.”

“His mother is tired.”

Keziah shifted the bag to her other hand.

“Everybody here tired?”

“Most.”

“You?”

She looked at him then.

The question had come out plain. Too plain maybe.

For once, she did not answer quickly.

“Yes,” she said.

Not prettily. Not bravely. Just truth.

Ronan felt something in him still.

He had asked what needed fixing.

There it was, standing before him with chalk on her sleeve and too many names in a ledger.

He could not fix tired.

That should have relieved him.

It did not.

Keziah seemed to regret the answer as soon as it left her. She straightened slightly, gathering herself back into shape.

“I should not have said that.”

“Why not?”

“It asks too much of a man I barely know.”

“No,” Ronan said. “It tells the truth.”

Her eyes searched his face, and he wished again she would stop seeing so much.

He closed the tool chest, but did not strap it yet.

That small delay unsettled him.

Keziah noticed.

Of course she did.

“You are not finished,” she said.

“With the sill?”

“With the work.”

He looked toward the schoolhouse, then the church porch, then the road where Tavian had disappeared, then back to her.

“No,” he said. “Not finished.”

The words felt dangerous.

Keziah stepped carefully down onto the repaired lower board. It held.

“The cupboard sticks,” she said.

“I remember.”

“And the back shelf leans.”

“Does it?”

“Badly.”

“Dangerous?”

“Only to ink bottles and patience.”

“I have little patience in stock.”

“That much is plain.”

She smiled then. Small, tired, real.

Ronan picked up his tool chest and set it in the wagon bed.

He should have strapped it tight.

Instead, he left the latch closed and the straps loose.

Only for the ride to the livery, he told himself.

Only because he would need the tools again in the morning.

Keziah watched the loose straps.

She did not say a word.

That was worse.

Ronan climbed onto the wagon and took the reins.

“Miss Fenner.”

“Mr. Briggs.”

He clicked to the horse.

The wagon rolled away from the schoolhouse, the tool chest shifting lightly behind him, not secured enough for distance.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
A MAN CAME
TO DO A JOB.

IF
li
I

A WOMAN GAVE HIM
A REASON TO STAY.

THE BOYS GAVE HIM
A PURPOSE TO LIVE.

BY SHANE P. MILLER

GO






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





