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​Prologue

​The Girl Who Was Uneducatedable
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Matilda Bellweather was ten years old the first time a teacher decided she could not be taught.

It happened in the little schoolhouse east of Mulebone Creek, where the wind squeezed through the wall cracks and turned every slate lesson into a weather report. The building sat above the wagon road, whitewashed once in good faith and never again with much success. In winter it smelled of stove smoke and wet wool. In summer it smelled of chalk, dust, and lunches that had lost their courage before noon.

Matilda sat on the second bench from the front because Miss Hester Coyle believed trouble ought to be kept where it could be watched.

Miss Coyle was not cruel by town standards. She was simply the kind of woman who trusted straight rows more than living children.

That morning, Miss Coyle wrote arithmetic across the board in stiff white numbers.

“Copy them,” she said. “Then solve them.”

Matilda looked at the first problem.

Mr. Paxton had twelve apples and gave four to Mr. Gibbs.

Matilda raised her hand.

Miss Coyle’s shoulders sank before she even turned around.

“Yes, Matilda?”

“Why Mr. Paxton giving Mr. Gibbs apples?”

“The question is subtraction.”

“Yes’m, but did Mr. Paxton owe him? Was Mr. Gibbs hungry? Did them apples have worms? Because if he giving away worm apples, that ain’t kindness. That’s disposal.”

A boy behind her snickered.

Miss Coyle struck the chalk against the board. A piece broke off and landed near her shoe.

“You will solve the problem as written.”

Matilda frowned. “But it ain’t written enough.”

“It is written precisely.”

“No’m. It is written skinny.”

That did it.

The laughter broke loose.

Miss Coyle’s mouth pulled flat. “You will stay after lessons.”

Matilda sighed.

That was the trouble with school. A person could ask one useful question and get punished like she had stolen a mule.

By afternoon, the room had grown hot enough to make the ink smell tired. Flies bumped against the window glass with more will than wisdom. Miss Coyle walked between the benches, tapping slates, correcting sums, and telling children where their minds had failed them.

When she reached Matilda’s slate, she stopped.

Matilda had drawn the apple problem as a picture. Mr. Paxton stood beside a barrel. Mr. Gibbs stood with his hand out. Four apples sat between them, each with a face. One looked worried.

Miss Coyle picked up the slate. “What is this?”

“The problem.”

“This is not arithmetic.”

“It got twelve apples in it.”

“You were told to subtract.”

“I did. See there? Four left Mr. Paxton and went over to Mr. Gibbs. But that one apple don’t trust him.”

Little Lottie Peale covered her mouth. Her shoulders shook.

Miss Coyle set the slate on her own table as if it might spread disease.

“Matilda,” she said, “you are determined to turn every lesson into nonsense.”

“No’m. I was giving the apples circumstances.”

“They do not need circumstances.”

“Everything got circumstances.”

“Enough.”

The word snapped across the room.

Matilda shut her mouth.

Miss Coyle turned to the blackboard and wrote one word in tall, angry letters.

UNEDUCABLE

The room went quiet.

Matilda looked at the word.

It was ugly. Long and stiff and proud of itself.

Miss Coyle pointed to it. “That means you refuse to be taught.”

Matilda studied the letters.

“Uneducatedable,” she said.

“Uneducable.”

“That what I said.”

“No, it is not.”

Matilda looked from the board to the teacher. “If it means I can’t be taught, then it ought to know how to stand still when somebody says it.”

A few children laughed before they knew better.

Miss Coyle’s hand came down flat on the desk.

“Go home.”

Matilda blinked. “Now?”

“Yes. If you will not learn in this schoolhouse, go home. Return tomorrow prepared to do homework.”

That confused her more than the apples.

“Homework?”

“Yes. Work done at home.”

Matilda nodded slowly.

Finally, a lesson with sense in it.

She gathered her slate, pencil, and lunch pail. At the door, she looked back at the word on the board.

“Miss Coyle?”

The teacher closed her eyes. “What?”

“If I’m uneducatedable, do I still got to do the homework?”

“Yes.”

Matilda nodded. “Then I reckon I ain’t as bad off as that word thinks.”

She left before Miss Coyle could answer.

Outside, the Kansas wind hit her face clean and warm. The road stretched west toward Mulebone Creek, past dry grass, wagon ruts, and a leaning fence that looked like it had heard bad news.

Matilda walked home with her lunch pail banging her leg and the word uneducatedable following behind her like a dog she had not invited.

At home, she did her homework.

She fed the chickens first because they were hollering lies about starvation. She carried water to the milk cows. She helped her mama shake dust from a quilt. She gathered eggs from a hen that pecked her knuckles and blamed the pecking on motherhood. She chased a rooster out of the meal sack. She brought in kindling. She held one end of a split rail while a cousin reset it. Then she milked one cow badly and one cow worse, but both gave enough to prove the Lord had patience.

By sundown, her dress was dusty, her fingers smelled of rope and milk, and one boot had mud on it from a place she had not meant to step.

At supper, her mama looked across the table.

“Why you home early?”

“Teacher told me I was uneducatedable.”

Her mama’s spoon stopped.

“She said what?”

“Uneducatedable. Means I can’t be taught.”

Her cousin snorted into his cup.

Matilda reached for cornbread. “But then she told me to do homework, so I did. Fed chickens, watered cows, gathered eggs, chased the rooster, brought wood, worked fence, and near got killed by a hen with personal grievances.”

Her mama stared at her.

Matilda frowned. “Was I supposed to do different work?”

Her mama put the spoon down and covered her mouth.

Then her shoulders began to shake.

She reached across the table and touched Matilda’s wrist, still laughing, but gentle with it.

That was the first time Matilda understood something important.

A room could laugh at you.

Or a room could laugh because you had opened a window in it.

Those were not the same thing.

The next morning, Matilda returned to school with her slate clean, her hair brushed, and her homework done in the only manner she understood.

Miss Coyle stood by the door.

“Did you complete your homework?”

“Yes’m.”

“Where is it?”

Matilda held up both hands.

Miss Coyle looked at them. “What am I looking at?”

“Evidence.”

The children leaned forward.

Matilda lifted one finger. “This scratch come from the rooster, who had no legal right to the meal sack.” She turned her palm. “This blister come from carrying water. This here come from fence rail work. And this place on my thumb come from a hen who thinks motherhood excuses assault.”

The room burst.

Miss Coyle’s face reddened.

“That is not homework.”

“It was work,” Matilda said. “And I done it at home.”

Lottie Peale laughed so hard she slid sideways on the bench.

“Enough,” Miss Coyle said, but the word had lost some teeth.

At recess, the children followed Matilda behind the schoolhouse, where the grass had worn thin beneath restless feet. Lottie tripped near the water bucket and went down hard, scraping her knee on a stone.

She sat in the dirt, mouth open, drawing breath for a cry big enough to trouble the county.

Matilda knelt beside her.

“Well now,” she said, “that knee hollering awful loud for something still attached.”

Lottie cried anyway.

Matilda pulled a handkerchief from her pocket. It was not perfectly clean, but it was cleaner than the dirt, which was the standard most things lived by. She dipped it in water and dabbed around the scrape.

Lottie hissed.

“Don’t you go quitting walking over one rude patch of ground,” Matilda said. “I knew a frog once done that.”

Lottie sniffed. “A frog?”

“Mmm-hmm. Name was Bishop.”

Three children drew close.

“Bishop was a fine frog. Green as garden envy and proud of his tongue. Thought he could catch any fly God put wings on. One day he seen a big old fly sitting on a fence post, fat and disrespectful, rubbing its little hands like it had cheated at cards.”

Lottie’s crying softened.

“So Bishop jumped. Tongue flew out like a wet rope. But that fly ducked, and Bishop’s tongue hit a thornbush.”

A boy winced.

“Near split it in two,” Matilda said. “That frog sat there with his mouth hanging, looking like creation had betrayed him personal.”

“What happened?” Lottie asked.

“He got scared. Wouldn’t jump. Wouldn’t snap. Wouldn’t so much as look at a fly. Sat on his lily pad acting wounded and important till his belly started fussing.”

The children listened.

“Then one day Bishop seen a little fly. Not a grand one. Just a regular fly with poor judgment. Bishop was scared, but hunger told fear to move over. So he jumped.”

“Did he catch it?”

“He did. And after that, he remembered he was a frog, not a decoration.”

Lottie looked at her knee.

Matilda tied the handkerchief around it.

“Getting hurt ain’t the same as being finished,” she said.

The words came out plain.

Too plain.

So she added, “Besides, that ground ain’t worth surrendering to. It just lying there lazy, with no legs and bad manners.”

Lottie laughed through her tears.

So did the others.

From the schoolhouse door, Miss Coyle watched without smiling.

Matilda helped Lottie stand.

“There now. Give me three brave steps. If your knee complains, tell it Bishop the frog said hush.”

Lottie took three steps.

The children clapped like she had crossed an ocean.

By the end of that week, every child in the schoolhouse had heard about Bishop the frog. By the end of the month, Bishop had grown larger, survived a hawk, married a toad with money, and given a speech at a pond meeting. Matilda denied none of it.

A story, once useful, deserved room to improve.

Miss Coyle still called her difficult.

The children called her Tilly.

That name stuck better than Matilda because it could run faster.

Years later, Mulebone Creek would add the rest.

Tall-Tale Tilly.

They would say it laughing. Sometimes kindly. Sometimes not.

Tilly learned the difference, though she rarely let on.

And if anybody asked her about school, she told the truth as she understood it.

“I went to school once,” she would say. “Teacher told me I was uneducatedable and sent me home to do homework. So I went home and worked. That’s when I first suspected school had a narrow understanding of education.”

Most people laughed.

Tilly laughed too.

But she remembered the word on the blackboard.

And from then on, whenever truth looked too skinny to stand by itself, she gave it boots, a hat, and enough story to keep it company.
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​Chapter 1

​Turtle Time
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Anson Flint came into Mulebone Creek with two shirts, one good saddle, eighty-seven dollars folded flat in his coat pocket, and no patience for men who talked longer than necessary.

By noon, he had already met four of them.

One man outside the livery wanted to know whether Anson had come from Dodge, Wichita, Abilene, or judgment. Another offered to sell him a horse with one honest eye and one eye that had “seen sorrow.” A third told him the weather had been peculiar since Easter, which in Anson’s experience meant it had behaved like weather.

Anson answered what required answering and left the rest to die of neglect.

Mulebone Creek sat low in the Kansas heat, strung along a dusty wagon road with enough buildings to call itself a town and enough pride to believe it. The dry goods store faced the blacksmith. The church sat at the east end, whitewashed better than it deserved. A schoolhouse stood beyond it on a small rise, where the wind could discipline children before the teacher got around to it.

Past town, the land opened wide and dry. Grass rolled out in dull gold waves. Fence lines cut across it in straight claims. Cattle moved in slow dark clusters beyond the creek draw, switching flies and minding business older than law.

Anson liked the look of the work.

He did not much like the talk around it.

Bram Hodge had hired him to help with cattle, horses, fence trouble, and whatever else needed a competent hand before summer burned the sense out of everybody. Bram owned a spread north of town, but his trouble seemed to favor the southern fence line near the creek. Two head had wandered through an open gate the week before. A calf had been found on the wrong side of a bottom strand. Three men in town had offered explanations.

Bad staples.

Restless cattle.

Wind.

Anson had looked at the sky and said, “Wind does not carry pliers.”

That ended the conversation, though not warmly.

By midafternoon, he rode south with his bedroll tied behind his saddle and his hat pulled low against the sun. His horse, a bay gelding with a scarred knee and more good sense than most men, picked through the dry ruts without argument.

The fence ran west toward a strip of cottonwoods marking the creek. Two posts leaned. One corner brace needed resetting. The bottom strand sagged in places where cattle had nosed it or weather had worried it loose. Anson noted each fault as he passed.

Work was work.

It did not improve by being discussed.

Near the draw, he saw the first thing that did not fit.

A woman stood beside the fence with one hand on her hip, looking down at something in the grass.

She was tall and lean, dark-skinned, wearing a faded work skirt, boots, and a hat that had survived weather, travel, and at least one personal disagreement. Her sleeves were rolled to the forearms. A pair of wire nippers hung from her belt. She stood like the land had not surprised her in years.

Anson slowed his horse.

She did not turn around.

“Well,” she said, “that is unfortunate.”

Anson stopped ten feet away. “Ma’am.”

“Don’t ma’am me yet. This situation still deciding how sinful it wants to be.”

He looked past her.

A snapping turtle sat several feet from the bottom fence wire, low in the dust, neck stretched out, mouth half open in fixed offense. A cut length of barbed wire had caught beneath the back edge of its lower shell. The free strand trailed from the fence post to the turtle in a crooked line, barbs snagged under the shell, holding the creature in place.

Each time the turtle tried to move, the wire jerked, scraped, and stopped it.

Anson swung down.

“Careful,” the woman said. “He got the face of a deacon asked to forgive money.”

“It is tangled.”

“He is more than tangled.”

Anson tied his reins to a low cottonwood limb and stepped closer.

The woman squatted in the dust, keeping just far enough back from the turtle’s head. “That there is a witness.”

“A turtle.”

“A witness with short legs.”

The turtle hissed.

Anson crouched near the wire. “A snapping turtle did not cut this fence.”

“I ain’t said he cut it.”

“You said witness.”

“That ain’t the same as culprit. You must be new.”

“I arrived today.”

“That explains your face.”

“My face?”

“It ain’t learned where the jokes are kept.”

Anson looked at her once, then returned to the fence.

The bottom strand had been severed beside the post where the wire bent around a staple. It had not rusted through. It had not snapped under tension. The end showed a flattened bite where metal had been pinched.

“This was cut,” he said.

“Look at you arriving late and correct.”

He glanced at her. “Who are you?”

“Matilda Bellweather if I owe money. Tilly if I don’t.”

“I am Anson Flint.”

“Sorry to hear it.”

He waited.

She gave him nothing more.

So he looked back at the wire.

Tilly reached for a stick and pointed toward the dirt. “Before you go making all them straight-line thoughts, look here.”

Anson followed the stick.

A worn path led from the creek grass toward the fence. Turtle tracks, faint but regular, marked the dust in clawed little presses. The trail met the fence exactly where the bottom strand had been cut loose. From there, the line of dragged wire scraped through the dirt, matching the turtle’s forced path until the barbs snagged tight beneath its shell.

“This old snapper comes through here near every morning when the sun clears them cottonwoods,” Tilly said. “Same time. Same path. Same sour opinion about the world.”

“You know this turtle’s schedule?”

“I know anybody’s schedule if they cross my morning with that much attitude.”

Anson looked again.

“If the wire had been cut after he crossed,” she said, “it’d be laying over his track. But it ain’t. It’s riding with him like he stole it.”

Anson said nothing.

The turtle jerked forward again, failed, and hissed at the whole state of Kansas.

Tilly pointed at it. “He come through after the wire was already down. Wire caught under his bottom shell, and he hauled it till his pride ran shorter than his legs.”

“Plastron,” Anson said.

“What?”

“The underside of a turtle’s shell is called the plastron.”

Tilly stared at him.

Then she said, “Bless you.”

“It is not a sneeze.”

“Well, it sounded like a medical complaint.”

“It is the correct word.”

“Then his plastron is currently in disagreement with bobwire.”

Anson let that stand.

The heat pressed down. Grasshoppers clicked in the buffalo grass. The creek made no sound from here; in summer it often pretended to be more memory than water.

Tilly’s voice lowered. “Yesterday morning, that wire was tight.”

“You saw it?”

“I saw him turn back from it.”

“The turtle.”

“Yes, Mr. Flint, the turtle. He come up to this fence yesterday, bumped his ugly head near that bottom strand, got mad, and turned himself around like a judge leaving a bad sermon. Wire was tight then.”

“And today?”

“Today he come through and got himself arrested.”

Anson stood and looked along the fence. Beyond the post, the pasture opened toward the creek crossing. A calf could push through low. A man could lift or cut the strand at night, move stock, then leave the damage looking like poor fence keeping.

Tilly watched him watching.

“You thinking now,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Don’t strain. First day in town and all.”

He turned back to her. “Has this happened before?”

“Fence down?”

“Yes.”

“Mulebone Creek got more fence down than gossip, and gossip breeds faster. But cut clean like that?” She looked toward the creek. “That’s been happening.”

“To Hodge land?”

“To folks near this water.”

“Who owns the land on that side?”

“Depends who you ask and how much paper they carrying.”

That answer was too strange to ignore.

Anson looked at her carefully. “What does that mean?”

“It means some men got land by sweat, some got land by law, and some got land by teaching paper to lie.”

“Names.”

Tilly smiled without humor. “You just got here, Mr. Flint. Might want to learn which eggs is rotten before you start sniffing the basket.”

“I prefer facts.”

“Most men do till facts point at somebody invited to supper.”

The turtle scraped again.

Anson moved toward his saddle.

Tilly straightened. “Where you going?”

“To get gloves.”

“I got nippers.”

“I need gloves.”

“That turtle ain’t asking to marry you. Just cut him loose.”

“He can take a finger.”

“So can a door if you anger it.”

Anson looked at her.

She held out the nippers from her belt. “You want the tool or not?”

He took them.

The turtle’s head followed every movement with murderous focus. Anson came around behind it, boot steady in the dust, one gloved hand pressing the loose wire down with a broken branch. He clipped the strand twice, carefully, easing the barbs away from the shell.

The turtle lunged at nothing and snapped air.

“Mean little county official,” Tilly muttered.

Anson freed the last barb. The turtle lurched forward, stopped, then began its slow, furious retreat toward the creek as if leaving a place beneath its dignity.

Tilly watched it go. “There now. Don’t get yourself tangled in nobody else’s wickedness before supper.”

The turtle disappeared into the grass.

Anson examined the wire he had cut loose. “This piece needs keeping.”

“For what?”

“Evidence.”

Tilly’s eyebrows rose. “Look at that. Keeping turtle testimony.”

“It is wire.”

“It is turtle testimony with sharp edges.”

He wrapped the severed piece in an old cloth from his saddlebag and tied it tight.

Tilly studied him while he worked. He was not old, not young. Mid-thirties maybe, with a hard-set mouth, dark hair under a weathered hat, and shoulders shaped by labor rather than display. Handsome, she decided, in the manner of a man who would rather repair a roof than discuss the sunset from under it.

A sorrow, really.

God had made his face useful and forgot to install amusement.

Anson tucked the wrapped wire into his saddlebag and turned back to the post. “This fence needs splicing before evening.”

Tilly folded her arms. “Does it?”

“Yes.”

“You telling me or the fence?”

“The fence does not require explanation.”

“Neither do I, but men keep trying.”

He looked at her with the patience of someone measuring boards in his head. “If cattle find this gap—”

“They’ll widen it.”

“Yes.”

“Calves first.”

“Yes.”

“Then one big fool steer will decide the Lord personally invited him through.”

“Likely.”

“And you’ll spend half the night walking after him.”

“Unless the fence is repaired.”

Tilly nodded. “See? We agree and still you made it dull.”

Anson pulled fence staples, pliers, and a short length of wire from his saddlebag. “Do you work this ranch?”

“I work where I’m useful.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is if usefulness is the question.”

He glanced at her. “Who hired you?”

“Nobody today.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Because the turtle was late.”

Anson stopped moving.

Tilly gave him a bright look. “You got that face again.”

“What face?”

“The one that says your thoughts got trapped in a flour sack.”

“You came because a turtle was late.”

“He crosses when the sun touches that fork in the cottonwood.” She pointed. “Sun touched it. Turtle didn’t pass. I wondered why.”

“That is not a normal reason to inspect a fence.”

“Normal people lose cattle.”

He considered that despite himself.

She was ridiculous.

She was also right.

Anson began work on the bottom strand. Tilly crouched by the post, not crowding him, but close enough to watch the repair. For a few minutes, she said nothing.

That surprised him more than the turtle.

The silence let the land speak. Wire creaked under tension. Grasshoppers clicked. A cow bawled somewhere west, low and complaining.

Tilly picked up a small clod and broke it between her fingers.

“You staying at Bram’s north place?” she asked.

“For now.”

“He need help.”

“He said so.”

“He also need sense, but that ain’t always for hire.”

Anson pulled the wire tight. “You have opinions about everyone.”

“No. I got observations. Opinions are what folks make when they ain’t got enough observations.”

He started to look at her, then kept working.

She continued, “Bram Hodge ain’t bad. Just worried. Worried men listen to paper if paper promises sleep.”

“What paper?”

She shrugged. “Survey paper. Water paper. Deed paper. Paper with stamps. Paper with words long enough to hide a snake.”

“Hollis Trant?”

This time Tilly did look at him sharply.

Anson drove a staple into the post with the back of the pliers. “I heard the name in town.”

“What else you hear?”

“That he handles land questions.”

“He handles folks till they easier to carry.”

Anson tested the wire. “That is not an accusation.”

“No. That’s me being polite.”

He tightened the splice. “If you know something, say it plain.”

Tilly rose.

For the first time since he had met her, the playfulness left her face.

“I know this,” she said. “Wire don’t cut itself. Stakes don’t walk unless somebody teaches ’em. Cattle don’t choose legal disputes. And men who smile before answering simple questions usually got a ditch dug somewhere behind their teeth.”

Anson held her gaze.

The wind moved dust between them.

Then Tilly smiled again, quick as a curtain dropping.

“But what do I know? I’m just the woman who accused a turtle of civic involvement.”

He returned to the wire, though his mind stayed on what she had said.

When the repair was finished, he stood and tested the strand twice. It held.

Tilly watched approvingly. “You do know fence.”

“Yes.”

“That all you know?”

“No.”

“You know jokes?”

“No.”

“At least you honest.”

He gathered his tools. “Jokes waste time.”

Tilly stared at him like he had confessed to eating candles.

“Mr. Flint, that is the saddest sentence I have heard from a living man.”

“I doubt that.”

“You shouldn’t. I been listening to living men all my life.”

He mounted his horse.

Tilly stepped back from the fence, hand resting near her belt where the nippers usually hung. “You owe me my tool.”

Anson looked down, then held out the nippers.

She took them. “Thank you.”

He nodded.

The polite thing would have been to ride on.

Instead, he asked, “Do people around here listen to you?”

Tilly’s face shifted.

Only slightly.

Enough that he knew he had found something tender by accident.

“Depends what I’m saying,” she said.

“And if you are saying something important?”

She slid the nippers back onto her belt. “Then I usually dress it funny so they don’t run from it.”

He looked toward the repaired wire.

“You should tell Bram Hodge what you saw.”

“I expect you’ll tell him.”

“I will.”

“Plain?”

“Yes.”

“That poor man.”

Anson frowned. “What?”

“Plain truth is useful, but it do walk into a room naked and scare decent people.”

He had no answer ready for that.

Tilly seemed pleased.

She moved toward a dun mare tied beneath the cottonwoods. The horse lifted its head when she approached, calm and familiar. Tilly untied the reins and swung up with easy grace, settling into the saddle like the mare had been waiting to become part of her.

Anson noticed that too.

For all her talk, she rode quietly.

That mattered.

She turned the mare toward town, then paused.

“Mr. Flint.”

“Yes.”

“That turtle did not cut your fence.”

“I know.”

“But he did drag the truth far as his little legs could manage.”

Anson looked at her.

This time, he did not correct her.

Tilly smiled.

“See there? First day in town and you already learning.”

She rode toward Mulebone Creek, leaving him beside the repaired fence, the wrapped wire in his saddlebag, and the unpleasant certainty that the most unreasonable woman he had met all day had made the most sense.
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